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      The grass on Everest was a lush, verdant green. 

      Nima lay on her back, hands crossed behind her head, allowing this new world to soak into her. The grass poked through a thin layer of snow, tickling the back of her neck. She laughed at the pure magic of it all, her voice echoing happily down the mountain.

      Grass on Everest, even if it was the Everest of another world. Her excitement ran through her like the wind. This was a world made for adventure.

      Sunlight fell from a crisp, blue sky, warming the majestic  mountain, its slopes alive with the sound of birdsong. The wind carried the scent of flowers to her, while bringing gooseflesh to her arms. Breathing in deep, her lungs filled with strength.

      Far from the dead air of the mountain she knew, this was a place abundant with life. It was like something from a story, a fable.

      Her stomach rumbled, but she ignored it. There would be time for food and shelter. Those were problems, and right now Nima wasn’t interested in problems.

      In all times of life, Nima’s grandfather had told her, you can focus on your troubles, or see what’s over the next hill.

      She could still see him, her father’s father, arriving at their village in northern Nepal as he always had. Unexpected, and bearing stories and books. As a little girl, Nima would rush to greet him, this amazing, world-travelling Sherpa, letting him scoop her into his arms and fill her mind with tales and adventures.

      Nima’s mother had never approved. She could still see Ama standing in the corner with her folded frown and folded arms. To Nima, her mother’s disapproval had only made her grandfather more special. Unlike Nima or her father, he wasn’t afraid of Ama. He would sit right there in the room and read stories to Nima, Ama’s scowling quickly giving way to worlds of kings and queens, knights and dragons.

      Now Nima wished for all her heart that he could see her, see the adventure she was about to take for her own. It was not an adventure without challenges, but Nima was sure her problems would solve themselves over the next hill, just as her grandfather had said.

      She pulled herself to her feet, a thin layer of snow sticking wet to her back. Her stomach growled again, a bit more adamant this time.

      “Fine, fine,” she said to no one. “Time to get going.”

      She looked up, trying to see the peak of this Everest, but there was a steady bank of clouds that seemed to cluster around the top of the mountain, staying there despite the blue skies and the steady wind.

      She guessed she was still at the same altitude she had reached on the Everest of her world, a snowy and chilling height of just under eight thousand meters. There, she had encountered harsh winds and a biting cold that had eaten through her clothing like paper, snow as deep as her waist at times. It had been beautiful in its own way, but deadly.

      This Everest was nothing like that.

      Low bushes peeked out from cracks in the rock, yellow flowers bloomed abundantly, clinging to ivy that twisted and turned through the stones of the mountain. Here and there was an odd patch of snow, perhaps a holdover from a receding winter.

      The air itself was completely different. Rich in smells and life, each breath filled Nima’s lungs with oxygen and strength. As she paced around the small clearing the magical portal had deposited her on, her limbs rejoiced in new strength and energy. She felt as if she could run down the mountain. As she cast her eyes around her, the land features looked the same. Lhoste, Nupste and all the familiar peaks were here, their sides each painted with emerald grasses, just as in bloom as Everest.

      Down the mountain was another matter. When she had first arrived in this strange green world, she could see clearly down this new Everest. No Khumbu Icefall awaited her at the bottom, but rather a wide river, blue and moving with a strength and power that was evident even at this distance. The land around the river was rockier, less greens and more browns, leading to a deep forest, its dark interior resistant to light. Beyond the forest, she witnessed a sight so surreal that she struggled to wrap her mind around it.

      An ocean, a great sea with Everest not far from its shore. A plain of rolling water, sparkling in the sunlight, extending out to the horizon.

      It was as magical as anything she had ever laid eyes on, an expanse of blue and green that was so beautiful, so filled with possibilities her heart was nearly pained by the sight of it.

      Enchanted though she was, Nima was still paying close attention to the changing scene down the mountain. Not long after she had arrived, she spied a storm brewing in the distance, carrying dark clouds and lightning as it appeared over the ocean on the horizon. It seemed to be heading right for her. She couldn’t predict if the storm would rise to her altitude, but she was sure if it did, she would find no shelter from it in this pastoral setting.

      The mountain and the surrounding lands were breathtaking, yet the constant silence made her uneasy.

      There were many sounds of course. Nima could hear the wind foremost. It whipped through her hair as it rushed past to the summit. Not as violent or as bitter cold as the wind of her Everest, but it was ever-present.

      Birds flew overhead, squawking and chattering to each other. There were rustles in the leaves of the bushes, made by either small rodents or the breeze pushing through the branches. Every now and then she would hear a growl or a snort. Somewhere there was a larger animal, but she couldn’t locate it.

      But there was no talking. With a suddenness that shocked her, Nima realized she might be the only person on this world. After months with Drew and Pasang, weeks staying with Gyalzen and Dorjee and the many people she met in the Under, she had become accustomed to companionship. Nima did not mind being alone for short periods of time, but the idea of being alone forever was another matter entirely.

      Her mind drifted to Wanda, the Polish woman’s severe face that occasionally allowed a smile, the shock of red hair, her fierce mind and passionate commitment to her homeland. Nima felt a pang that she had not experienced for Pasang or Drew; she believed they were safe. She could not know for certain, but they were both safe the last time she saw them and she chose to believe they stayed that way,

      Yet Wanda was truly gone. With a brave smile, she had stood between Kater and the monster Vihrut, crashing Kater’s head into the giant red crystal. There had been a terrible flash of light and energy as Upala was freed.

      When the brilliance had subsided, Nima had found Wanda’s shattered body on the ground, the life ripped from it by the force of the explosion. Yet to Nima it seemed she had died happy, understanding finally who she was and what she wanted.

      Questions Wanda had asked Nima herself the night before she died, though Nima was still unsure of the answers.

      “Well, just because you’re gone, Wanda,” Nima said. “Doesn’t mean I can’t talk to you still.” She looked around the clearing and heard no answer from the birds, the bushes or the wind. The path down the mountain beckoned, and now the world seemed a little less empty, just by evoking her friend’s memory.

      “I guess we should see what is down there, right?” Nima said.

      Talking to Wanda was better than talking to herself, and it allowed her voice to be in the air. Hearing herself made this world seem more real and less like a dream, even if she still felt like she had stepped into one of grandfather’s stories.

      She brushed her dark hair out of her eyes, annoyed that it was getting too long. She could feel it tickling the lower part of her neck, getting dangerously close to her shoulders.

      She wondered if she might find a way to cut it here. Nima decided to add that to her list of things to do. Her mother had insisted on her keeping her hair long, never listening to how much Nima disliked it. When Ama had died, Nima had gone into the barn the next day and cut it as short as she could, and had tried to keep it that way ever since.

      The wind brought another scent of flowers from further down the mountain, yet also served to remind Nima it had been several days since she had taken a bath. Perhaps she would find a pool or spring lower on the mountain.

      Peering down the slopes, she studied the long expanse of trees as they covered the land between her and sea, looking for a sign of closer water.

      A deep, low growl came suddenly, pulling her out of her thoughts. Nothing like she had heard earlier, this was no rodent or small animal.

      The sound came from off to her left, a bit lower and unlike any noise she had ever heard. It was a low rumbling mixed with a hiss, as if a kettle had combined with a snake. Nima froze, focusing on the sound, feeling a tingle of fear running up her back.

      She scanned the area around her, her breath trapped in her chest. She peered into the dense bushes, the patchy tracks of snow, the scattered boulders that seemed strewn across the path.

      Nothing.

      After a moment of listening to her own heartbeat she exhaled and began moving again. She hadn’t imagined the sound, but there was no sense in standing around waiting for something to jump on her.

      “I guess we can’t be too careful,” she said to Wanda. She reminded herself to be wary, to not rush down the mountain like her feet wanted her to.

      In her many traipses through the wilderness of Nepal and the Khumbu Valley, she had encountered plenty of wild animals. Most likely she had stepped too close to something’s nest or lair. Pushing her concerns out of her mind, she continued working down a scrabble of rock that formed a rough route farther down the mountain.

      Her progress was easy, and Nima found herself humming a tune as she made her descent. Her stomach continued to complain, but she was sure she’d find something better to eat than berries once she gained a lower altitude. Whatever animal she had heard ate something after all.

      First shelter, then food, she reminded herself, looking at the darkening clouds coming in from the ocean.

      Nima crested a small rise in the mountain, seeing a grass covered Lhoste Face reflected in afternoon sun. The first drop of cold rain landed on her cheek, an early ambassador of the clouds approaching from the south.

      Against the rising wind she heard the growling again.

      Nima looked to her left and right. The terrain was more forgiving than the Everest she knew, but she was still effectively on an angled knife edge of rock and grasses about a meter wide. Beyond that was a drop of several thousand meters in either direction. As the growling in front of her got closer, its owner appeared, moving out from behind a fallen boulder.

      The creature was only about as long as her leg, and about as wide. It resembled a snake with legs to Nima, she could count at least three pairs of limbs as it stared back at her, dark-red eyes framed by black-scaled skin. The beast’s mouth opened as it let out another hiss of a growl, the mouth looking more like a clamp than the jaw, the maw filled with even more teeth than she had expected.

      A shiver ran through her as she started to perspire, her sweat cooling in the growing wind.

      The creature stared back at her, hissing again. As it did so, blue lightning arced around the beast’s long body. She took a step back in surprise. Even in the Under she had not seen anything like that, except in Vihrut itself.

      Another strange growl came suddenly, this one from behind her, and Nima ducked more out of fear than any sense of reaction or planning. The second legged snake sailed over her, landing atop its surprised cohort.

      Moving more than thinking, Nima sprinted at the pair of entwined beasts before they had a chance to right themselves, pebbles and stones flying behind her boots as she fought to keep her footing. She spread her arms for balance as she ran past them, starting to feel her feet slide against the terrain.

      Another pair of raindrops landed in her eyes as she fought to control her footing. She could hear her breath battle against the wind, her heart pounded in her chest. Her mind struggled to regain control.

      You cannot panic on the mountain. The words of the Shipton party’s sirdar, the lead Sherpa of the group that attempted Everest just a week before she ended up on the great mountain’s slopes. The words had been more for her brother, Pasang, than for her, but she had listened all the same. Panic will get you dead.

      Pushing her feet into the ground, she brought herself to a stop. The creatures might be in pursuit behind her, she had to assume they were. Still, by running, she was only likely to get herself killed. Allowing herself one deep breath in, she held it, feeling her lungs expand in her chest and back. She slowly let it out, the air escaping through her teeth.

      She turned around and peered back up the knife edge, the orange light of the afternoon sun bouncing off the stones and boulders. There were no creatures, no black snakes bouncing from rock to rock in chase of her. Nothing in the shadows cast by the sun, no movement in the stones and rocks. No sounds on the wind save her breathing.

      “Maybe they are gone?” she asked Wanda.

      Wanda was a silent as the mountain had become. The tightness in her chest loosened but would not fully release, the sweat on her palms and underarms growing damp and cold.

      Perhaps they fell, she supposed. Or they went off in search of easier prey. Even against two of them, Nima might seem fearsome she supposed.

      She turned back around, looking at her options down the mountain as the rain began to taper off, the sky clearing as quickly as it had darkened.

      When she had arrived on this world, it had seemed full, bursting at the seams with adventure and potential. Now, with water dripping from her wet hair while her chest heaved, and her pulse pounded in her eyes, this world had become empty. Alone.

      Then, as magical and surprising as a shooting star, her eyes caught the tiniest hint of smoke in the distance, curling up from the center of the forest. Caught by the wind, it twisted in the air like a thin, gray ribbon.

      Smoke! Her heart jumped at the sight. Nima pushed her damp hair out of her eyes, squinting to make sure she was not seeing things.

      Sure enough, a second thin line made its way up from the far-off forest, escaping through the treetops.

      Smoke might mean people, and people meant shelter, food and adventure. She clapped her hands with joy, a new wellspring of energy building up inside her.

      The smoke twisting far off in the forest was a sign, and it called to her. That would be her goal, to find the fire and its maker, while avoiding whatever might be hiding in the rocks and bushes on the way.

      She contemplated her path down the mountain again, as well as searching for something to eat. She was not yet starving nor was she terribly cold, but likely that would not stay true.

      A route to her left seemed more promising, even if it led her into a colder portion of the landscape, the mountain’s shadow allowing for snow and ice to cover the rocks along the way. It still seemed safer to her, wild animals were less likely to be present.

      She had only walked for a small time, trying to relax and enjoy the sound and feel of the snow crunching under her boots when a cry rang out. The voice sounded human, and female.

      She froze, new excitement pushing away any lingering fear she was feeling from the animals she had encountered.

      Another person!

      Nima ran, the sound coming from around a corner in her path, the view ahead blocked by a large wall of snow-covered stone.

      As she carefully rounded the stone, the shout came again, much closer. A long finger of snow and rock stabbed out from the mountain, the drop below the outcropping looked to be massive.

      Barely visible at the edge of the stone were five gloved fingers. The first person Nima had seen in this strange world, and she was just inches away from death.
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      Nima crept forward on her hands and knees, moving carefully across the snow. The precipice stuck out away from the mountain like a thin, icy finger, narrow and jagged. Little points of rock stuck up through the white powder, with a lone glove clutching for life at the edge.

      Kneeling onto the precipice, Nima shuffled forward with a drop of hundreds of meters only a hand’s length away on either side of her. Fear gave everything a sharp edge.

      Her heart shuddered as she heard the woman’s call again, weaker this time, the sound echoing across the mountain.

      Nima made her way to the edge of the rocky outcropping, laying on the snow and digging both her toes into the mountain. She grabbed on to the gloved hand, peering over the edge to see its owner.

      A woman looked back up at her, eyes wide and startled by Nima’s sudden appearance. She had ebony skin with dark braided hair that flew behind her like waves. She looked to be close to Nima’s age, young but across the threshold into adulthood. A white triangle had been tattooed on her forehead, the symbol sitting above eyes that were wild with panic. One arm clung to the stone, a red cloth tied around her bicep. The other arm flailed to grab onto the outcropping. Two legs dangled above a drop that looked to Nima to go all the way down the mountain.

      The woman’s mouth was moving, chanting something that was too quiet for Nima to hear. 

      “Stop moving!” Nima didn’t want to yell, but she could see it would take a lot to get through the woman’s panic. “Give me your arm and I can pull you up!”

      Nima kicked deeper into the snow with her boots, grateful to find good traction in the rocks underneath. She wondered if the woman could even understand her. The portal’s magic had allowed her to speak other languages before, but that had been in the Under.

      The woman continued to swing her legs and her free arm, putting more pressure on the other arm that kept her aloft. Nima put both her hands around the strong forearm, pushing down with her knees to try and stay stable.

      “My name is Nima,” she said more quietly. Perhaps if she kept her voice calm, she would convince the woman to be calm too.

      She did her best to try and hold the terrified eyes with her own. “Do you understand me? I am Nima. What is your name?”

      “Tanira.” She had deep voice that matched the strength and muscles Nima could see underneath the leather. “Tanira is my name.”

      Nima gave Tanira what she hoped was her most sincere smile. She was relieved that she was understood, but the pain in her muscles was increasing. It was harder to keep herself stable on the mountain, she could feel the snow wanting to slide her forward.

      Nima took a quick breath, willing herself stay calm. She had to, or they were both lost.

      “Hello, Tanira. Nice to meet you.” She increased her grip while pushing down with her feet and legs. “Tanira, can you take your other arm and grab onto mine?”

      Chomolungma, if you can hear me in this place, help me.

      Tanira flailed with her left arm, her fingertips catching the cloth of Nima’s sleeve for a moment before they slipped away.

      “That was good,” Nima said. “One more try, just grab on to my arm Tanira. Come on!”

      For a moment, the woman paused. She was no longer writhing about, but neither did she attempt to grab Nina’s hand. Now she simply hung there by one hand, as much a part of the mountain as the rock.

      “Dammit!” Nima yelled. “Move! Now!”

      Tanira gritted her teeth, her arm swinging around and grabbing onto Nima’s hands with a grip that was hard enough to cause Nima to cry out.

      Powerful muscles in the strange woman’s arms rippled as Tanira flexed and pulled herself up to the mountain’s level.

      The weight and additional pressure on Nima’s wrists and legs was tremendous, and she could feel her feet start to slide toward the precipice. She pushed her toes down even harder, trying to dig her elbows into the cold rock as well.

      With one last groan and lurch, Tanira pulled herself up far enough to get one knee on the outcropping. She used that leverage to vault back onto the finger of rock, landing on Nima’s back.

      Nima grunted, surprised at the solidness of Tanira’s weight but grateful that same mass had kept her from falling off the mountain in Tanira’s place. Tanira slid off of her, laying on her back next to Nima and gasping for air.

      Nima carefully rolled over. The pair lay together, chests heaving as the crisp air rushed into their lungs. The drop down the mountain was only half a meter on either side of them, a few pebbles clattering over the edge from their movement.

      Listening to nothing but the sound of her breath and the pounding of her heart, Nima stared at the crisp blue sky. The clouds moved overhead, no different than the clouds she had seen all her life.

       In another time and another world, she had first met Drew in much the same way. At the time, she felt the same pride she felt now, and she and Drew had gone on to become friends.

      She smiled at the similarities, this was a good way to start out her adventure on this new world.

      “Thank you,” Tanira said, breaking the silence. “I . . . I am surprised and embarrassed to find myself in that position.”

      Her voice was pure and strong, showing no strain or sign that she had nearly fallen to her death.

      “It is easy to make a mistake in the mountains,” Nima said. “I have been climbing them much of my life and I still misstep. They are dangerous.”

      The wind crept up again, bringing with it the smell of flowers farther down the mountain. The clouds above them had transitioned from pink to deep crimson as the sun began to set into the far-off ocean.

      “Dangerous, but beautiful.” Tanira got to her feet, brushing the dirt and snow off her dark, leather pants. Smiling, she extended a hand to Nima, who accepted it. Tanira’s grip was less strong than before, but Nima still found herself more yanked to her feet than helped.

      “Thanks,” Nima said, rubbing her palms together. A chill was beginning to set in. Her breathing was returning to normal, but her pulse still pounded, her mind racing at the possibilities this new stranger might represent.

      She found she had to look up to meet Tanira’s gaze, the woman was nearly as tall as Drew. She was clad in dark leather clothes, they looked to Nima like they had been dyed to blend into the shadows. Both the shirt and pants were thicker in some places, as if there were padding underneath. She could see gouges in several spots, as if claws or blades had been pulled across them.

      Painted in the center of Tanira’s chest was a white triangle, matching the one that appeared tattooed to her forehead. Two long blades were strapped to her back, the hilts rising up from behind her broad shoulders.

      Nima felt her heart race even faster as she took in Tanira’s appearance, her excitement running like an avalanche. This was a warrior if ever she saw one, a woman built for adventures and amazing tales.

      “Nima, climber of mountains.” Tanira offered a deep bow with the fading sunset at her back. Nima thought to laugh until she noticed the expression on the woman’s face. She was being sincere. “It is I who thank you. You have saved me, and saved all of my people by doing so. I would repay that debt, if I could.”

      “It was nothing,” Nima said, returning the bow in a manner she hoped was respectful. “I couldn’t very well walk by and not help you. As for your debt . . .” Nima rubbed her empty stomach. “Have anything to eat?”

      “A feast for a hero awaits, Nima! Just follow me,” Tanira laughed and started back toward the mountain.

      Nima stood with her mouth open for a moment as Tanira deftly leapt to a lower rock. She had so many questions, so many things she wanted to know.

      Nima grinned as she ran after the tall woman. There were many surprises here already. Her skin was darker than Nima had seen before, but she had seen pictures of such people.

      Except for that, Tanira looked so much like me--do all the people of this world look as she does?

      Tanira was making good time down the mountain, staying silent and focused as she selected which routes to take. She made quick decisions, Nima noted, but she was not experienced. She would choose the paths that appeared the most secure, but miss obvious shortcuts that Nima suspected would pose little additional challenge. Mountains were clearly new to her.

      As they descended, the rocks gave way to short, stubby trees and thick bushes, deep blue vines wrapping their way through them.

      Nima spotted a few dark birds flying overhead, flocks of chough that looked no different than she would have seen in Nepal. Yet there were no blue plants back home, or scary sparking snakes with legs.

      Tanira stopped after a time, a sheen of sweat upon her brow, framing the white triangle there. Nima noted she also was perspiring, dampness under her arms and in her hair.

      It had become hotter and more humid as they descended, the air thickening with moisture.

      “The shelter I have been using is nearby,” Tanira said. “I wanted to arrive by nightfall, lest we are set upon by animals. Once we are there, I will provide food and we can meet each other properly.”

      Nima nodded eagerly. Food sounded excellent to her hungry stomach and tired limbs. The promise of getting to know Tanira better and asking the many questions on her mind was just as enticing.

      With a smile, Tanira turned and charged further down the gentle slope. Nima surged ahead after her, noting how much easier the footing was here.

      She felt a spark of excitement running through her as she followed. One day in this world and she had already run from monsters and saved someone’s life.

      A hero! What would Grandfather have said?
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      The sun had nearly set when Tanira proclaimed they had arrived.

      Nima disliked climbing in the low light of dusk, but she was pleased that this version of Everest offered clearer routes. In truth, she supposed the last hour of their path had been more walking than climbing, yet her feet were crying for relief when they finally reached their destination.

      Tanira brought them to a small hole in a rock wall in the foothills of the mountain, an entrance no more than a meter or two across. Brushing one hand lightly across the rocky surface of the opening, Tanira passed through and beckoned Nima to follow.

      Walking through the opening, Nima blinked for a moment against the darkness within, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the lower light.

      Once inside, the space widened dramatically, revealing the large, main chamber of a cave, the depths lost to darkness.

      The silence of the chamber led Nima to believe it was not that deep, certainly the caves she and her brother had explored as children had deeper echoes than this one. There was a damp, musty scent that ran through the space, smelling vaguely of mushrooms and reminding her of the Under.

      In the sun’s dim light from the entrance, Nima could see many wooden tables and chairs as well as clay cups, bowls and small scraps of clothing. In addition, there were several woven blankets near the entrance. They looked thin and worn, yet they called out to Nima’s tired arms and legs.

      “Did you build all of this?” Nima asked Tanira, sitting on one of the blankets. It felt rude to sit before her host, but her weary body had made the choice before she could even think about it.

      The thin blanket did little to cushion her bottom from the hard stone, so she grabbed a second one and bunched it under her.

      Tanira shook her head. “These were here when I found the location. It seems to be abandoned.”

      Tanira walked to one of the cave’s darkened corners while Nima’s mind went to work on the mysteries in front of her. The tables and chairs seemed made for people just like her and Tanira.

      Yet Tanira did not know whose cave this was, nor who the owners might be. Nima had spoken little to Tanira on the descent, staying focused on making sure they both arrived safely with no further mishap. Now that she finally had a moment to rest, she found her mind overflowing with questions.

      Tanira returned with two long sticks, a fist-sized mass of blackened meat at the end of each. She presented one stick to Nima, who eyed it warily.

      “A feast for a hero, as promised!” Tanira boasted with a smile, tearing a bite of meat off her stick and chewing it.

      Nima looked at the meat, which appeared charred on the outside but well-cooked inside, if now cold. It had a smell that reminded her of pork, which she had eaten once with Drew. She supposed she shouldn’t have expected a Sherpa dish like thukpa or shakpa, even if a hot soup would be so much better than cold meat.

      She bit into the meat, not wanting to be rude. It was tough, dry, and chewy, but the taste was not as bad as she had feared. Swallowing one bite, she smiled at Tanira while taking another.

      “It is some kind of land eel,” Tanira explained while eating. She ripped off another mouthful, finishing her portion as Nima took a third bite, the meat gaining a smoky flavor that was growing on her. “I discovered you have to cook those eels then let them cool, or they will upset your stomach.”

      Dropping the empty stick, Tanira stood and walked over to a nearby table, peeling off her leather chest piece and placing it upon the wooden surface.

      Nima watched with interest as the woman grabbed a needle and thread from the table and began to work on one of the rips in the armor, which Nima guessed might have been acquired during her fall. Tanira’s dark, muscled arms flexed as she worked the material.

      Nima pointed to the white symbol burned into the center of the leather outfit, a triangle to match the one tattooed on Tanira’s forehead. “What does that mean?”

      “It is the mark of the Line,” Tanira said with pride, moving the shirt into the light so that Nima could see it better. “The Line is my order, one I have been in all my life.”

      Nima’s heart raced at this announcement. It was just like in the old stories! She wore armor, she belonged to an order.

      “So, you are a knight?” she asked, excitement continuing to build. “Are you here on a quest?”

      Tanira laughed, a deep sound that felt warm and inviting. It was unlike the laugh of any woman she had ever known.

      “I am sorry Nima, I do not know what a knight is.”

      “Someone very brave,” Nima said. She could hear her grandfather’s voice clearly in her memory. “A knight goes on a quest to save her people, a long journey which might bring her into danger. She does this to protect the weaker people who cannot protect themselves, the knight doesn’t worry about herself, she is about helping her people and completing her quest.”

       Tanira laughed, clapping her hands. She made a flourish of putting the final touches on her armor repair, then held up the piece again for Nima’s inspection.

      “Then I am a knight indeed!” Tanira said, her smile almost as wide as Nima’s. “A knight of the Line, I guess you could say. I am here on a ‘quest’ as you call it, something challenging as you describe, and all of my people depend on my success. Should I succeed, I will help my people regain a life lost to them and free them from their oppressors.”

      “And you attempt this alone?” Nima asked. She wanted to know more about the quest, more about Tanira and the place she came from. So many different thoughts collided in her mind.

      “I was attempting it alone. Perhaps now I am not?” Tanira said, laughing again.

      “That would be exciting.” Nima said, running over to Tanira as the woman flattened the leather out with her hands. Nima was close enough to smell the material, reminding her of the barn on her family’s farm. “You mean I could come with you? I could help? I have so many questions. Do you have a sword? A horse? Have you ever killed a dragon? What do you have to do for your quest?”

      Tanira laughed again as she pulled the leather garment back on. Nima noticed the woman took a moment to trace a finger across the triangle on her forehead as well as the one on the armor.

      “You do have many questions!” She continued to chuckle. “I wish I could answer them all. As it happens, one of the precepts of my order is that I cannot speak in detail of the Line or of my quest as you call it. I must guard the Line. I can say that I am looking for an artifact, something very important to my people.”

      Nima held her breath for a moment, then released it, feeling a bit of warmth rushing to her cheeks. She was acting like a child, she needed to get her excitement under control. Tanira was, after all, a woman who looked to be no older than herself.

      Even if it felt like her grandfather was working with Chomolungma to send her the adventure she had always dreamed of, she needed to keep her head about it.

      She decided to allow her left foot to tap quickly, a way to allow the energy inside her somewhere to go. An old trick, one that she used with her mother many times.

      “I do have a question for you, if I may?” Tanira said, walking over to her packs. Nima noted Tanira had one leather satchel to sling over her back, and a second one that fit snugly on the back of her belt, which looked quite useful. She also saw what looked like hard rolls of bread jostling around inside the larger, open pack.

      “I’m happy to answer,” Nima said, eyeing the rolls. “Maybe over more food?”

      “Your appetite is as impressive as your climbing,” Tanira said, tossing one of the rolls in Nima’s direction. Nima caught it one handed, reminded of the many times she and Pasang had played catch with potatoes in the fields back home.

      “How did you come to be on the mountain?” Tanira asked. “My entire mission might have failed had you not come along.” The smile that had been present on Tanira’s face just moments before faded quickly.

      Nima bit into the roll, to gain more time to think. The bread was spongy and soft once she got through the tougher outer shell, and had quite a pleasant hint of spice in it. Her instincts warned her about telling too much, but she wasn’t going to make any friends by lying to them.

      “There was a monster,” Nima said. Her mind brought back to her an image of Vihrut, its long neck and distended belly being ripped apart by the portals. She shivered at the thought.

      “The monster was attacking my friends, and I had to save them. In the fight, I got lost and I ended up here.”

      Tanira looked back at her, brows raised in the dim light.

      “I would not have taken you for one who battles with monsters, Nima.”

      “I’m not,” Nima said with a small laugh, shaking her head. “Believe me.”

      “Tell me,” Tanira said, grabbing a small canteen and taking a long drink. “When you were lost, was it through a portal?”

      Nima nearly coughed out the roll in her surprise at the question, and Tanira quickly offered over her canteen. The cool water soothed Nima’s throat, the bread now sitting in her stomach like her nervousness.

      “I am sorry if I alarmed you.” Tanira took a bite out of her bread. “I suspected you were not from this world. The magic of the portals is allowing our communication, translating our speech. Yet you are not from my own world either. There are no clothes or gear such as yours there.”

      She knew of the portals, and this was not her world?

      “Tanira, if this is not your world either-“

      “Then perhaps we are fated to be strangers here together.” Tanira rose to her feet. “Like in a great tale! What I could not do alone, together we could…”

      Tanira’s voice trailed off, the smile on her face falling. She looked past Nima towards the opening of the cave. Nima followed her gaze, seeing nothing.

      Tanira’s eyes went back to Nima, blush forming on her cheeks.

      “I am sorry. I thought I heard something outside.”

      Nima focused on the sounds coming in from the woods beyond, but she heard nothing different about the mix of birdsong, insects chirping and the wind blowing through leaves.

      “Should I tell you about my world?” Nima asked. The silence was making her uncomfortable, and she was glad to see a smile coming back to Tanira’s face.

      “I have no need for your story, Nima. The rules of the Line allow me to say very little of my background. Were we on my world I could not even tell you the name of my order! Thus, it is only fair that I ask no more from you than I can give. You are Nima, you can climb mountains, and you seem to have a good heart. That is enough for me.”

      “So, you don’t mind me helping you with your quest?” Nima asked, smiling.

      “For as long as the Line’s path will allow it, I will be fortunate to have you at my side,” Tanira said, bending in a slight bow.

      She then sat on the floor, grabbing another roll and tossing it across the cave. Nima caught the roll with a laugh.

      “Now that our feast is over, I suggest we sleep,” Tanira said. “The next step of my quest may be in this forest. I hope to leave at dawn.”

      Nima nodded and walked back over to the blankets she had stacked by the cave entrance. She shoved the rest of the roll in her pack, it would be good to keep some spare food if needed.

      She lay back on the mat, the gray stone of the cave above her and the forest sounds coming in from outside. Crickets chirped, and birds called to one another in the dark. Tomorrow she would go out in that forest alongside her new friend and help her with her quest.

      Even with the exhaustion running through her body, Nima was not sure she would be able to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Tanira watched the strange, small woman lying on the stone floor of the cave, Nima’s laughter still seeming to hang in the air. She seemed likable enough, and that made Tanira nervous.

      She kept pace with her ritual, the familiar patterns and movements bringing her peace and calming her nerves. Her finger traced the triangular symbol of the Line upon her forehead, allowing her mind to clear and focus on Nima.

      She appeared to be about Tanira’s age, she judged her to be just into adulthood though Nima seemed far less serious than Tanira felt. She was short, solid, and stocky with dark hair and a broad smile.

      Nima seemed an interesting companion, yet Tanira was not supposed to have a companion.

      She was supposed to keep to herself. No one else was needed on her mission. She had been trained from birth for this. Yet, sleeping on a mat in the corner was a woman who had saved her life and the lives of all who depended on her. So early, and she had nearly failed already.

      Father. Tell me what to do.

      Her eyes closed, the trance intermingling with her thoughts. Her finger traced along her forehead, running from her left eyebrow to the center of her hairline, passing scars and bruises of trainings past.

      Guard the Line.

      Her father’s voice came to her in memory. His tall form leading her through the valley where they trained every day. Combat in the morning, every morning. She was no higher than his waist, her reach against his, pathetic. He would show her how to compensate, how to use her own size as an advantage, even as he repeatedly defeated her.

      Just her and her father, alone in the valley. No other children, no other adults. No one but her, him, and the third member of their family, who was always present and whose needs always had priority.

      The Line.

      “Guard the Line,” he would tell her.

      “I will keep it safe,” she would reply, her voice feeling so small against the height of his expectations. Already she knew what they were, he had been telling her since her first memory. Generation upon generation, planting seeds and preparations. All so she could one day free them. Nothing less than her people’s destiny on her small shoulders.

      She accepted this, as she accepted the trees, the birds, and the sun.

      They would train, and she would improve. He would be happy with her. A father’s love. 

      Honor the Line.

      Her finger ran from her hairline to her right eyebrow, a small line of perspiration following it as a new memory intensified.

      Now as an adolescent, she was in the great forest. She was tall enough to look him in the eye, yet his gaze was still filled with experience, many lessons to teach her.

      He told her he was short for an adult, which she accepted. At that age, she had still never seen another adult, never seen anyone other than him. He said that was for the needs of the Line, that the people she does not see are the ones counting on him and her. They must not fail them.

      She walked through the forest alone, knowing he had set traps and snares. Her arm had still hurt from three days prior when she had failed to see a bladespring trap hidden in a bush. He had wrapped the wound on her bicep, the bandage serving to remind Tanira to be more diligent.

      That day she had been very diligent, and she avoided and disabled every obstacle he had laid out for her. At the end was a reward, more than his praise.

      A small bird, red and blue with feathers that felt soft against her fingers. He passed it from his hand to hers with a smile, a life that now was hers to protect and train, as her father had done with her.

      “Honor the Line,” he had said to her, his words as deep and dark as the trees around them.

      “For the Line is long,” Tanira had given the required reply as the tiny creature nestled in her hand.

      The Line led for generations, from grandfather to father, from her father to her. Hundreds had sacrificed for her, dedicated their lives to putting a plan in place she was to execute. Her life would be a tribute to their service.

      The bird had chirped in her hand, its song happy and true as it danced in her palm. Tanira had stayed still as a statue, lest she disturb it.

      Trust the Line.

      In the cave with Nima, her finger completed its path, moving from her right eyebrow to her left. The Line unbroken.

      Only days before, Tanira had stood before her father on the surface of another world. Fully an adult of years now, yet she always felt like a small child in his presence.

      Her father had led her to a deep cave, not that different from the one she was now in. She waded through the swift running stream inside, the cold water stinging her feet through her boots. He had embraced her not far from the entrance, given her his words of pride. He seemed older and smaller, even if he was still solid and strong.

      She had felt tall and powerful as she entered the dark and narrow space, her final trial upon her.

      The task she had waited and trained for all her life was now only a few days away. This last test was to prove she was ready, finally ready, for her father to confer on her the title. For Tanira to complete her purpose.

      Chenj had perched on her shoulder, her red wings spread and ready to act. For years she and the bird had been inseparable, Chenj becoming the companion and friend Tanira had always dreamed of.

      The waters had risen slowly as she navigated the twisting paths of the cave, searching for the red cloth her father had hidden somewhere inside. Here and there she had found threads, clues for her to follow. Progress was slow but steady. She had laughed to Chenj, Tanira had done so well in her training that her father had underestimated her. She had been truly ready.

      The water had been closing above her chest when she had finally spotted the cloth high on the stone wall of the cave. As she climbed for it, Chenj had suddenly leaped from her shoulder and arced through the air, landing near a patch of raw meat closer to the water line.

      A latch then triggered, metal clamps snapping over Chenj’s feet and trapping her beloved bird as the waters had quickly risen to his wingtips.

      Tanira had frozen, her head turning from the cloth to Chenj. If she left the cloth to save her friend, the water would rise too high and she would be unable to complete her task.

      Her father was outside the cave, waiting. He had set this trap, planned this likely from the day he gave her the bird. There was a flash of anger inside her, only present for a moment. She balled her fists, watching as the water rose higher, now the level of Chenj’s neck.

      Tanira made her choice, blocking out the sound of Chenj’s cries as she grasped the red cloth. Men and women had lived and died for her, she could not selfishly throw their sacrifices away.

      The cloth in hand, she dove under the water to swim back to the cave’s entrance. Under water, there could be no tears.

      “Trust the Line,” her father had said when she exited the cave, her lungs heaving as her exhaustion drove Tanira to her knees in front of him.

      The red cloth was clutched in her hand, and her father gently took it from her. Deep in the cold waters, Chenj was another sacrifice, another cost that must be paid.

      “Trust the Line,” he repeated, waiting for her response.

      “For it will end our suffering,” she returned the ritual reply, telling herself she felt nothing. There was no rage, no anger, no grief. Her fists were not clenched, she forced them to stay open. Her heart was not broken, her will forced it whole.

      For all her life the exchange of the Line’s vows were the last words they would speak each day.

      The red cloth in her hand meant this day would be different. Now she was no longer in training, no longer preparing for her destiny. With the bestowing of her title, she would enter the larger world with the whole of her people’s hopes on her back. Now he would say the words.

      “Be true, my daughter.”

      She stood, looking down at him, a tear on his cheek, the first of his she had ever seen. She took the red scarf, tying it around her bicep, pushing all her strength into her voice.

      “For I am the End of the Line.”

      Her senses returning the darkened cave, Tanira allowed the memories of her father to pass from her mind. He was not there, he could not help her anymore. She was truly on her own, here in this strange world. Only the Vow of the Line was here to guide her.

      She looked at Nima as she slept. This short, stout woman had pulled her from the abyss, saving her mission and her people from Tanira’s mistake.

      There was still so much to do, so much that was unknown. There could be more dangers in this world, more obstacles. The clues to the next artifact were out there, she just needed to find them. Perhaps the Line had sent Nima to help her.

      Perhaps she did not have to do this alone after all. She could accept this companionship in the name of the Line. That was all it was, Tanira reminded herself.

      In the name of the Line. Her finger retraced the symbol again, her pulse slowing and breathing calming.

      Her heart wishing for a peaceful rest, a night free of the sound of a bird’s screams.
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      Nima stepped out of the dark confines of the cave and into the sun-drenched forest morning. The warmth of the air, the blue of the sky, everything was all just as beautiful as when she had emerged from the mountain portal the previous day.

      She gauged that Tanira’s cave was set near the bottom of Everest, Nima wondering what the people of this world called the mountain here. She supposed Tanira didn’t know that any more than she did.

      Looking farther down into the valley she could see the river where the Khumbu glacier should be, its waters running toward the ocean.

      A trail led down lazily into the deeper forest, a wall of deep blue and light green trees, the sun quickly becoming shadowed inside its interior.

      Nima wiped her brow at the sweat that had formed there. The air was warm and damp here, a mist hanging over the forest like a shroud.

      Through the fog she could see tall, broad oaks intermingled with thin, twisted pines, both very similar to what she was used to in Nepal. There were also several instances of short, squat trees with long, deep leaves of green, and bark that glistened in the sun as if it were covered in some kind of sap.

      Tanira waited at the head of the trail.

      “If we linger too long, the smaller local fauna will disperse. I suspect they are the best eating we have available in the area, better than those land snakes to be sure.”

      Nima nodded, running forward to catch up with Tanira. In the full light of day, the woman was even more impressive looking. Tall and muscular, now clad in her full leathers and sporting two long knives on her back, Tanira looked every bit the knights Nima had daydreamed about as a little girl.

      Even just a few minutes down the path leading through the wood, and all evidence of the mountains behind them seemed lost. The air grew warmer still, the sunlight speckling through here and there only to be trapped under the canopy of trees overhead. There was a pleasant smell in the air, a mix of mushroom and earth that she found quite soothing.

      Nima heard the rustling of animals, the movement of the damp leaves under scattering feet, but catching a glimpse of the actual creatures was proving impossible through the dense layer of bushes.

      “Is this what your world is like?” Nima asked, wondering what sort of game might be lurking inside the wood. She was hoping for something a little tastier than snakes with legs.

      “We have the same mountain,” Tanira said, pausing to look at a large leaf for a moment before releasing it. “It is colder though. Too harsh for all this growth.”

      “Mine is the same. We have trees like these, but not so high.” Nima found the ground was pushing down under her boots a bit, the damp leaves reminding her of snow. “So, this thing you are looking for. This artifact. I know you can’t talk much about it. Do you know where it is? How will you find it?”

      “I have some lore on it,” Tanira said with a sigh. “Yet it is incomplete. We will have to search.”

      Nima looked into the sea of trees, bushes and vines before her. There was no path or trail that she could see. No route to follow, no summit to target.

      “Well if you can’t tell me about it, how am I supposed to help you?”

      “It is on an island,” Tanira said, pulling one of her blades from her back and hacking a path forward. “First we must find a path to the ocean.”

      “I saw the sea, when I was higher on the mountain. It was in the south.” Nima recalled seeing the sun’s rays dancing on the far-off surface of the water, glittering like gemstones. The sea itself was the most massive thing she had ever seen, endless and full of possibilities.

      “That is a good start,” Tanira said. “Once we locate it we must find a guide. Someone who knows the world better than I. There could be many islands, but only one contains what I seek.”

      Nima was about to ask how Tanira would know which island she needed when the sound of trickling water came to her ears.

      She stopped, trying to focus on the sound over the constant murmur of the wood.

      “Something?” Tanira asked, halting and turning back, her blade now in her hand.

      “Water,” Nima said with a smile. “I hear it! This way!”

      Nima dove into the bushes, feeling a surge of adrenaline as she ignored the brambles and vines that pulled at her clothing. She knew the sound she heard was likely just a small stream, but that could be followed to the sea.

      Tanira was behind her, she could hear the larger woman hacking her way through the shrubbery, Nima’s smaller size allowing her to avoid some of the less massive clumps of growth.

      Her skin was becoming slick with moisture as leaves pushed past her face, Nima blinking to keep her sights ahead.

      She could see the darkness of the forest brightening now as the sound of water grew, a small clearing seemed to be approaching. With one more push she burst out of the bushes and into the sunlight and gasped.

      The body of a large man lay in the middle of a wide stream, the water running around the unmoving figure as if he were just another rock in its path.

      The man was unlike anyone Nima had ever seen. When she had first emerged from the forest she had thought him human. Yet she could now see his pale skin had a light blue tint to it. His head had a long shock of snow-white hair that swayed in the shallow water. On his forehead she could see what looked like a small colorless crystal, about the size of her thumb. It appeared pressed into his skin above his closed eyes.

      He was still a few meters away, but close enough that Nima could see he was clearly dead. His chest was covered in wounds and his left leg appeared missing altogether.

      She took another step closer, her feet almost to the edge of the stream as Tanira noisily emerged from the wood behind her.

      “A man,” she whispered as she walked up next to Nima. “Yet like none I have ever seen.”

      “Me either.” Nima took another step closer, her boots just contacting the water of the rushing brook. She could now see what looked like the faint hint of scales on the man’s azure skin.

      Stepping past her, Tanira waded into the water, stopping just shy of where the man’s body had come to rest upon a rise of mud just under the surface of the stream.

      Looking more closely, Nima could now see that one of his hands was missing as well, all of his limbs and torso covered in rips and tears.

      “What do you think happened to him?” Nima asked, folding her arms and looking slightly away from the body.

      The woman was examining the body with ease. Nima supposed it made sense that as a knight she had seen more dead people than Nima had.

      Tanira shook her head. “There are bite marks everywhere, and I see some burns on his chest. This may have been an attack by the shock eels, I have seen them kill.”

      Seeing Nima’s pained look, she quickly added. “No disrespect to the fallen, of course.”

      Tanira stood, peering into the depths of the damp forest.

      “Still this is my first sign of the local people. Perhaps they have a settlement nearby?”

      “It’s worth looking for,” Nima said.

      There was a rustling of leaves to her left, Nima and Tanira turning as one toward the sound. A figure emerged from the dense brush, stepping out of the darkened shadows.

      A man stood across the stream from them, staring with his mouth agape. Nima could see he was of the same race as the body in the water, though he was green skinned rather than blue.

      His hair was green like the sea, cut shorter than the other man’s and held close to his head. He wore simple brown leather pants and what looked like a loose cloth shirt, dyed multiple colors in a pattern that looked like waves.

      A red crystal glowed in the center of his forehead, his hands clenching and unclenching rapidly. His eyes went from the body to the two of them and back, the light from his crystal growing brighter.

      “Hello,” Nima said, immediately feeling she had chosen foolish words to greet this stranger’s anger with. “We just found this man. He was already here when we-”

      Her eye contact with the man was broken as Tanira stepped in between them, her larger form leaving Nima in shadow. Nima poked her head around Tanira’s shoulders, hoping to see that her words had helped diffuse things.

      It was clear they had not. The man’s eyes blazed with an intensity matched by the red crystal on his forehead. His hands clenched as he mouthed silent words.

      She cried out a warning, just as the man charged forward. Tanira had only a second to brace before he crashed into her, Nima barely dodging aside.

      Tanira was knocked off her feet, falling to the ground and splashing into the stream.

      “Murderer!” the man shouted.

      He pounded on Tanira with his fists, her forearms crossed in front of her to absorb the blows. Tanira struggled to get up, held down for the moment by the intensity of the onslaught.

      Lowering her shoulder, Nima ran forward and barreled into the man, laying him flat onto the shallow water. She  pounced on top of him, holding down his hands with her own. He struggled against her, looking up at her as he thrashed. The red crystal in his forehead glowed so brightly it hurt her eyes.

      “Wait!” she said, pushing with all her weight. It would not be enough, he was too strong. Could he even understand her? “We found this man just moments ago! We did not harm him!”

      He had nearly pushed her off when she felt Tanira’s arms join her own, the woman’s weight coming on top of her to add to the pressure. With their combined effort, they subdued him.

      Even immobile, he still struggled underneath them.

      Frustration building up, Nima brought her head down, smacking the man with what she hoped was just enough force to shake him out of the frenzy he was in.

      She felt the heat of his crystal as her head contacted his, stars coming to her eyes.

      The man stopped his movements and now just stared at her, blinking his eyes while the red light continued to glare unabated.

      “I’m Nima,” she said, the pain in her forehead throbbing. She’d have to remember those crystals hurt if you struck them. She hoped the magic of the portals still held true, and he could understand her.

      “I am not here to hurt you, and we did not harm this man. If we release you, will you listen to us?”

      Nima felt the removal of the weight above her as Tanira climbed off. She felt some satisfaction that the women trusted her to handle the man. Beneath Nima, her captive took in a deep breath and released it slowly, the intensity of his crystal dropping as he did so.

      “Valaen,” he said. He looked much as the other man did, though the scales on his skin were even more subtle. “My name is Valaen a Ola. This man--” He let out a sob. “That man in the river. That body was my father.”

      His father? Nima let out a gasp, recalling the moment when she had found her mother in a similar state, trampled to death by a yak. No wonder he attacked us with such fury.

      “I – I am so sorry,” Nima said, climbing off Valaen. The water of the brook ran around them as she sat upon a small stone. Valaen stood, looking at them both while shaking his head.

      Tanira knelt next to him, tracing the symbol on her head with her fingers. “My thoughts to you, my tears for you. To lose a parent--I cannot imagine my grief, were I to lose my father.”

      Nima put her hand on the man’s bare shoulder, the emerald skin feeling drier than she expected.

      “I am sorry as well. Like I said, he was like this when we came across him.”

      Valaen stood, brushing Nima’s hand off his shoulder. His hands were back into fists, the crystal in his head beginning to glow more brightly again.

      “And how did you two come ‘across him’?” Valaen asked, an edge returning to his voice. “You look like no one I have ever seen. Are you with the Thartark? Did they send you?”

      “We are . . . travelers,” Nima said. “We come from far away. I have never heard of these Thartark. Have you Tanira?”

      Nima caught a quick nod from Tanira, happy to get an acknowledgement of her choice to keep their origins vague. The secrets of Tanira’s quest were too important to be careless with. 

      “I have not,” Tanira said, stepping past the pair. She pulled a cloth out of her bag, placing it over Valaen’s father’s head and moving the body to the banks of the stream.

      “In fact, we’ve only known each other for about a day.” Nima added.

      Valaen moved away from her to look at his father’s remains. His gaze went from the wounds on the torso to each limb in turn, his webbed hands remaining balled into fists. The crystal embedded in his forehead continued to glow bright red.

      “It looked to us like an animal attacked him,” Nima offered. “We’ve seen some fearsome--”

      “Darkeels,” Valaen said, now kneeling by his father’s body. “The Wood is thick with them at this season, no one should be out here alone.”

      Nima felt a shiver as she looked around. The wood now appeared filled to her with dark shadows, deep bushes and too many places where these monsters might hide.

      She took a step closer to Tanira.

      “If you shouldn’t be alone out here, then why was your father?”

      “He was cast out of our village.” Valaen turned away from the body of his father, still glaring at them both. “Exiled two days ago by his own people. A death sentence, and they all knew it. Punishment for trying to save us from the Thartark.”

      “Why would your people do this?”

      Val turned towards Tanira, then stopped as if he heard something. His crystal began to pulse brighter.

      “We must go,” he said. “There are more of the eels on the hunt.”

      Nima looked up and down the stream, seeing nothing but the same trees and bushes that had been there before. A lone bird flew from one side of the wood, crossing the water towards the other.

      “Where?” she asked. “I do not see any.”

      “I do,” Valaen said, pointing to the shining light of crimson in his forehead. “In my mind. I can sense them. They may have left my father’s corpse here to attract more prey.”

      Tanira drew her second blade as she looked from left to right.

      “I have seen these beasts in the wood. I will not run from a battle with them.”

      “Can you protect us all?” Valaen said, glaring. “I count eight, though the pack may contain more. They are distant, but approaching.”

      “Eight?” Nima looked back at Tanira. “Your cave is not far from here. It would be safer.”

      Tanira moved the blades in her hands, as if she were balancing the options upon them. She then nodded.

      “A defensible fall back,” she said, walking out of the water. “I agree, Nima. Valaen, would you care to accompany us?”

      “Call me Val,” he said, following Nima as she led him towards the trail they had cut to reach the stream. “And I would thank you for the protection.”

      Nima walked forward through the thick wood, her eyes darting from left to right. The path was easy to follow, and she felt a bit safer knowing both Tanira and Val were with her.

      Her excitement was tinged with worry about the darkeels and concern for Val. She had met people from other worlds, but none who looked so different and exotic as this man.

      Yet his sadness and anger touched her. To lose a loved one, and to feel that his own people might not support him, she reasoned it would make him feel alone and lost.

      She pushed a wet branch out of her way as she followed the path back towards Tanira’s cave. Alone and lost. That might describe all three of them, but now perhaps none of them were alone anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Upon returning to Tanira’s cave, Nima was struck with how quickly Val seemed familiar with its contents. He walked past the wooden chairs and tables without commenting on them, peering into the deep shadows of the cavern’s interior.

      “I have been in this cave before,” Valaen said, seeing her surprised expression. “My father and I were here, during the last Tempest.”

      “No signs of the eels?” Nima said, pointing to her forehead. Val looked at her confused for a moment, then smiled. The red crystal above his eyes grew brighter for a moment, then dimmed. He shook his head.

      “They appear to have moved on. I can sense no sign of them now.”

      Nima breathed a sigh of relief. She had already seen enough of these darkeels, and there were many other questions she wanted to ask.

      “There were clear signs of prior habitation,” Tanira said, bringing her water canteen over and offering Valaen a drink. He took one, then pooled a small amount of water in his hands and ran them over his face. He passed the canteen to Nima.

      “What is the tempest, Val?” Nima asked, taking a drink. The water was warm and did little to cool her. “It sounds bad.”

      “It is neither good nor bad,” Valaen said. He ran his webbed hands across his pants, smoothing out wrinkles. “The Tempest is part of the natural order of things, we could not always live in the Calm. During the Tempest, fierce storms will come in from the sea, heralding the approach of a great wave. We will unmoor our dwellings from the mistwhales and retreat to caves such as this one. After it is safe again, we will return to the harbor and rebuild our homes, until the next Tempest.”

      Nima rubbed her hands together, nervously imagining what it might be like to have a wall of water racing at you, washing both houses and lives away.

      “There was a storm last night,” Nima said. “I watched it approach from higher on the mountain, near the summit. Does that mean this Tempest is coming?”

      Val shrugged. “Hard to be certain. There are many storms that do not foretell the coming of the Tempest. That is why we have the Scrye. The Elders will consult it after the storm to see if the Tempest is coming.”

      “You said your father had been kicked out of your village,” Nima said. “Exiled. By these Elders? Why would they do that?”

      Val took a deep breath, slowly releasing it as a sigh.

      “There is another race, people called the Thartark. They live on an island far from the harbor.”

      Nima glanced over at Tanira, sharing a look with her at Val’s mention of an island.

      “The Thartark,” Val continued. “They are smaller in number but much larger than us. For as long as I am aware of, we have . . . assisted them. Under duress we guide them through the forest, past the wild beasts that we can track, so they may access the mihya oil, a salve from a local tree they need to survive. We do this at great risk to the scout guiding them, the creatures of the Wood are many. Yet to not guide them is to risk their wrath.”

      Tanira spat on the ground, tracing the triangle symbol on her forehead after doing so.

      “It is for situations just as this that the Line was forged,” she said. “To live in subjugation to another is appalling. I take it your father did not approve of this arrangement?”

      “He did not, nor do I,” Val said. “Yet the people of Caenola are content with the arrangement. They accept it as the order of things, and they fear the Thartark and their reprisal should we resist. It is this fear, and my father’s loathing of it that I am sure led to his death.”

      “What do you think happened?” Nima asked.

      “Once a season the Thartark ships arrive with their ambassador. It is a small vessel, but we are told it is heavily loaded with their soldiers. The Thartark must cross the sea from their island in ships of wood, powered by wind and sail. The oil they seek, they do not need a large quantity of, but it spoils quickly. Especially in the hotter temperatures of their home. Therefore, they come to us each season for more.”

      “I have seen trees with thick sap,” Tanira said. “Sticky and sweet smelling. Is this the oil they seek?”

      Val nodded. “The mihya tree. Its oil protects their skin from the hot temperatures of their lands. Without it they would perish. They can find it nowhere else, but they fear the beasts that roam the forests. A Caenolan may be no threat to the Thartark, but the packs of darkeels, or herds of grun are another matter.”

      “But your people know how to fight these beasts?” Nima leaned in a bit closer.

      Val had sat back down by the entrance of the cave, facing the woods. She imagined Val and his people leading charges through the forests, men and women facing down fearsome giant beasts among the trees.

      “No,” Val said. “We are no match for them, no more than we are for the Thartark. We are not warriors. But we have an advantage.” He pointed to the crystal in his forehead, glowing dimly in the cave, the light casting pink shadows on the wall. “Properly trained, as my father and I have been, we can sense them. The creatures of the wood; the eels, the grun. We can guide the Thartark around their nests, their packs, their lairs. Safe passage, in return for our safety from them.”

      He stood, staring out of the cave and into the darkness of the wood.

      “This season, just seven days ago, it was my father’s task to guide the ambassador. As the two of them set out into the forest, I was nervous. I knew how strongly my father opposed our ‘arrangement’ with the Thartark. He has been calling for us to resist.”

      “Yes!” Tanira said, pounding her fist into her other hand with enthusiasm. “You should resist! You are many, as you say. You have numbers and something your enemy requires.” She was now standing on her feet, staring intently at Val.

      “No,” Val said. “We do not believe in violence, my father included. He feels--“ he stopped for a moment, catching himself. “He felt that we should simply refuse to help them. Force them to attack us, call them on their threat. ‘If they kill one, or kill ten, or a hundred. That is their choice. The choice we can make is to not help them.’“

      “If your people knew how your father felt, I am surprised they allowed him to guide the Thartark’s ambassador,” Nima said.

      “No one suspected he would do what he did,” Val said. “He was an Elder, and still respected despite his beliefs. He guided the ambassador past the beasts in the deep grass fields and led him up the river. He brought him to the grove of the oil trees and then, he left him there. My father walked back to the village on his own, leaving the Thartark to find his own way back.”

      “I am sure he did that to teach them,” Nima said. “Show these Thartark that they need you as much as you need them. To work together.”

      “The ambassador did not see it that way.” The crystal in his head glowed brighter. “Ah, how I wish my father had discussed his plan with me. Not that I disagreed with how he felt, but we could have considered the Thartark response better.”

      Val began to pace in front of the entrance of the cave, the light from the fire casting his shadow back into the depths of the chamber.

      “When the Thartark finally returned, he was two days overdue. He bore wounds and torn clothing, he was hungry and exhausted. Worst of all, he did not obtain any oil. I suspect he ran the moment he realized my father was no longer at his side.”

      “What did the Thartark do?” Nima watched Val as he spoke. As different as he looked, his passion for his people was as clear as any Sherpa’s.

      “My people, with the other Elders in the lead, they rushed out into the wild, caring nothing for the risk. They gathered the oil for the Thartark while the healers tended to the ambassador’s wounds. These actions did nothing to diminish his anger. He vowed the Thartark Chieftain would hear of this, that we would regret this transgression. He then went back to his ship and crossed the sea. The Elders expelled my father within hours.”

      “I am disappointed in your people’s reaction,” Tanira said. “Yet fear can be powerful. It can push a person into actions they would never otherwise consider.”

      “It is--it is in with the tide, as my grandsire would say. It will go out with the tide. I am unsure of what to do now.”

      He paused his pacing, placing his hands on his head and running them through his short, green hair. Nima noticed he had webbing between his fingers.

      He turned back towards them, pulling a chair closer and sitting upon it.

      “Now, I would like to know more of you both, if I may. I have never seen your like before. You look as I do, but your smooth skin and your strange hair. Your odd clothing. It is all most interesting.”

      Nima laughed at the thought that she would look just as unusual to Val as he did to her.

      “I’ve never seen anyone like you before either, Val.”

      “The Elders tell tales of your kind, of course. But I thought they were legends. Fables. Now, you say you are travelers. Where is it you have come from? How did you get here? Are you from beyond the mountain?”

      “We are,” Tanira said, speaking before Nima could. “We are from beyond the mountain.”

      “Tanira is a knight,” Nima said. “And I am assisting her. She is on a quest which for now has to be kept secret,” Nima added, immediately wondering if it had been right to do so.

      Nima supposed nothing she said was a lie. She had planned to tell Val of the portals and her time in the Under, but Tanira’s look gave her pause. It was not a hard or angry stare, but rather a pleading one, reminding Nima of the look her brother Pasang used to use, when he hoped she would not tell her mother of something he had done wrong. Perhaps it was part of Tanira’s need to protect her quest for the Line.

      “I do not know what a knight is,” Val said. “But if it is anything like a warrior, I think at times my people could use one. I think some of us would fight back, if only we knew how. Tomorrow if I returned to Caenola there would be so much I would need to deal with. Ah, to tell mother of father’s death. She will grieve, she may even choose to stay during the next Tempest.”

      Nima watched the way Val’s eyes looked off into the woods, like he was looking for answers there. He sighed deeply.

      “Yet I must return. I broke the laws of the Elders by entering the Wood, but I had to find my father. Now that he is gone, I must confront them. In his name, and his memory. Even if I share his fate.”

      Val stood, stripping his pack off his back and dropping it to the ground. It landed with a thud, the top nearly bursting open. There was a dark emblem embossed upon it, a shape that looked to be an island.

      “Do you hear the weight of that pack? I was leaving Caenola not to find my father but to be with him. If he was cast out than so would I be. My mother has my love, but she accepts this order or at least tolerates it. How could I stay?”

      He slumped back down next to the pack, the light in his crystal dimming again.

      “Now he is dead. I go to face those who sentenced him to this fate, who would see our people forever trapped in this same cycle, nothing ever changing. Should I survive the journey.”

      Nima thought of all the beasts that might lie hidden between here and Val’s village, however far off it might be. Even with his ability to sense these monsters, how could he fight or run from them all?

      “Val,” Nima said. “I don’t think that is something you need to do alone.”

      Nima gave a look over to Tanira, hoping she might have the same connection with the woman she had forged with Drew Adley. Often Drew seemed to know what she was thinking. Of course they needed to help Val.

      Tanira was staring with intensity at Val’s discarded pack. She seemed to focus on something, her eyes narrowing.

      “My friend Nima is right,” Tanira said.

      Nima blinked in surprise, even if that was the answer she had hoped for. She had been worried Tanira would refuse. Nima wondered if she had just misinterpreted the woman’s reactions.

      “It is fate that has brought us together with you Val,” Tanira continued. “Praise the Line! We shall come with you to your village and help you face this burden.”

      Nima felt a spark of excitement at the decision. Finally, there was a path forward, a goal. A clear summit to attempt. They would help Val reach his village, and there Tanira might be able to find a guide to her island.

      Val’s mouth hung open for a moment as he looked at them, the crystal in his head gaining intensity.

      “I do not know how to respond,” he said. “I do not even know why you are here, but to just agree to come with me . . . it is an imposition I could not ask.”

      “You didn’t ask,” Nima said with a laugh. “We offered.”

      “We would merely like to help, as Nima says,” Tanira said. “It would be unjust to walk away and leave you alone with this.”

      Val stood, and bowed with his hands wide. “I accept your offer. Perhaps your strange appearance will help my people see things with new eyes.”

      “Thank you for accepting our help,” Nima said.

      To see Valaen’s people would be so exciting, and Val himself was unlike anything she had ever seen. She had taken care not to stare at him too much, but his exotic appearance, the stories of his people and their customs, they were all so different and new.

      “Is there anything we should do with your father’s body?” Nima asked. “In my culture, the dead are kept in the family’s home for a week so that friends and family may pay their respects.” She recalled seeing visitors after her mother’s death, spending days in her room. It was not a good memory.

      “That is a noble practice,” Tanira said, her tone softening. “My people would do well to adopt it.”

      “We have no such customs,” Val said. “We are one with the world, in life and death. When possible, we leave the bodies where they are, as the wave from the next Tempest will reclaim them. I do have a few words I would like to speak to him though.”

      “Are you certain it is safe?” Tanira looked at the cave entrance with uncertainty.

      “It is fine,” Val nodded. “I have been detecting the eels and keeping a good sense of them. They have left the area and my father is not far from here.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want us to go with you?” Nima asked. She walked over, putting her hand on Val’s shoulder. She knew she had only met the man a few hours ago, and he could not appear stranger, yet there was something about him that connected with her.

      Val shook his head. “No, thank you. I would prefer to be alone. It should not take long, and I will be safe.” He paused for a moment, closing his eyes. Nima watched as the crystal in his forehead pulsed for a moment.

      He then picked his pack back up, Nima watching Tanira’s eyes follow the object as he did so.

      “My friends,” Val said, bowing again. “It is a dark day for me, yet you have added calm to my waters. I am grateful to have met you.”

      “Be careful,” Nima said, watching him as he left. The man took a few glances around the forest, the light from the sun cutting through the trees to the west. Within a moment or two, Val was into the deep brush and out of sight.

      Better now than later, Nima told herself. It would do no good to keep her questions inside. She would have to word them to Tanira the right way. She wished Drew were there. He was better at these things.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned around only to find Tanira standing right behind her, less than half a meter away.

      “You have questions for me, yes?”

      Nima gasped a bit, taking a step back. Tanira was larger than her, leaving Nima in shadow. The woman still wore a smile on her dark face though, the light still present in her eyes.

      “Uh,” Nima started, taking a breath. She spread her feet a bit, the action making the ground feel more solid. She had every right to ask questions, she reminded herself.

      “I do, Tanira. I wasn’t sure you were going to agree with my idea to go with Valaen to his village.”

      “But then I saw his pack,” Tanira said with a laugh. She clapped Nima on the shoulder. “You do not miss much, do you, Nima? Wherever you come from, I am sure you are valued for that skill!”

      A little of the tension released from Nima’s shoulders, rolling off her in waves with Tanira’s laughter.

      “I know it is difficult when the Line forces me to keep answers from you,” Tanira said. “It is difficult for me as well. You have already been more patient than I could have expected, or may have been in your place. Therefore, I will explain what I am allowed to.”

      “Thank you.” Nima felt relieved Tanira was willing to share, but did not want to push too far. She wished Drew were here, he often helped her know when to stop talking.

      “I know being a knight, there are vows you must keep.” She thought of her grandfather’s story books, the ones he brought back from his travels. Pages and pages of knights in their castles and the large round tables they all gathered at. Wizards and kings and dragons on green hillsides.

      “You were correct earlier.” Tanira took a few steps back, then sat down. “I was not sure accompanying this man to his village was appropriate. I have much I need to accomplish here, Nima. My quest is very important, my people are depending on me. I did not wish us to part ways, as I like your company and value your observational skill. Not to mention, you saved my life.”

      “But you saw something, on his pack. The island.”

      Tanira nodded. “Yes. If Valaen or his people can tell me more of this island, or even guide me there, then a journey with him is within the Line.”

      “I am glad to hear that,” Nima said, going back to Tanira and sitting next to her.

      “As am I, great climber Nima.” Tanira laughed again.

      Nima took a deep breath. This had gone better than she had expected, but there was more she needed to say. She was not Drew, she saw no value in keeping things inside, waiting for “the right time,” as he would say.

      “I do respect your commitment to your quest, to this Line,” Nima said. “I know there are things you feel you need to keep from me. That does make it hard though, Tanira. There may come a time when I need you to--”

      “Let us make an agreement. When you need to know something, ask. I will answer if I can.”

      “That seems fair,” Nima said. “And telling Val about the portals and why you are here?”

      “In time,” Tanira said, running her fingers through the dark braids of her hair as she sighed. “Once told, it cannot be untold. I must be cautious. The weight of my people is-“

      “If we are to leave, it would be better to do so soon,” Val’s voice echoed into the cave, his form silhouetted in the entrance.

      Nima stepped away from Tanira and decided to drop the subject. Tanira had been clear on what she could and could not do, it would be better to respect her, Nima decided. If she needed to know more, she would ask.

      “Why is that, Val?” Tanira asked. She gave Nima a smile as she walked by, and Nima felt reassured that all was well.

      Val looked to be in better spirits after saying goodbye to his father. “There is a herd of grun on the move nearby, and where they travel the darkeels will often follow. It is nearly midsun, we could be to the outskirts of Caenola by nightfall if we leave now.”

       ”Then we make haste,” Tanira said as she threw her own pack over her shoulder and grabbed her long, silver blades. “I am anxious to see more of this forest of yours.”

      Nima scrambled to the mats she had been sleeping on, thinking of rolling one up and bringing it with them in case they had to sleep in the forest. Deciding that there wasn’t enough room, she cast it back down on the cave floor. She had slept on the ground many times with Drew and Pasang in the Khumbu Valley, it would be fine to do so again.

      Tanira and Val waited for her at the cave entrance, the sunlight gleaming into the cavern and framing them both like a golden painting. For the first time since arriving, she wished Drew and Merin could have come with her, to see all the amazing things she was seeing.

      Nima followed the others out of the cave and back into the mixture of oaks, pines, and mihya trees, wondering about Drew and what he might be doing in his own far off world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew Adley was happy, but he knew it was only in the moment. Outside the flap of this tiny tent, the problems of his old world and this new one still waited for him.

      Yet inside the tent, he smiled. It was an honest thing, not the wry grins or gallows humor that had become constant companions these past few years. In his heart was a feeling of contentment that was warmer and cozier than any blanket he could imagine.

      If only he could stay under it.

      Drew lay on his side, the snow’s cold seeping through the layers of cloth underneath him, despite the morning sun. Above his head, a similar sheet of fabric formed the roof for their makeshift tent, built inside the outer wreckage of the library. He was surrounded by a new place, a new world, but none of that had his attention.

      He ran his finger lightly over the curve of Upala’s exposed shoulder, his light skin contrasting sharply with her olive tones. She had been sleeping for hours, but Drew’s rest had been short. She shifted lightly against him, the sensation of her movement was like tiny sparks lighting off inside him.

      Only a few hours after arriving through the portal from the Under, he and Upala had first fallen into each other’s arms, and then into the nearest tent.

      None of that had been the plan. Drew had planned to assume nothing regarding Upala’s feelings, or even what might be in his own heart.

      He had only wanted to talk to Upala, get to know her as a person and allow her a window into who he was, and who he felt he was capable of becoming. The plan had been to simply talk and see where that led them.

      Things had not gone according to plan, but Drew supposed sometimes what life gave you was better than what you tried to design.

      He was lying next to a woman he had only seen once before, in a smoke-filled restaurant in Kathmandu. A woman who represented opportunities for peace, forgiveness and love for Drew, things he had been unable to find anywhere else.

      For one night, she had given him these things and more, only to vanish like smoke in the morning, as lost to him as he often felt his own happiness was.

      Now after all his searching, he had found her again.

      Just as before, there had been no need for words between them. Once their escape from the Under had been secure, they had fallen into each other’s arms at the first opportunity.

      There was a new life waiting outside this tent, a life that would bear little resemblance to his previous one. All his failures now lay on the other side of an inert portal, an obsidian oval of stone that would act as a grave marker for the previous life of Drew Adley. A life that had been spent mostly disappointing others, leading people astray and causing far too much unhappiness and death.

      His brother Artie was not here, any more than the other doomed sailors of the USS Machias. His mother was buried in an Oregon cemetery that was another world away, visited daily by his angry father. In all the slammed doors and missed opportunities that were now closed to him, only the thought of never again seeing his adopted little sister Nima brought melancholy to his heart.

      Upala’s deep-brown eyes opened, looking back into his as his cheeks grew warm with embarrassment. He was staring, and now that he was caught he still could not pull his gaze away.

      “It is good to see you in the morning light, Drew Adley,” she said, her voice like a musical instrument, the highs and lows dancing in his ear. She smiled, reminding Drew that the face he had been dreaming of for months was now only inches away from his own. Her hand curled around the back of his neck, pulling him in for a kiss.

      He pulled back, her fingers sliding away, bringing goose bumps to his skin. He wanted that kiss, could feel his body resisting his own actions. She raised a dark eyebrow in response, propping herself up on one elbow, the grin still on her face.

      A small wave of relief washed over him. “You’re not mad.” The urge to get up, to pace conflicted with the urge to fall back into her, to throw all other thoughts off the mountain and give in to his desires. He ignored both impulses. “I just need to talk a bit, Upala.”

      She laid back, crossing her hands behind her head to form a pillow. He looked at her dark hair, tightly and intricately woven against her skull, keeping his eyes on her face and forbidding them to wander to other places.

      “Of course, Drew.” She pulled the makeshift blanket that had laid at their waists up to her neck, the coverage reducing Drew’s distraction. More embarrassment ran through him.

      I’m in my late twenties, why am I acting like a teenager?

      “This is a new world for you, an incredible sacrifice you have made on my behalf, as well as Merin’s. I owe you all the talk and answers you could ever ask for. If not for you and your friends, I would still be trapped in that crystal in the depths of the Under, if not suffering a worse fate at the hands of my brother.”

      Drew rolled onto his back, it was easier to think without looking at her. Now that he had the opportunity though, there was only one question he wanted to ask, only one question that mattered.

      “What happens now?”

      He heard her intake of breath, could sense the air moving into her lungs as if it was his own body. He had not been with many women, but the connection had never been like this. It was so all-consuming that even her answer was hard to focus on, the music in her voice threatening to transport him away.

      “That will be your choice, of course. You and I are in a similar position, Drew. I find myself returning here as if I am a stranger, a new person with a new look at the world. It will be a challenge to reintroduce myself to these people.”

      Her hand found his, fingers intertwining underneath the thin blanket.

      “It would be easier with your support, your advice.”

      There was a frantic crunching of snow from approaching boots, Drew sitting up just as Merin pushed her head into the tent.

      “My lady, I am sorry to disturb.” Drew noticed Merin kept her eyes on the ground. The morning sun streamed past her tall body, Merin’s short, raven-black hair blowing in the high wind.

      “It is fine,” Upala said, sitting up and holding the blanket to her chest. “You do not need to address me so anymore. Is something the matter?”

      Drew could see the slight clench of Merin’s jaw, visible only for a moment. He wondered if Upala saw it as well before it vanished.

      Merin’s intensity reminded Drew of the children who waited for them farther down the mountain. He felt a blush of shame rising to his cheeks. They may have needed rest, but the time for rest was surely over.

      “Flares, my lady. Your forgiveness--I mean Upala. Red flares from the lower library. We must make haste. I will begin to prepare us for the descent.”

      Upala leaped out from under the blanket, apparently no longer concerned with her modesty. She began pulling on her clothes, taking a moment to toss Drew his, which were balled up in her corner of the tent.

      “Red flares?” Drew asked, pulling on one of his leather pant legs with effort. Upala and Merin had found new clothes for him in the remains of the library guardhouse after they had arrived. Unfortunately, they were not an excellent fit. “What does that mean?”

      “It is a distress call from the Lower Library. There are many more of Merin’s people, the Rakhum, assigned there.” Upala grunted for a moment as she struggled with her pants. “I believe administrator Harliss also stationed several of the children there, perhaps including Merin’s.”

      She didn’t know for certain Merin’s children were there? The thought bounced around his mind as he pulled on his trousers. How could she not know?

      The question lived in his mind for only a moment before it was pushed away, his body pumping adrenaline in an all too familiar sensation. General quarters sounded in his head, no different than if a torpedo had been launched at them.

      There was an attack on the building below, and that meant it was time to act. The only question was, an attack from whom? With Kater dead, who would still be attacking Upala and her libraries?

      Drew burst out of the tent, surprised at the temperature change as the cold air nipped against him. He was still fastening the leather jacket he had acquired, wishing more of his gear had survived their trip through the Under. At least he still had his ice ax, which swung from his belt. A gift from Nima, though he realized he’d never asked her where she’d gotten it.

      He looked out across the small, snow-filled clearing outside the entrance to the former site of Upala’s library. Upala was still in the tent, finishing dressing. 

      The path out of the clearing led along the side of the mountain, before dropping hundreds of meters into a gulley. Were this Everest, he would have considered them close to the South Col, but he reminded himself this was not Everest. The features were the same, but it was not as cold. The oxygen was richer as well.

      This was Ish Rav Partha, a twin of the mountain he knew. The Everest of another world.

      Slightly above them lay the ruins of Upala’s library, the majority of it destroyed when Kater’s attack caused it to be translated into the Under. All that remained were a few tents now partially shredded by the wind and a stone entrance leading into the mountain.

      Running over to Merin, he wished he could see past the layer of clouds to the lands below. How different would they be from the Nepal he knew?

      “Upala says your children might be in the lower library?” Drew asked, walking over. Merin was lacing her boots, looking as tall and strong as she had in the Under, a perfect contrast to her late husband.

      “Yes, perhaps they are,” Merin said. “Arix, my daughter, and Lam, my son. I suppose the flares could be a misfire, that has happened before. I remind myself that there are many of our guards and attendants stationed there to keep them safe.” She paused, putting a hand to her eyes and peering down into the snowy mists of the lower reaches of the mountain. “Still, I worry.”

      “I understand, I would worry too,” Drew said. “We’ll get down there as fast as we can, though I have to admit I am not sure where this lower library is.”

      The wind whipped up, tearing through his hair and sending a wave of cold through him, starting in his ears and running to his feet. He scrunched his toes in his boots while rubbing his ears with his hands, grateful he had gloves. It was not as cold as he had been on Everest, but it was still cold enough for frostbite if he wasn’t careful.

      Merin pulled a blue knit cap out of her pack and handed it to Drew. Pulling it onto his head, it fit snugly, but immediately he felt some relief for his ears.

      “Kad’s hat,” she offered, now looking out over the cloud-covered horizon, the sun just over it now. Pulling it back off his head, Drew held the simple, blue cap in his hands, the knitting frayed in places. A flicker of anger rose inside him at the memory of the small, cheerful man. Another crime on Kater’s ledger, the fact that Upala’s brother was now dead only a small comfort.

      When they reached the lower library, if her children were safe Merin would have to tell them what had happened to their father. He had been on one end of that conversation himself, his own father angrily describing his mother’s suicide to him. Leaving in no uncertain terms whose fault her death was.

      “Thank you. I know it might not help you to hear this, but I’ll do everything I can to honor his sacrifice. Without Kaditula, we’d all be in the Under and we’d have no chance to help your children. What Kad did, he did for us all.”

      Merin’s shoulders hunched and Drew could hear a soft sob. She stood still for a moment, then turned to him. He could still see the tears in her eyes, he admired her bravery for allowing him to see her grief. 

      “Thank you, Drew. I know your words would mean a lot to him, were he here. When we first made this climb together, passing through the doors to the upper library, I never imagined that we’d never...” She looked past him to the ruins behind them. “You are correct, we are here now because of his sacrifice, but also of Wanda’s Not to mention Nima’s and yours. You both gave up much to see me returned home to my family.”

      Drew nodded. “Nima.” The small sound of her name seemed lost among the snow and clouds. “I hope she is all right, I mean I just hope she found a way to be happy wherever she is.”

      “I hope that too. It looks to me that you have found some happiness, Drew. I want you to know that seeing you with Upala, knowing that it may ease the pain on your soul, it does make me happy, as it would Kad. Whatever feelings I might have toward Upala, I will try to keep Kad’s views in my heart as well. He always saw the sunlight in all things.”

      “Were he here, I’m sure he could help us scout a path down to this lower library,” Drew said. “His ability to find his way through the Under was amazing.”

      “He’d love to hear you say that too,” Merin said with a chuckle. “Odd to speak this, but even Kater would be a help were he here.”

      Drew’s anger rose inside him at the mention of Upala’s brother, the reason so much had gone wrong.

      “I hate to speak his name,” Merin said. “Yet, he has climbed both your mountain as well as Ish Rav Partha. He might know how to relate to you the location we need to reach. I myself have only been there on rare occasions.”

      “I have made many mistakes,” Upala said, walking from the tent to join them. “Not allowing you more access to the libraries was one of them, Merin.”

      Drew’s heart beat faster just at the sight of Upala, her olive skin contrasting with the white fur of her garments. She looked so majestic and regal he expected the snow to part in front of her as she walked toward the path leading out of the clearing. She smiled at Merin, motioning with a gloved hand for Drew to take the lead.

      Drew was about to comment on his surprise that Upala wanted him to break trail down the mountain, but the ice in Merin’s stare froze his words before he could speak them.

      “I would rank keeping me from my children to enforce my service as a higher error. My lady,” Merin said, pushing past Drew and heading down the path, one hand on the rope guides that had been nailed into the side of the mountain. A few strands of the tall woman’s dark hair peeked out from under her knit cap, moving slightly with the wind.

      The smile fell away from Upala’s face as she watched the woman leave. Drew frowned, feeling for Upala, yet understanding Merin’s reaction. After all that had happened, and her own children’s fate in question, what had Upala expected?

      “It’s going to take time,” he said, putting his hand on Upala’s shoulder. 

      “I am going to have to become accustomed to that, Drew,” she said, slowly exhaling into the frigid air where it clouded then dissipated. “There are many who will have grievances with me, and I am no longer the person I was. I cannot look at the Rakhum as I once did, where once I saw tools I now see victims. There is part of me that wishes to stay up here, in this upper library with you. Ruined by Kater or not, that place was my home, not where we are headed. It is overwhelming.”

      “I can imagine some of what you are feeling,” Drew said, his mind again going back to that house in Oregon, which had become at once so empty, but also so filled with anger and blame.

      “The Rakhum like to say that Kater and I, as Manad Vhan, we have no fears save the Dragons, but I am afraid now. I am afraid of the anger of these people, and how justified it is.”

      Drew frowned, the stones in his mind piling up one by one as he learned more about Upala’s time with Merin’s people.

      “Let’s get to this lower library, and that will be a good start,” Drew said, taking her gloved hand and coaxing her toward the path. “One boot and then the next, we can deal with what we find when we get there.”
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        * * *

      

      Drew’s tension was already high when the attack came.

      Leading them down a shelf made mostly of freshly fallen snow, he had first insisted they all tie off to each other, doing so over Merin’s protests. He had acknowledged there was still a roped path connected to the rock wall the trail was hugging, but the avalanche danger still looked too high. All it would take would be for one of their fingers to slip off the rope and that person would be headed for the end. To their right was an angled sheet of deep powder for about a hundred feet, and then an abyss.

      He supposed being a Manad Vhan, Upala would survive such a fall, but there would be no chance for Merin or himself.

      From that point, things had only gotten worse. The wind picked up, pushing cold gusts in from the east and bringing with it drifts of snow that limited their visibility. Warmer than Everest or not, it was still cold enough that Drew felt confident frostbite was a danger if they delayed. They needed to get down to that lower library, it would be easier than trying to retreat to the ruins higher up on the mountain.

      The view ahead of him became so clouded that Drew almost didn’t see the roped path’s frayed end, nearly grabbing on to empty air. He came to a dead stop, the snow as deep as his shins and now nothing but the rock wall to guide them farther.

      “Shit,” he muttered, hearing a confused grunt behind him as Upala bumped into him.

      He put his back to the wall, taking a moment to get his breath and try to survey the path ahead. Now facing the long sheet of snow that loomed like a slide waiting to take them all to the bottom of the mountain, he saw three lights in the sky. Light blue, they twinkled at him, growing in intensity.

      Stars in the middle of the day? He squinted through the snow-filled wind. The stars were arcing toward them now, getting larger as they sped closer.

      “Snowslicks!” Merin’s call sounded distant, torn away by the wind the moment Drew heard it. He only had time to grab his ax off his belt before the small blue charges landed about twenty feet in front of them, a wave of energy coursing through the snow as each one impacted.

      The snow around them seemed to ripple, then became so smooth and shiny Drew’s eyes were momentarily blinded. He was off his feet before he knew it had happened.

      The world now sliding by him in a blur, Drew whipped his ax in arc over his head, holding on to it with both hands.

      He slammed it downward, trying to drive it into the new ice with enough force to arrest their fall.

      A ping sound was his only indication of failure, the ax snapping from its wooden handle as Drew slid away from the useless metal at an increasing speed.

      Grunting, he kicked his feet into the ground but the ice was too solid and he could find no purchase. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder, knowing the drop would be coming ever closer.

      A red spark lit off in the corner of his vision, as Upala began shooting small flames from her hands. She had her arms wide, keeping the fire away from the rope holding them together. Drew felt himself sliding lower into the speeding surface underneath him, Upala’s magic turning the ice to a mix of snow and slush.

      With nothing else to arrest with, Drew pushed his arms and legs as deep as he could into the mixture, immediately feeling his velocity slow and the pull of the rope increase. 

      It was working, but it wasn’t enough. Just one glance told Drew that.

      Inside the slush he spread his fingers wide, hoping to just grab on to something even if the jolt was likely to pull his hand right off his arm. He felt gravel beneath the snow, and then finally rock. He pushed his arm further in the direction of the sharp stone under the slush, hoping for a miracle.

      There was a wrenching of his left forearm and the world suddenly stopped, all of Drew’s senses becoming an explosion of pain that ran from his left shoulder up to his wrist. For a moment, he could not see or hear, his mind refused to do anything but process the pain. 

      Then slowly the world returned. His face was cold and wet, those two facts leaking in through the agony. Through blurred vision he could see Upala lying below him, a few feet farther down the mountain, fire still jetting out of one of her hands. A shape moved in the distance past Upala, crawling up towards them through the snow. 

      The shape became Merin, who approached them and appeared to be injury free. A wave of exhaustion ran through him, and he laid his head down in the wet snow. His arm throbbed to the point where he could barely feel it, but it was enough.

      They were alive. Likely all it cost him was his arm, now shredded by the rocks and blazing with pain as it lay embedded in the snow.

      He cried out at the pain through gritted teeth, his voice muffled by the slush. The cold mixture dribbled into his mouth. His arm felt as if he’d never use it again. He supposed it was a small price to pay.

      Still dazed, Drew slowly removed his arm out of the crimson patch of snow. Pulling his sleeve up, he found several long gashes running half the length of his arm. Blood was everywhere, the flesh pulled open by the force of the ice and rock, exposing muscle and tissue. 

      “Drew, your arm--oh, by the Hero!” Upala cried as she ran to him.

      His stomach lurched at the sight. His right arm had been sliced open from wrist to elbow and he was losing blood fast. There was little pain, but he felt more warmth and a tingling sensation was filling the limb quickly. Shock, he supposed.

      “Create a bandage!” Merin shouted at Upala, who was already tearing strips of her coat.

      The two women shared a look of intensity, but Drew could not bring his mind to focus on them. The tingling was growing and now his whole arm felt as if it was on fire. He yelled, fresh pain hitting him. 

      “Haste!” Merin shouted, taking the strips and wrapping it around the top of his injury. Drew continued to scream, the searing around the injury focusing on his wrist. After a moment, he realized Merin’s hands were no longer moving. She was frozen, staring at Drew’s wrist with both ends of the makeshift bandage lying uselessly in her hands. Upala’s mouth hung open, staring at the same sight.

      “Deeds of Orami Feram,” Upala muttered. 

      Drew looked at his wrist, where the pain was greatest. Though still covered in blood, the skin was closing back up on its own. It looked to Drew as if there were a zipper inside his arm that was slowly being pulled back together. The intensity of the burning moved with the closure up his arm, the cut now only running from his elbow to halfway up his forearm. He watched horrified, his mouth still open but no longer screaming.

      “What the hell?”

      Within moments, the wound was completely closed. The warmth and tingling sensation continued inside his arm, Drew could sense bones stitching themselves back together and tissues reconnecting.

      Impossibly, his arm was healing itself.
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      By the time Drew crested the last hill and the entrance to the lower library was in sight, his arm seemed completely normal, though he still felt light-headed from the loss of blood, as well as the shock of what had happened to him.

      His arm had become usable only moments after the injury, though it had retained a sense of heat for several minutes, feeling like the inside of his forearm was filled with some sort of boiling liquid.

      His arm had returned to normal, but Drew had not. The high winds and the urgency of their descent had kept him from discussing what had happened with Upala and Merin, but his mind tore around this strange regenerating of his flesh all the way down.

      He had expected to deal with more of these “snowslicks” as Merin had called them. They were a trap of sorts, Upala had clarified. Invented by Kater and left until someone in proximity triggered them. Why they were here or who had left them, neither Merin nor Upala could say.

      With no further hazards present, he continued to fixate on his bizarre recovery. The more he thought about it, the more confused Drew became.

      Injuries did not magically heal themselves, and yet that was just what he had seen. Upala and Merin had been just as shocked and seemed to know no more than he did, Merin even going so far as to ask him if this had happened to him before.

      What was happening to him?

      The winds and snow held no more answers for him than his companions, the pit in his stomach only tightening as they finally made it down the mountain face to the approach of the library.

      The plateau on which the structure lay corresponded with the Western Cwm on Everest for Drew, and it brought them finally below the cloud level and allowed him to see more of the world he had entered. Below them was the Khumbu, the icefall present much as he would expect it to be, though it was much shorter than the one he had been through in Nepal. At its end, it curved into a small river which split a broad, dusty plain nearly in two. The plains sat in a bowl surrounded by mountains that seemed familiar. Peering into the low mist that hung over the area, he could make out the distinctive peaks of Nupste, Lobuche, and Ama Dablam. Just to his left, Mount Lhoste rose into the mist alongside its sister mountain, Everest. 

      Ish Rav Partha, he reminded himself. He wasn’t on Everest anymore, and he needed to look no farther than his right forearm for proof of that.

      The entrance to Upala’s lower library lay about a hundred feet before him, seemingly built into what he would consider the Lhotse face. It was little more than an open doorway carved into the stone and a few torn flags tied to spikes driven into the ground. Upala and Merin had both spoken of the library in reverent tones, but whatever inspired that reverence must be inside.

      Several sets of footprints led from the entrance back down the mountain, some of them fresher than others. Drew noticed one set of massive circular prints, perhaps some beast native to the area.

      He looked over his shoulder at Merin coming down off the mountain route and onto the plateau first. Upala was several steps behind her, the white fur of her clothing making her garb almost invisible against the snow.

      He resolved to press Upala for more answers on his arm, but for now he would wait. The flares and the attack during their descent meant that Merin’s children might be in danger, and that had to be their focus.

      Yet even as he looked at her, a swell rose inside him, a mixture of desire and curiosity, sparked just by the small details he could see from this distance.

      He felt a brief tinge of shame that he might have such a base reaction to her, even in such tense circumstances.

      “Hail!” a male voice came across the plains.

      Drew turned toward the sound. He braced himself for an attack, but it was only a tall, thin man running toward him with both arms over his head, waving conspicuously from a great distance away, close to the entrance to the Library.

      He was dressed in a heavy looking brown robe with a long, wool cap pulled over his head. To Drew, he looked like a man preparing for bed, not running across a snow-filled plain.

      The man continued forward, a thin, red sash now visible across the front of his robe. He was a younger man than he had at first thought, yet still a few years older than Drew. Wisps of thin brown hair poked out from his hat, framing a long oval face, with pale cheeks flushed from exertion. The man smiled, a gesture that seemed more nervous than joyful.

      “Good sir,” he said, hunched a bit as he caught his breath. “I have been watching your descent with Miss Merin and our lady.” The man stopped again, his chest still heaving. “My apologies, I am not comfortable with this altitude.”

      “It’s all right,” Drew said, holding up his hands. “I’m just the guide here. My name is Drew. Drew Adley.”

      The pale man smiled again, showing more teeth this time. “Drew Adley, thank you for your name. Mine is Trillip, a short one but I hope to grow it as time goes--ah, Miss Merin.”

      Merin came charging up next to Drew, her face a mixture of relief and concern. “Trillip, oh Trillip. It is good to see you are all right. Are my children, Arix and Lam here? Can you tell me--”

      Trillip’s smile broadened. “The children, they are here and they are fine, Miss Merin. I lit the flares before entering the library, so as to warn anyone above in the Keep that I suspected trouble. Ingenious children, your pair. Especially your daughter. Ah so many clouds this dark day, but in her I can see one sunray. Your children hid during the incident I discovered. They are waiting for you inside. It is for them that I ran out to meet you, no offense to this good guide of yours.”

      “None taken,” Drew said, turning to check on Upala’s progress. She glanced back at him, causing his heart to flutter as if he were in high school and seeing his sweetheart. Was he that lonely or was she that special? He shook his head against his musings. There were certainly more important things to focus on.

      “Take me to them please Trillip,” Merin said. 

      “With certainty, they are waiting for you just inside the antechamber,” Trillip said with a bow and a wave, indicating the entrance to the lower library.

      Though he was taller and thinner, he reminded Drew of Kaditula with his flourishes and mannerisms. He wondered if all the men of the Rakhum culture behaved this way.

      Merin ran forward, kicking up snow as she did. Her woolen hat blew off, allowing her dark hair to shift in the wind. Drew made a note of where the cap landed, then noticed Trillip had done the same.

      “My Lady Upala,” Trillip said, bowing as she approached. Gone was the smile with which the man had greeted Merin, replaced with a more fearful expression and an even more respectful tone. “It is well to see you back among us, my lady.”

      “Yes, it is well to see you,” Drew said with a wink, immediately embarrassed he had done so.

      Upala smiled back at him, slight perspiration visible on her brow. Drew suspected the exertion was due to how she rarely made the descent, not to mention her ordeal in the Under. According to Merin, Upala often stayed at one of her two libraries for years, so Drew supposed she wasn’t used to all the climbing. 

      “I am glad you are alive and unharmed, good attendant Trillip,” Upala said.

      Trillip took a step back, his mouth slightly open.

      “I am. Uh, thank--thank you, my Lady.”

      Drew frowned, wondering if Upala had ever used Trillip’s name before, or expressed an interest in his well-being. It was growing clear the person she had been before was more reminiscent of bad leaders he had seen in the military than the woman he now was growing to know. That other person was someone she had likely been for hundreds of years, maybe more.

      Could someone truly change after that much time?

      “We saw the flares and descended immediately,” Upala said. “Then we were attacked on the descent. Snowslicks, though only through the skill of Drew were we able to survive. Could you tell me what has happened?”

      “Such a question,” Trillip said, then quickly added. “I mean no offense, my lady. It is simply that a great deal has happened in the several months of your absence.”

      “Please, Trillip. What has transpired?”

      “An attack, as you can see some evidence of. I had arrived a few hours earlier myself, leading the weekly supply caravan-”

      “Weekly supply caravan?” Upala asked.  ”Why is the library only being supplied weekly?”

      “Coordinator Harliss reduced the frequency several weeks ago my Lady. Once we arrived this morning, it became clear the library had been--I cannot call it an attack, my lady.”

      He paused, giving Drew the impression he was holding something down inside him, as if the expression of his horror was embarrassing to Trillip. He continued after releasing a ragged breath.

      “It was a slaughter, my Lady. Each and every guard struck down with precision. The only survivors the caravan soldiers and I could find were the children, who were hidden at the instruction of Miss Merin’s daughter, saving them.”

      “Who?” Upala asked. “Who attacked? My brother’s people?”

      “I cannot say, my lady. Perhaps Miss Merin will be able to tell, she is more versed in such things.”

      “How many dead?” Drew asked, trying to process all the information. The unease that had started with his strange healing now darkened further. The last thing he had expected to enter was another battlefield. “How long ago?”

      “I do not know how much time has passed, good sir. I count the deaths of ten guards, each kill was clean and swift. There is little blood to be found, most seemed to have died from a single strike.”

      “Poison perhaps,” Drew mused. At least Merin’s children were safe.

      “Ten guards you say, Trillip? Ten?” Upala took a step forward, the man moving back in response.

      Drew could feel the tension in Upala rising, her hands opening and closing.  ”There should be thirty guards there, at the least. Especially considering Kater’s attack at the summit library.”

      “Yes, my lady. After the attack and your loss . . . my lady many feared you gone forever, though I should add, I myself did not give up hope. To continue, after the attack on the summit, Coordinator Harliss thought it best to consolidate our forces at Rogek Shad, to keep the city safe.”

      “Did she indeed?” Upala turned on her heel, striding through the snow toward the entrance of the library. “I will need to address that decision with her once we are off the mountain.” Drew ran after Upala, leaving a surprised Trillip standing in the snow. 

      Walking through the stone archway that marked the entrance to the lower library, Drew was immediately relieved to be out of the elements. There was a warmth coming from ahead, the smell of a fire crisp in the air.

      A short hallway followed, the ceiling low enough that Drew could feel his hair brushing against the stone. It was narrow enough that he could see little ahead of him save Upala’s form, silhouetted against the firelight of the room they were approaching.

      The antechamber of the lower library was far more impressive to Drew than its exterior prepared him for. The room was large, Drew guessed at least a hundred feet wide and nearly half of that deep, with high ceilings held in place by large, wooden beams. Adorning the stone walls were more than a dozen tapestries in various states of disrepair, though many of them were still whole enough to present images. The tapestries he could make out each featured a single animal with a long neck and a wide, leathery wingspan. Drew was surprised to see such a recognizable creature here in another world, even if it was one of myth.

      “Dragons?” he asked Upala, who nodded.

      “My people’s great Fear.” She cast her hands wide around the chamber. “These represent the Fourteen Fears, the great Dragons which both created my race and then nearly exterminated the Manad Vhan when we rebelled against them.”

      Studying the images more, Drew could make out a mountain on several of the artworks, as well as lettering in a language he could not understand.

      “The Dragons created the Manad Vhan?” he asked, walking farther into the chamber. He was surprised at how well the cold was held at bay. More heat emanated from the wide entryway ahead where he saw the red and orange flicker of a fire. 

      “Created us to be servants, yes, if the writings we have found here are to be believed. We are . . . improved versions of the Rakhum, whom the Dragons wished to use but found too fragile for their purposes. Thus, we are made in the image of the Rakhum but possess far greater resiliency.”

      “So they created you, but I’m guessing they later turned on you?”

      “Yes,” Upala said, walking closer. A new heat built inside him just from her proximity. “Or we on them. Either way, the Dragons nearly removed the Manad Vhan from existence, back in a time before our remembering, an age we only know of because of the writings stored here. A dragon killed our parents, while Kater and I were still children. Thus we became lost here, among the Rakhum of this region.”

      Drew peered more closely at the nearest tapestry, which showed a green-and-white lizard with waves of some sort coming from its head. The mountain in the backdrop seemed familiar, his mind placing it quickly.

      “This looks like a mountain I know. Lhotse, another peak very close to Everest in my world.”

      “That is the dragon we called The Thread. Our great hero Orami Feram imprisoned it at the mountain’s peak, one of the last of the Fourteen to be subdued.”

      She glanced around the room, then took Drew’s hand. He could feel her pulse underneath her skin, his heart pounding as it tried to match her rhythm.

      “Drew, I know you have much to ask and I have much to explain. I will tell you it all, both what I know, and the myths I believe. At this moment though, I need to explore the impact of this attack. I owe these people. I owe them answers.”

      “Of course,” Drew said, his cheeks flushing. He intended to release her hand but found himself squeezing it tighter. “There is all the time in the world to give me a history lesson. Let’s go see to Merin and find out what’s going on.”

      She led him out of the chamber and through a series of passages, Drew doing his best to keep his mind on the matters at hand.

      Glancing at the many small rooms that passed on both the left and right, he saw they primarily contained wooden cases filled with scrolls, along with the occasional rune-covered stone tablet.

      He thought of asking Upala how old all of this excavated material was, but decided against it.

      This is the work of Merin’s people, he reminded himself. Work that they did not for their own benefit, but at the insistence of the woman whose fingers now intertwined his own.

      The image of generations of Rakhum hollowing out these tunnels struck another note of discord inside him. Upala had seemed nothing but remorseful for her past, and yet he began to wonder if he really knew just how dark that past was.

      Of course, there is no shortage of darkness in your own past, Adley, he reminded himself.

      He sighed as Upala led them into a broad chamber, the heat from another fire bringing some warmth to his disposition.

      Merin was waiting for them in the large space, her children on either side of her. They were huddled together against an entryway deep in the room, on the wall farthest from Drew.

      Drew could tell from the looks on their faces that she had told them the fate of their father. The boy was hugging his mother tightly, the tall woman kneeling with one arm around her son. Next to her, her daughter was stone faced as she looked around the room, her eyes focusing on nothing. The girl had glanced at Drew as he entered. He looked away, unsure of what he might say or do that would be appropriate. The look in the girl’s eyes was one he knew well.

      He directed his gaze around the room, hoping to avoid the girl’s eyes and the too-familiar look in them.

      Drew reasoned this room was about the same size as the antechamber, but this space was circular. A huge fire burned in the center, the fire pit taking up about a quarter of the total space. The smoke from the fire exited the room through a circular chimney, which Drew surmised must exhaust somewhere on the mountain. He did not recall seeing or smelling any smoke outside, but he had not been looking for it either.

      There was little other detail in the room besides the fire. The walls were smooth and well carved, just as the antechamber had been. In the half of the room Drew and Upala entered from, the walls were bare save for the light dancing upon them from the flames. The other half of the room contained a half dozen open entrances to hallways, each of them dark passages that quickly bent out of Drew’s sight.

      Trillip stood next to the fire, his body an unmoving straight line. Drew did not recall seeing the man walk past them in the antechamber, yet he was here ahead of them all the same.

      With a gasp as his eyes adjusted to the light, Drew made out the bodies that had been collected in a small alcove, covered in both sheets and shadows, well concealed from the children.

      He stepped closer to the alcove, kneeling and lifting the fabric covering the unmoving shapes.

      There were three corpses, all dressed similar to Trillip in simple, brown robes with hoods. Though none had the thin, red sash that Trillip was wearing. Someone had turned the bodies towards the wall, hiding the faces, but he could still tell that one of the bodies was female and the other two, male.

      All three of the corpses showed little blood, most of it near the head and shoulders. If they were killed by slit throats, there was less blood than Drew would have expected. Trillip noticed the focus of his attention and walked over to them.

      The efficiency was shocking, these killings had been quick. Drew suspected these men barely knew they were being attacked before it was over. That sounded nothing like the Kater he had known in the Under.

      But if Kater’s people were not responsible, who was?

      “My lady,” Trillip said, bowing to Upala. He favored Drew with a nervous smile, and Drew suspected Trillip was concerned about how to address him. He struck Drew as the sort of man who liked protocol and procedure. He had known many such men in the Navy. 

      “The bodies were found at the entrances to the two unfinished excavations.” Trillip whispered while pointing, indicating two dark tunnels farthest from where Merin still comforted her children. Seeing their interest in the investigation, Drew watched her send them toward the antechamber. Walking away as a pair, older sister leading, they reminded him of himself and Artie.

      He felt a familiar pang inside him, and he quickly locked the mental doors before more memories came pouring in. He didn’t need the flood of grief right now.

      “The unfinished chambers?” Upala asked, nodding to Merin as she joined them. “There is little of value we have discovered in those directions. Hundreds of inert portals, unmapped and dangerous. The research that would have held value to Kater’s people would have been in the other directions.”

      “Do we know if these attackers were Kater’s people?” Drew asked. “Maybe they were working for someone else?”

      “There is no one else,” Merin said. “In this valley, there are only the peoples of Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast, the Rakhum under Upala’s control and Kater’s.” Drew noted the emphasis Merin used on the word ‘control.’ It seemed to him less like Upala controlled than Kater, but there was still a lot he didn’t know about the situation.

      Trillip stiffened in response to Merin’s reply, while Upala simply lowered her head.

      Merin walked over to the nearest body, pulling it gently away from the wall and removing the hood. Empty eyes stared back, a thin, red cut across the man’s throat. “This is precision work, as Trillip said. I am confused. Kater’s people are not known for such tactics. In the rare events they attack, it is with brute force and Kater’s technology. These guards were well trained, yet they were dispatched easily.”

      Upala joined Merin at the fallen guard, kneeling before him. “I know this man. His face, it is familiar.”

      Drew followed, but kept a few steps away. The bodies, with their unblinking eyes, made it impossible to keep his memories at bay.

      It was too reminiscent of the corpses that floated alongside him in the Indian Ocean after the sinking of the Machias. Their eyes looking at him even in death, questioning his actions.

      Merin stood, her jaw set.

      “His name was Lernidan. He served you in the upper library for the past ten years, often personally. You would have seen him every day, walked by his face every day. Yet you do not know his name.”

      “Merin,” Drew said, taking a step forward. He was torn, feeling a desire to defend Upala, yet the growing awareness of just how absent a leader she seemed to have been gave him pause.

      Upala stood to face the taller Rakhum, her hands open. “It is acceptable, Drew. It is fair and I do not need to be protected from it. Merin, there is nothing I can say that will rewrite the history I have here. I did not honor this man in life, perhaps you can help me honor him in death.”

      “I can make the necessary arrangements, my lady,” Trillip said, drawing a glare from Merin. “Or perhaps that was not what my lady meant.”

      “Merin, you can see that Upala is trying to acknowledge past mistakes here.” Drew spoke in Upala’s defense, but he could feel some of his own confidence under siege. Upala’s guilt felt far too familiar to Drew, Merin’s anger equally so.

      What would he have said to the families of the lives lost on his ship, how would he address the loved ones of those he had failed? In the end, he had only spoken to one, his own father who had slugged him across the jaw for his words.

      He understood how Merin felt, but he also knew what it was like to be in Upala’s position.

      Merin addressed him, eyes still set and fixed on Upala. “Drew, I owe you much, but do not pretend to understand what has happened here. This is not your world. Lying here is a man Kad and I worked with, ate with, laughed with. He died defending my children.” She spoke to Upala again, “And I choose to believe that is what he was here defending, not old Manad Vhan paintings and scrolls. You claim to have learned a new perspective from your time in that crystal in the Under, and I have seen evidence of this. You offer apology, and it seems earnest.”

      She took another step closer to Upala, who did not back away. The two women were nearly eye to eye, Merin’s intense glare peering down into Upala’s sorrowful one.

      “My lady. You may offer apology in good faith, but that does not require me to accept it. Too many of my people have died while you studied your books and scrolls, leaving the knowing of names to underlings like myself and Harliss. If you wish to climb to forgiveness, you will find that mountain is far higher than Ish Rav Partha.”

      Trillip opened his mouth to speak, when a scream ripped through the chamber. Drew froze, focusing on the sound. An adult male scream, not one of the children. It was cut off nearly as quickly as it began.

      A chill ran up his spine. Whoever murdered the guards with such precision might still be here.

      “I thought we were alone here!” Drew moved closer to the room’s exit, while looking to Trillip for answers.

      “I did bring one of our guards with me from Rogek Shad. He wanted to explore the back passages for clues.” Trillip said, his eyes wide with concern.

      “Come on--it was down that farthest corridor.” Drew broke into a run, Merin and Upala right beside him as the screams began anew. As he charged forward, his stomach began to tie itself in knots. Chasing after an assassin, with not even an ice axe to defend himself with.

      “Trillip,” Merin cried from just behind him. “Please see to the children!”

      As a trio, they followed the noise into the passageway, quickly coming to an intersection. As one, Drew and Merin looked left and right, both sides silent and with equal lighting.

      “I will search the right passage,” Merin said. Drew gave her a look of surprise, but the woman was already moving, headed off into the shadows.

      Taking Upala’s hand, Drew ran down the left corridor, completely unsure of what to expect next.

      The hallway was dark, lit only with the occasional torch, most of which were burning low. Before long, they came to another intersection, this time with three options in front of them.

      Drew looked at Upala, and she stared at him for a moment before realizing what he was waiting for.

      “Hmm,” Upala said, looking at the three options then pointing at the one straight ahead. “If I were here to take something, it would be this way. The other two passages lead to areas we are still excavating.”

      Taking the lead, Upala raced down the stone hall with Drew close behind. As the hall grew dimmer behind him and new light grew ahead, Drew realized they had all reacted so quickly no one had thought to grab any weapons or discuss strategy.

      Drew was unable to voice his concern before he and Upala burst into a room together.

      Three bodies lay on the ground near the entrance, all men dressed in clothes like Trillip’s and all dead by clean cuts to the throat.

      A fourth dead man was sprawled on the floor in the center of the room, this one charred to a cinder.

      The chamber itself was large, relatively square though the walls had been left in their natural cavern condition. Many of the walls were covered in dark ovals. Inert portals.

      As his eyes adjusted to the light, Drew saw a desk in one corner covered in papers and scrolls.

      Sitting at the desk with his feet up, several scraps of parchment in his hands, was one of the biggest men Drew had ever seen. He was massive in height well as girth. The man’s skin was dark olive, reminiscent to Drew of Upala’s, though it lacked her soft glow. He was clad in simple leather clothes all of which appeared handmade and were stitched and patched in several areas. His round face was framed with a dark, braided beard and he had similar intricate braids in his hair. Across his forehead were several striking tattoos, animal shapes in brilliant blue and red.

      He laughed, a booming sound which filled the room.

      “Finally, Upala! Finally! I knew you were back among us, but I wondered how long it would take for you to come here. I do have so much to ask you.”

      “Who are you?” Drew asked. “Did you kill these men?”

      The man took his feet off the desk and put the papers on his lap. He looked over at the three guards with slit throats by the door and shook his head, the expression on his face one of boredom.

      “No, I did not. Those insects were dead when I got here.” He pointed to a far corner of the room where the fourth body lay, the blackened corpse nearly burned beyond recognition. “I only killed that one. He got in my way. The other three? I would say you have another problem.”

      He burned him? Drew stood frozen as Upala stepped forward. Another Manad Vhan? Merin had said Upala and Kater were the only ones anyone had ever seen.

      Flame burst from Upala’s fingers, surrounding her hands in brilliant orange potency. “We leave that question for now! One man dead or four, it does not matter. Who are you?”

      “Such concern for Rakhum? Strange and interesting, indeed. My name is Sinar. Our people would call me Palketh Sinar, but I suspect that is a language you barely understand from looking at your writings.” He tossed the papers to the ground. “Disappointing that I finally find you and your notes, and there is so little you have learned that I did not already know.”

      “Palketh,” Upala sounded the word out, flames still trickling from her fingers.

      Drew picked up a nearby sword from one of the fallen guards, the action bringing a chuckle from Sinar but no other response.

      “Palketh,” Upala whispered. “Expelled one?”

      “Better than I expected. Yes, I am an outcast amongst my people, your people as well, Upala. In all the world since leaving the City of Sands so many years ago, finally I find another Manad Vhan such as myself.”

      “Another Manad Vhan?” Drew said. “I thought you and Kater were the only ones here.”

      “So did I,” Upala said, her voice cracking.

      “Precisely, so you might as well put that silly piece of metal away, insect. Douse those flames too, dear Upala. I mean you no harm, and, sadly, you know you can do none to me.”

      Drew kept the weapon tight in his hand. The fire in Upala’s fingers diminished to small embers, but she kept them lit.

      “The guard, you didn’t need to kill him,” Drew said.

      “I don’t kill out of sport, quicklife. He attacked me, a fruitless gesture, but he also barred me from reading these materials. When a door is closed, I open it. When an obstacle refuses to move, I remove it. His choice, I did warn him.”

      Upala took a step forward, Drew advancing with her. He felt as useless as he had with Kater.

      Four more people dead, for papers?

      Drew saw an intensity in Upala’s eyes that he had not seen before, the softness he found so appealing washing away.

      “You come here, you claim to be Manad Vhan. After all these years, after all these millennia of just my brother and me, now you come? Why? How could you know we were here? What do the Manad Vhan want?”

      Sinar laughed, a deep sound that shook the braids in his beard.

      “The Manad Vhan? They want nothing, at least nothing to do with you and your brother. No, I am Palketh, much like your parents. Cast out for beliefs that did not sit well with the others in the City of Sands. For centuries I have wandered this world, through jungle and ocean and cave that no Manad Vhan had ever seen other than I. Searching for lore that you have here, you and your brother. Centuries of research I hoped for, already done for me.”

      “So, you seek the truth of the Hero, as Kater and I do?”

      As Kater did, Drew corrected Upala to himself. Perhaps she felt it wasn’t a good idea to let Sinar know Kater was gone, or she was still processing her brother’s death.

      “I seek a truth, there are many truths to Orami Feram after all. A Hero to some, he was. I have seen enough here to see you seek a means to escape the dragons. Feram knew he couldn’t keep the Fears locked away forever after all.”

      “Yes, as much as my brother seeks the Hero’s ability to combat the Dragons. What is it you are seeking then, that it would be worth all this to you?”

      “All this?” Sinar laughed again and stood from the desk. Once on his feet, he was even bigger and more imposing than Drew had thought, Drew only coming to the man’s shoulder.

      The room seemed to shrink from his mass. “’All this’ is simply one dead Rakhum, one of thousands I’m sure I’ve killed in my time. Not that much.”

      “Do all your people talk incessantly?” Drew asked, stepping closer to the man. He had to look up to glare at Sinar, willing his eyes to hide the fear he was feeling. Even without magic, Sinar was big enough to tear him apart. “What do you want?”

      Sinar put a large hand on Drew’s shoulder, his smile wide and friendly. 

      “I like this one, Upala. I can see what you see in him. What I want, quicklife, is something you possess and take for granted.” The man leaned in close to Drew, his weight pressing down on his shoulder and his eyes locking into Drew’s own.

      “I want death.”

      “Death?” Upala asked, brows furrowing. “You wish to die?”

      “If I could, I would consider arranging it for you,” Drew said, forcefully removing Sinar’s hand from his shoulder. 

      “If you could, small man, I would take it. As it happens though, you are the key to getting me what I need. I have been following you for some time, knowledge of your upcoming arrival has brought me to this region. These notes here,” Sinar threw Upala’s papers back onto the table, “are merely a happy accident. But you, my friend, you and you alone are the greatest prize of all.”

      “Me?” Drew said. “Me? How could you know I would be here? How would I even matter?” 

      “Your world, my friend! This wonderful cold and hot place you come from. I have spent centuries looking for a path to it, much as dear Upala here seeks Sirapothi I seek your legendary Earth. An amazing place where our Manad Vhan abilities have no strength, where the endless wandering and breathing and existing can be over and I can finally experience something truly new.”

      “You want me to guide you to my world, to Earth? So you can die?”

      Sinar bent down farther, leaning in to Drew’s ear as if he were telling him a secret. “No need to guide me, the path is right inside you. Within your essence lies all the clues I need to find a direct portal to your lovely world. I just have to reach in and grab it.”

      “Drew!” Upala’s shout came just as a new warmth and explosion of pain erupted in Drew’s chest. Looking down, he could see Sinar’s beefy arm embedded into his ribcage up to the wrist. He could hear a rushing sound, as if a river were rising around him. It drove out the sounds of Sinar’s laugh and Upala’s scream. His vision began to lose color, the world turning gray as the stone floor rushed up to meet him.
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      As Val walked through the forest, the surging tide in his mind refused to calm. He needed to focus, to find his center, yet all around him were problems and distractions, emotions and fears.

      Only one day earlier he had walked out of Caenola, intending never to return. Anger and frustration drove him, just as they had driven his father. Now his father was gone, and he found himself just as compelled to return, to get answers for what had happened.

      Where would the tides take him now, without his father? He was adrift, the road forward uncharted. His own people seemed to be on a course other than his, and he had lost the only other person embraced the possibility of change.

      Now he sailed alone, the winds and seas of his future filled with uncertainty and doubt.

      Not completely alone, he reminded himself.

      Just slightly ahead of him walked Nima, one of two strange women he had met from another land. The existence of other worlds was taught in the elder’s teachings, the waves of life were known to land upon many shores. Though neither woman was like what he would have expected an alien to be, Nima was the stranger of the pair.

      Tanira was easier to understand. She walked behind him, tall and imposing, with her blades drawn. She had shown a fiery personality bubbling on the surface, but Val expected there were deeper tides underneath. There was more to this woman, much that she held back. He wished his father could have seen her. Adda had been a good judge of character.

      Tanira was what Val was used to. People had layers, they had what they showed you and what was underneath. Father learned that lesson, never imagining that his own people might exile him for his views. For all her strange talk of a Line and her odd customs, Tanira felt familiar. She wanted more than she said, she had goals that were unrevealed.

      Nima seemed to be exactly what she appeared. As odd as her smooth skin might be, the woman’s face was alive with joy and excitement. She seemed completely honest in her desire to accompany Val back to his people, and to help him however she might. Val felt certain if he asked her to climb a tree or chase a darkeel, Nima was likely to do so out of a desire to experience something new.

      It was endearing, but it made him nervous. Only the Thartark were so transparent. How could he depend on her?

      A few steps ahead, she continued to walk just as his crystal’s energies intensified inside his mind. He could see the red glow turning amber in his thoughts, knowing it was echoed visually on his face. Something big was moving through the forest and it was nearby. He ceased walking and focused.

      He stopped suddenly enough that Tanira might have bumped into him, but she didn’t. He whistled softly at Nima, and she stopped in her tracks as well.

      “Something is coming,” he said. With the size he could detect, it was one of two beasts. One would be trouble, and the second was worse. The ground trembled with its footsteps as he recognized its aura. The lesser of the two threats. If they were careful, they would be all right.

      “Grun,” he whispered. “Get into the brush, off the path. Crouch down and cover your head with your arms.” He knew the pair had no idea what a grun was, but they both followed his instructions with precision. Tanira knelt next to him, her hands closed over her weapons.

      Nima looked around, eyes wide. “What is it?” she whispered. “Does it eat people?” Still crouched, Nima bounced from one foot to the other, head whipping around as she sought to get a view of the beast.

      Val had never seen someone so anxious to see danger.

      By now each footstep was a thunder, the leaves falling from the trees like rain.

      “No, it does not eat meat. It is a large grazing beast.” Val said. “The biggest creature in the forest, and the most dangerous save for the darkeel. The grun panic easily, the danger is in being trampled. If we stay still and quiet, it will eventually pass by.”

      “Stay here and wait? How tough is their hide? Can we defeat it?” Tanira asked from his side, now lying prone on the floor of leaves and twigs, both weapons in her hands as her eyes darted about.

      The question was so ludicrous Val was uncertain of how to answer. You did not combat the grun, you hid from them.

      “I have no idea,” Val said. “Look, it comes now.”

      Through the dense trees and brush, he could see the great shaggy fur of the Grun as it pushed two legs through the nearest bushes and crushed them. Another pair of legs, and finally the third set. The shaggy creature stood four times as high as Val as its long snout reached out to pull at the top leaves of a tree, bringing them into its maw.

      “It is amazing!” Nima said, her eyes having grown even wider. “It looks like a giant yak, except for that long nose!”

      Val could see Nima’s hands and knees twitching, she was getting ready to move. His nervousness rose. They did not understand.

      “No, we must stay here,” he said. The excitement in Nima’s eyes was obvious, if confusing. “We must wait until it passes.” He pointed to the ground for emphasis.

      “What will happen if we rouse it?” Tanira asked.

      Val looked between the pair of women, now both tensed and ready to move. He could feel his crystal’s intensity rising with his tension. What were these two thinking? They needed to stay down, stay here.

      “I--I do not know,” he said. He began wringing his hands. “I have never fought a grun, nor have I disturbed one. It is not what you do with a grun. You wait. You wait until they are done eating.” He took a breath, bringing his voice back to a whisper. “That is what you do.”

      “No, like I said it looks like a yak,” Nima said. “A really big yak with more legs. Yaks are stupid and they mostly just stand there eating. I don’t want to stand here and watch a giant yak chew while the bugs bite my backside. Do you Tanira?”

      “I do not,” Tanira said.

      Val could now see what was coming. It was like a wave approaching the shore and he was powerless to stop it.

      Nima stood first, Val saying silent thanks to the sea that at least she stood slowly. He kept kneeling, poised and ready to move if the beast reacted. He waited for the roar and the pounding of the grun’s hooves, but they never came.

      Val peeked through the bush to see the grun had done nothing beyond stretch its trunk to pull more leaves down. As Tanira slowly stood to join Nima, the grun just chewed, giving no notice of them. It may not have seen them, Val supposed.

      A new thought entered his mind. Perhaps it did not care? Could the teachings of the Elders be wrong about this too, or perhaps exaggerated? With a steady, slow motion he allowed one knee to unbend, then the other.

      Suddenly he was standing, feeling like he had awoken from a dream. He was standing in the great forest while a grun ate, just paces away from him. Doing nothing but eat.

      A smile crept onto his face. He could see the beast now, see it in a way he never had before. It was just an animal, it was no storm or Tempest to hide from. It simply wanted food just as he did, it was no great threat.

      He could see its blue eyes as they looked around the forest, he had never known they had blue eyes. He wondered if they all did. He noticed that its fur was not just gray, but there were some white streaks in some areas. The trunk of the creature had small spikes near the tip, which looked like barbed pieces of bone. He had never known those were there, and the drawings of them by the Elders did not show them.

      The grun was beautiful.

      Val supposed he might be the first Caenolan to ever to stand in front of a grun and simply see it, rather than tremble from it. With Nima and Tanira by his side doing the same, Val marveled at the majesty of the huge beast. Fear had held him back, but these two strangers had helped him see. The joy of this discovery built up inside him, and he could not contain it.

      “Wooo-ha!” he shouted, his voice a cry of freedom and jubilation. Tears were in his eyes as the sound of his triumph echoed through the forest.

      His cry was met with a second sound, a reply in the form of a snort from the grun. It was now staring directly down at Val, the blue eyes fixed on his own. It was no longer chewing, its head now moving slightly from side to side while it dragged one foot back and forth.

      It snorted a second time, taking a step toward them.

      “I think--” Nima said.

      “--we should run,” Tanira finished.

      Val raced into the trees, Nima already ahead of him with Tanira at her side. Behind him he could hear the beast crash into the brush after him. Even as the branches and leaves whipped past him, he was surprised to find he was still smiling.
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      The sun was just beginning to set as they emerged from the boundaries of the forest. Nima was unsure which of them was laughing hardest. They were each covered in mud, their clothes were ripped and torn and Nima was still pulling brambles out of her hair. She noticed she had also scraped her arm at some point, but it did not hurt much.

      “I cannot remember when I have had this much enjoyment!” Val said, walking between them and putting his arms around both of them. “Wait until I tell Zelquan that I stared down a grun and then led it on a chase through the wood.”

      “Do not forget to tell him about falling into the stream!” Tanira added with a laugh. “I have been muddied before, but never was it this enjoyable!”

      “You need to get a brother then,” Nima said with a smile. “I couldn’t count the times Pasang and I would be scolded by our mother for coming home so dirty!”

      “And what would your mother say to that injury?” Val nodded towards Nima’s upper left arm as he brushed more debris off his shirt. “That looks like a scrape from the Grun.”

      Nima looked down at the red line running across her upper arm. It only itched a little now, that irritation hardly noticeable.

      “She would say, ‘Again, Nima?’ And then she would frown at me. My mother got used to me coming home with bruises and scrapes, and I got used to her frowning.”

      “My father has a saying,” Tanira said. “Each wound and injury is a stone on the path towards your goal. Never lose sight of the horizon, or stray from your path.”

      “And what is your path, Tanira?” Val removed his arms from their shoulders but continued to walk between them, their pace slow and relaxed. “You came here from far away for a reason. What is it you seek?”

      Concern crept into Nima’s mood, but Tanira’s smile at Val pushed her worries away like a soothing wind.

      “Nima calls it a ‘quest’,” she said with a laugh. “I seek an artifact that is kept on an island off these shores.”

      “Maybe that is something your people know about?” Nima asked, pulling a large, blue leaf off a bush that partially encroached onto their path. “Have you heard of an island near your people?”

      “Yes, several. I am not a fisher though, so I do not know the waters well. My friend Zelquan, perhaps he can help or even guide you.”

      “That would be a great boon,” Tanira said. “It would be one more step in my long journey to help save my people.”

      “And you, Nima?” Val turned towards her, his green eyes reflecting the emerald beauty of the tall grasses and trees around them. “What is your goal?”

      “To help you both, I guess.” Nima shrugged her shoulders, favoring Val with a grin. “I hope I can help Tanira with her quest, and help you talk with your people, and see whatever amazing things this world has to offer. My goal is always over the next hill.”

      “I think Nima is always climbing,” Tanira laughed. “Even on the ground, she looks to reach what she has not touched before.”

      Around them, the dense, green trees had given way to rolling fields of golden grass, their path running lazily to the crest of a large hill. The yellow grass was broken up by thin, white trees, planted in straight lines on either side of the path, the branches sporting matching white leaves and crisp, blue flowers.

      The scent of the flowers was like perfume, strong but pleasing. Nima could smell the ocean in the breeze as well, though the hill they approached obstructed any view of the sea.

      “What is this place, Val?” Nima asked. “It is beautiful.”

      “This is the Field of Calm,” Val said. “Once the Tempest is over and the wave has receded, the Calm begins. My people will use this road to return from the caves and resettle in the harbor until the next Tempest. So, we pass through these fields many times in our lives, it is a good reminder of the sequence of life.”

      As they walked along, Nima noticed the trees bordering the road getting taller. Tanira had slowed and walked a bit behind them, one hand tracing the symbol on her head as she chanted softly.

      “Why are the trees taller as we go on?” Nima asked, dropping her voice a bit softer. She did not want to disturb Tanira during her ritual.

      “We plant a new tree on the path after each Calm. The ones here are closer to the harbor, they were planted longer ago.”

      Nima took a look behind her, gazing past Tanira and seeing the rows of trees leading back to the forest.

      “There must be hundreds of them! Your people have been doing this a long time.”

      “Why do you not stay in the caves?” Tanira asked, her hands now back at her sides. She had been silent for so long, she startled Nima with her speech.

      “The Elders say we are people of the sea, that we must return to it to remain Caenolan.” Val ran his hand through his hair. “Though the Elders also say to hide from the grun. They say to obey the Thartark when they demand their oil. They say . . .”

      Val stopped speaking suddenly, staring off ahead of them at the crest of the hill. The sun had set, but there was still bright light coming from the distance, a light that pulsed from red to yellow. Nima inhaled, and smelled smoke on the air.

      “Caenola!” Val cried, his voice filled with panic. He began to run, Nima and Tanira quickly following. “My people are being attacked!”
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      Somewhere water was dripping. The source seemed to be somewhere in the small room she sat in, but Upala had been unable to locate it as of yet. She supposed it may have been in the walls. These chambers and hallways had been carved out of the mountain centuries ago by Orami Feram, the very Hero she had spent centuries studying.

      The tiny room was barren save for a small fireplace in one corner, two stone chairs, and a cot made of stacked blankets. The doorway open to the hall brought in the cold, damp air of the mountain’s interior, Upala pulling her wool cloak a bit tighter.

      Drew lay upon the cot, his eyes closed. She watched his chest rise and fall underneath the layers of thin blankets Trillip had been able to locate from the Library’s myriad of storerooms.

      She had seen Drew’s chest ripped open just a few days before, Sinar’s massive hand inserted inside. All her life, neither she nor her brother had ever seen another Manad Vhan, now one had been here right in the place she most considered home, his shield easily repelling her attempts to reach Drew as he had searched inside him.

      The path to Earth not forthcoming, Sinar had withdrawn his hand from Drew with disdain, letting the body drop to the floor as if it were just refuse.

      In that moment, Upala had been sure Drew was dead, her own heart barely beating as she watched the blood pool upon the floor. Rushing to him, she had paid little attention to Sinar as he stormed out of the room in frustration.

      She watched Drew’s eyes blink, fluttering open. She opened her mouth, then closed it, unsure of what to say.

      His hands went to his chest, fingers running over the subtle scar upon his skin where there had once been a gaping hole from Sinar’s attack. Likely the last thing he remembered, she supposed.

      He raised his head by a small amount off the rolled-up blankets they had been using as a pillow, just enough for him to peer through the low light and allow his eyes to connect with hers.

      The corner of his mouth turned up, a movement so tiny she nearly missed it. He then lowered his head back down, his eyes blinking as he stared at the ceiling.

      “So, I’m alive.” His voice was a rasp, a thin sound that was devoid of the strength she was used to hearing. “How?”

      The water dripped again, somewhere off in the darkness to her left. The depth of his question staggered her, it was one of the many mysteries she had spent the past days studying.

      “A lot of that is complicated… hard to say.” She wanted to go to him, she felt a pull towards him if as if she were falling, and found she had to will herself into staying on her chair. Another mystery.

      “Start with the easy parts, then.” There were so many tones in his voice, and she was still unused to worrying about what people felt. Was that irritation? Exhaustion?

      “Your body has healed your wounds from Sinar’s attack.” Her voice sounded small to her, to tiny for the immensity of what she was saying. “It should have killed you, Drew. Near as I can tell, you are healing just as I do, though I cannot explain it. Yet the evidence is obvious.”

      Upala paused for a moment, her heart pounding. “And I am glad for it,” she added.

      “Me too,” Drew said, a bit of the humor she was used to woven into his words. She felt the tightness inside her loosen a little. “I guess understanding it will come later.”

      “I will continue to research it. It may be temporary, perhaps caused by your portal journey to Aroha Darad.”

      “And the big guy?” Drew coughed, the sound echoing through the darkened room. “The one who wanted to use me as a map to get to Earth?”

      “Sinar,” Upala said. “He left, and I was unable to stop him, though I suppose I did not really try. My focus was on you. Fortunately, he did not accost anyone else as he departed. Merin, Trillip and the children are all safe.”

      Drew ran both of his hands through his brown hair, releasing a large sigh.

      “Well, that’s a relief. He’s headed off to Earth now, then?”

      “No,” Upala shook her head. “He did not find what he wanted, and he was quite frustrated with you. He said something about your ‘essence’ needed to be willing, that it was a wasted opportunity. He was most upset.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Drew chuckled. He propped himself up onto his elbows, peering through the shadowed darkness between them in the room.

      “You told me neither you or your brother had ever seen any of your kind, in all your.. what, thousands of years? Now you meet another Manad Vhan and he’s pretty horrible. That must be hard for you.”

      She stood from the chair, walking across the stone floor towards him. She crossed the distance in only a few paces, yet it felt like an eternity.

      She felt the call to fall into his arms and ignored it. There was a pressure building up inside her that had nothing to do with Drew or her oddly insistent physical yearning for him.

      It was his heart she needed right now, and his understanding.

      “It is not my people’s history I am focused on at the moment, Drew, but my own.”

      He nodded, looking up at her. She recalled the harsh words of Merin in Drew’s presence, anger levied against her from one of the people who risked their lives to save her. The person who had lost the most.

      Anger that was completely justified.

      “It seems there is a lot about your past I am discovering,” Drew said.

      “Yes, it is not how I wanted you to learn about me.” She stood, hearing another drop of water land upon the stone in the hallway. “I did not want to hide anything from you, Drew. But I hope you would get more time to know … who I am trying to be.”

      “Let’s start there, then.” His voice was calm, even. “Who are you trying to be?”

      She focused on his voice, listening for judgement, the same judgement she had been giving herself. She did not hear it, but there was so much he still didn’t know.

      “I want to be someone who cares.” She looked out into the hall, where in other rooms Trillip tirelessly gathered more research together for her. Where Merin comforted children who would never see their father again. Where dead faces had names she didn’t know. “Someone worthy of these people.”

      “Hmm,” Drew said, turning to lean his back against the wall. “It sounds to me like you care quite a bit. But it also sounds like a big shift from the person Merin knows you to be. What caused that change? If you were like this for thousands of years?”

      She walked over to the small wooden chair she had been sitting in earlier and pulled it close to the cot. Placing the chair, she sat across from him, their knees nearly touching. She looked into his eyes, which seemed to gleam inside the shadows of the room.

      “It was a feeling that had been growing inside me, almost without me being aware of it. But it was going to your world that truly changed me, Drew. To Earth. That, and meeting you.”

      “I can say it changed me too,” Drew said. “But why did you go? What was it you were looking for?”

      “Earth is one of two legendary worlds among the Manad Vhan, as Sinar said. The other is Sirapothi, where our great Hero finally defeated Sessgrenimath, father of the Dragons. Sirapothi is a world where it is said a Manad Vhan cannot be hurt, even by the Fears.”

      “And Earth?” Drew leaned forward, his hands resting on his knees.

      “Earth is the opposite. On Earth, a Manad Vhan has no powers. Yet the ancient texts also say Sessgrenimath is barred from travelling there, as are his dragons. Both worlds represented what I have been searching for all my life. Somewhere safe, somewhere to hide.”

      She knew he had been a solider in his world’s military. In that way, he had more in common with her brother than her. He had run to the fight, rather than seek shelter from it.

      “I’m not proud of this, Drew. As children Kater and I saw our parents, supposedly immortal Manad Vhan, ripped apart in front of our eyes. It became… that moment became the only moment, for both of us. A year or a thousand, it was what I saw each time I closed my eyes. Their terrified faces, their helplessness.”

      “So, you and Kater were essentially orphaned here in this valley, far away from your own people? And you turned to the Rakhum, to help research an answer?”

      “I used them,” Upala said. “We both did. We knew the ruins of Orami Feram were here, buried in the mountains with the dragons. We saw the Rakhum as a resource. Kater was more brutal, where he controlled I managed. I traded protection from him with the Rakhum, in exchange for their help. Beyond that, I left them to fend for themselves.”

      “So, if that went on for so long, why did it end?”

      “It started with Merin’s husband, Kaditula.” Upala stopped, looking out into the hallway. There was pain in that darkness, pain she had allowed. “I do know his name, Drew. He was a scout, going through portals for me, exploring their worlds. He was the best, by far.”

      “He was at that,” Drew smiled at her mention of Kaditula. “He seemed to know the whole of the Under inside and out. He was so curious, so full of enjoyment in the act of exploring.”

      “He had a natural gift, and an enthusiasm for seeing those other worlds. It was engaging, and I found I liked him. Through that, I began to see him. Really see him as a person, and then I began to reconsider my view of his people.”

      She thought back to those last few translations Kaditula had done for her, each time jumping into portals where he had no idea of the destination, with a huge grin on his face.

      His lifespan was an eyeblink to her, yet he seemed to find more joy in those few heartbeats than she had found in a millennia.

      She began to look forward to his returns, just so she could share in his excitement over each new discovery.

      Until it had all gone wrong.

      “Then he changed. I suppose it was all the portals, all the translations. One jump too many. On his return his mind was different, confused. Merin was furious, and for the first time in my life I felt guilt. Like ripples in the water that slowly become calm, I started to see myself differently. I was horrified.”

      Drew sat silently as he listened. She looked for a reaction, a condemnation. But she saw no change in his expression, no hardening of his visage.

      “I told him he would scout for me no more. Despite the damage that had been done to his mind, he seemed disappointed. I sent him to Merin to rest, and that night I resolved to test the most recently discovered portal myself. The one that brought me to you.”

      “That’s quite a coincidence,” Drew said.

      “Perhaps.” Upala paused, folding her fingers together. “Or perhaps whoever placed the portals in our worlds had a design in mind. Be it fate or fortune, that night I travelled to your world and the opening of my eyes was completed.”

      Drew looked back at her, shaking his head.

      “I don’t … I mean, Upala. That night meant a lot to me, too. Everything really. But we barely spoke. It was only a few hours, one night. If there was a change, give yourself the credit.”

      She reached out, taking his hands in her own. They were warm, but she could feel the pulse of his heart underneath them. His skin was rough and calloused, but as his fingers enfolded around hers, they felt like a comforting blanket.

      “All it took one was look from Kaditula’s eyes to open the door. Drew, that night with you made sure it never closed again. You shared your pain with me, this awful burden of blame you had been carrying. It was a pain I understood, could connect with. Yet despite it you were good, a decent caring person. It gave me hope. Hope for myself.”

      His eyes were damp as he looked back at her, his voice now trembling as he leaned closer.

      “You did the same for me, though I never understood how until now. It was like I had a light in front of me. One I could follow.”

      As a pair, they moved closer, their faces turning as her eyes closed. She put her hands upon his chest at the last moment, preventing the kiss, the touch she wanted so badly.

      Yet now she suspected it could be too dangerous.

      Her studies into Drew’s healing had uncovered another possible problem, one she dreaded to discuss but could not avoid. The very urges which now ran through her could be their undoing.

      He opened his eyes as she pushed away from him slightly, his gaze filled with questions.

      “Upala, if I’ve done something wrong, or if I have misread things, I am truly sorry.”

      “Drew,” she sighed as she sat up straight, adding more distance between them. “It’s not that. Not that at all. It is just my research these past few days has pointed me to a possible… complication. It seems relations between Manad Vhan and Rakhum are not, uh. They are not advised. There could be unexpected reactions, to both of us. That is what my research has told me.”

      “It’s a bit late for that,” Drew said with a chuckle. “Besides, I’m not a Rakhum. But I will admit, I’ve felt a little … out of control when I’m around you. I didn’t notice it in the Under but I do here. At times, when I look at you I can’t seem to think straight.”

      “Like right now,” Upala said. There was renewed color in his cheeks, a subtle shift in his demeanor. He was in control, but he likely felt the same heat inside that she was wrestling with.

      It was maddening, to be filled with such base emotions when there was so many serious problems in front of her.

      “I am experiencing similar problems,” she said. “I want to be with you, Drew, but not to this point of distraction. I will continue to research this as well, until you are well enough to travel to Rogek Shad to continue our investigation into this attack.”

      “I feel fine,” he said, stretching his arms out. “I can’t explain it of course, I’ll leave that to you. But I’m as anxious as you are to get some answers here. Most of the guards here were not killed by Sinar, so I want to find out who did.”

      She shook her head as she crossed her arms.

      “I could have predicted that response,” Upala said, smiling.  “But you need your rest, no matter how ‘fine’ you feel, we should wait at least one more day. I should leave you to that.”

      She took a few steps towards the hallway, glancing into the shadows beyond. It would be easier to stay here with Drew, the idea was tempting. Yet nothing would be served by that but her own desires, and she help no one by hiding from the dark.

      She stopped, turning back to him. He had resumed sitting on the cot while leaning against the wall.

      “Drew, Thank you for listening to me speak of my concerns about my past and the things I have done. I have to fix this, somehow. All I have done to Merin, to the Rakhum. I have to make it right.”

      “That may not be easy, you know,” Drew said. “Or even possible.”

      He stopped, looking down at his chest where just days before a hole had been, a wound that should have killed him instantly.

      “Yet in this world of yours, a lot of impossible things seem to happen. Whatever you try, I will be there to help you, however I can.”

      As if the stone underneath her were a bit more solid, she felt stronger as she stepped back into the cold halls of the library. They were dark and empty as before, but she felt a bit less alone.
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      Drew watched Upala’s form disappear into the shadows of the hallway, her footsteps echoing on the stone until they faded to silence.

      He wanted to get up, get off this cot and start looking for some answers. Yet the weight of all the questions and issues kept him rooted in place, as if his mind couldn’t focus on one thing long enough to get his legs moving.

      He was alive, and no mystery made less sense to him than that. His arm healing on its own was one thing, but the concept that he could somehow recover unscathed from an attack as savage as Sinar’s was too vast, too hard for him to even try to explain.

      In essence, his miraculous recovery was easier to accept than his other problems, if only because it seemed too hard to understand.

      The strange attractions between himself and Upala were another matter. There was something unnatural to them, an added intensity to what he was sure was his honest feelings. For now, they were under control, but he was concerned about the future.

      He was about to ponder his growing understanding of the issues between the Rakhum and Upala when a familiar face emerged from the darkness of the hall.

      “I apologize,” Merin said. “I was unsure if you were awake. I was merely checking on you. I am relieved to see you are recovered, but perhaps I should leave you to your rest.”

      “No, no,” Drew said, shaking his head with enthusiasm. “Please, Merin. Come in. I don’t really want to be alone right now, actually. Having a familiar face would really be a help – take a few things off my mind for a moment.”

      She stepped into the room, the light from the fire illuminating the dark expression on her face.

      “I am not sure I would be good company right now. My own mind is quite weighed down.”

      Drew motioned her forward with his hands.

      “I’d be happy to hear about it.” She looked back at him, skepticism in her brown eyes. “No, really. Just because I’ve apparently forgotten how to die from holes in my chest doesn’t mean I forgot how to listen.”

      The corners of her mouth turned up slightly, Drew thinking he had not seen her smile since Kad had fallen.

      “You have an odd habit of displaying mirth at unusual times, Drew Adley.”

      Drew nodded.

      “Where I’m from it’s called ‘gallows humor’. Not everyone likes it. Now please, what’s going on?”

      Merin paused for another moment, then took a few steps further into the room. She glanced over her shoulder at the hallway beyond, dropping her voice as she spoke.

      “It is my daughter, Arix,” Merin said with a sigh. “We have been arguing. She is upset about losing her father, and about the killings here. I cannot blame her, yet I do not know what to say. These moments were better handled by Kad. Kad could fix many issues with just his words, but my words are clumsy.”

      Drew took a moment, trying to push many other thoughts away, problems and worries that clamored for his attention.

      “I wish I knew what advice to offer,” Drew said. “But I didn’t think I’d be alive to offer any advice, so my mind is a bit preoccupied.”

      “Without Kad.” Merin stopped, pulling the small wooden chair to herself and nearly collapsing into it. “I do not know, Drew. I came back for my children, but if not for them I may have just stayed in the Under. Without him, where is the sun? Does the beauty around me matter? I have never felt so lost.”

      It was easy for Drew to call up his memories, they were always just behind the curtain, even when he didn’t want them. Seeing his ship sink, knowing his brother Artie was lost with it. Dad’s anger, over both Mom and Artie, leaving Drew no one to turn to and no way to move on. A hole inside himself deeper than any Sinar could create, and this one refused to heal.

      “I wish I could tell you it gets better with time,” Drew said. “I hear it does, but I still think about my brother every day. I don’t think it is supposed to be easy. If it is, I haven’t figured out how to do it.”

      There was no point lying to her, she wouldn’t be helped by hearing what she wanted to hear. She stared at him, intensity coming to her eyes.

      “In the Under though, I watched you Drew. The others looked to you for support. Wanda, Nima and her brother. You shouldered that burden as if you carried none of your own.”

      He supposed it was true, but it hadn’t been a conscious choice.

      “I don’t know about that. It took all of us. You were plenty strong too, Merin. It was a tough situation and we all did what we had to do.”

      She shook her head.

      “No. You did what you knew how to do, Drew. What you had been trained for by your military. My children, they look to me now for the strengths Kad possessed. He was the soother, the explainer of life’s mysteries. My role was to provide the structure, the framework. Kad … Kad painted the colors in our lives.”

      “That is beautiful way to look at him,” Drew said. “He was pretty amazing.”

      It was hard to think of his own parents speaking of each other the way Merin spoke of her lost husband. Like everything with Dad and Mom, their relationship seemed complicated and hard to understand.

      “Thank you,” Merin said. “He was. Yet now Lam asks me the same questions I ask myself, and I have no answers for either of us. And Arix … she is so angry.”

      “All I can offer is this,” Drew said, standing. The stone felt like ice on his feet. “You can’t control how other people feel, and you can’t be someone you’re not. Be yourself, Merin. Tell them you love them and don’t be afraid to let them see you’re hurting too.”

      Was I myself to Dad, he wondered. Neither of us showed anything but anger. Maybe I should have taken some of this advice myself, but it’s a bit late now.

      “Show them you care for them, Merin. That’s never a bad place to start.”

      She looked at him for a moment, the emotion in her dark eyes difficult to read. She then took a few steps forward, embracing Drew in a gentle hug.

      “I am glad you survived, Drew Adley.”

      “Me too,” he said with a grunt. She was stronger than she looked. She released him, taking a step back.

      “The fact that you are alive at all seems the work of a deity to me, and I am glad for it.” Merin reached out, placing her hand on Drew’s and giving it a squeeze. “Whatever is the cause, even Upala, I am grateful.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “Despite what you might think, I understand how you must feel about her. I haven’t known the Upala you have, but I can see signs of who she was. To change after all of that time--I cannot imagine how hard it would be.”

      “It is hard for me,” Merin said, nodding. “It is very challenging. As I’ve said, in the past Kad did most of the talking. I’m too prone to say my thoughts directly. Kad was better in that area, there was nothing direct about him. Still, Upala has seemed earnest in her desire to determine what is happening to you and to determine why this Sinar attacked you.”

      “Here is what I can say.” Merin turned away and walked nearly to the doorway, facing the hallway as if she were summoning her thoughts from the darkness beyond. “I have known Lady Upala for nearly ten years. Longer than my son has been alive. I have never known her to care for another, or to show any interest in something that was not connected to her research. Until now, until you. After encountering you, she emerged from that crystal changed in some way. She has much to answer for, to me and to many of her people, but she seems willing to hear it. That does count for something to me.”

      She turned back, walking closer to the center of the room, farther from the small fire that burned in the corner, the distance framing her in shadow.

      “That being true, Drew, I still do not trust her. She has not given me reason to, and a few compassionate sunrises does not erase winters upon winters from before I was born. She is still Manad Vhan, and I am still Rakhum. The god and the mortal.”

      Merin took Drew’s hand. He felt the rough edge of her skin, so similar to his own. The hands of a worker, of someone who had fought and bled for people she loved. A mortal.

      “Yet while I cannot trust her, I do trust you, Drew. I have seen the fire with which you and Nima fought for us in the Under, I have seen the pureness of your heart. You need to see if you trust her, and follow that guidance, not mine.”

      Drew felt the same conflict with himself that he saw on her face. He had seen Merin during what he was sure were the worst days of her life. Despite the depths of her mourning, she was here trying to help him and give him her honest perspective. Her strength was humbling.

      “I appreciate you telling me what you think,” Drew said. “About Upala, I mean. It means a lot to me, I know you are angry at her.”

      “Before, my anger was with her actions. Or lack of actions. Now, after the Under.” She let out a deep sigh, her voice shuddering. “After Kad. It is deeper, more unfair.”

      Between Upala’s revelations and Merin’s opinions, he felt compressed. This small stone room seemed like it was closing in on him. He needed time to think, to work through everything that seemed to be changing, both within his body and with his view of this new world he found himself in.

      “I think I could use some fresh air,” he said. A few moments outside felt like they would do him good, just to be able to look upon familiar mountains and try to clear his thoughts.

      “That is understandable,” Merin said. “I would join you, yet I know I must speak with my daughter again. Arix and Lam ask questions, ones they have the right to answers to. If only I knew what those answers were.”

      Drew clasped her shoulder as they walked towards the hallway together.

      “If anyone has all the answers, Merin, I haven’t met them.”

      She nodded, as the darkness of the hallway engulfed them both.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Drew sat at the edge of the small, snowy plateau outside the entrance to the lower library. He had left the tiny, dark room hours ago, headed for the outside and what he hoped would be a fresh perspective.

      Being alone on the mountain for a few hours was indeed helping to clear his head, as he tried to come to terms with all that had happened to him. Once the sky began to lighten, he had studied his arm and chest, both of which now sported impressive scars but no other damage.

      Before, the healing had merely kept him from being maimed, now he was sitting and walking around after an attack that should have killed him.

      Not only had he gained the ability to shrug off mortal injuries, between Sinar’s strange interest in him and his own growing obsession with Upala, Drew’s mind was overwhelmed.

      Here in the cold winds he could look out on the familiar sight of mountains he knew and hope to make sense of it all.

      Drew picked up a small stone and tossed it off the side of the mountain, watching as it bounced and careened off the rocks below. If only his doubts and fears were so easily cast away.

      Sinar was a concern, especially now that the man had failed to get whatever he needed from Drew. He would be back, and it was unlikely any of them could handle him.

      Then there was his growing focus on Upala. He had dreamed of her while he healed, strange dreams that were thick and difficult for his memory to penetrate. Even now, thoughts of her came to him constantly, like a song he could not get out of his head.

      Worst of all were the changes in himself, his body. He was alive when he should not be, and heaven knew there were people who deserved to come back from death more than he did. How could he be worthy of this change, and what was he changing into?

      The sun was just peaking over the rise of Mount Pumori. Or whatever they called it here, Drew reminded himself.

      He heard the small clearing of a throat behind him. Looking up, he saw Trillip standing a few paces back, donned in heavy tan robes and bearing a pair of covered, clay mugs in his hands.

      “Tea,” he said. “Warmed it up by the fire. I often have it myself as I watch the sunrise, and when I saw you out here I thought to acquire a second cup.”

      The tall, thin man offered Drew one of the clay mugs, which he accepted. The warmth felt good against his palm, and the aroma of the tea leaking through the ill-fitting cover was refreshing.

      “If I am disturbing you, um, sir, I can--”

      “Sit down, Trillip, please. You’re not disturbing me, I’m glad for the company. And the tea.” He removed the lid and took a sip, the taste a cross between ginger and a sweet flavor that was not quite honey. It was excellent, and he could feel his insides warming. “I get the sense you don’t know what to call me, there seems to be a real passion for titles here. I’d prefer if you just called me Drew.”

      “I would be happy to if that is your pleasure, Drew.” Trillip remained standing beside him, but his posture seemed to relax a bit.

      Drew laughed softly as he sipped his tea, the liquid’s warmth already beginning to diminish from the cold. The valley below now had the full light of the rising sun, a clear view devoid of the fog from the previous day. Much like the Khumbu valley, the lands below were still in a bowl, partially created by the massifs that contained the mountains Everest, Lhoste, and Pumori among others.

      Unlike the barren and cold wasteland he was used to, this valley was green and verdant, a fertile land with visible farms on both sides of the river that originated from the Khumbu and flowed south, out of the region. 

      “Could you tell me more about what I am looking at, Trillip? I can see two distinct settlements, one on each side of the river.”

      “Yes, of course,” Trillip said, now sitting next to Drew. He pointed toward the lands to the west of the river, where Drew could see many huts and large tents in addition to a few stone structures. It was the closer of the two concentrations of buildings, but even this one was little more than dots with no sign of people. “This is the settlement of my people, Rogek Shad. It is less organized than Nalam Wast, which is the home of those who live under Kater’s direction. That is the darker space, farther down the Umbuk river.”

      “There seems to be more haze in that area,” Drew commented. “Not just due to Kater’s personality, I take it?”

      Drew expected Trillip to laugh, but the man sighed instead. 

      “The haze is due to the processing that is done in Nalam Wast, Kater being more interested in the use of the raw materials his people are pulling out of the ruins and mines. I’m told he has quite an efficient digcart system running from the mountains on his side of the valley. Thus the air in his lands can be oppressive at times, and those clouds of dust do pass over Rogek Shad at times.”

      Trillip pulled a large amount of air into his lungs and seemed to be holding it inside. Drew chuckled as the man slowly released his breath, letting it escape in a slow hiss.

      “Trillip, I’m sensing there is more you wish to say here.”

      “My sigh is one of frustration, Drew Adley. The relationship of our two peoples, the Rakhum, to the siblings Kater and Upala may not be as simple as you might think.”

      Drew scratched the back of his neck, feeling a slight chill from the wind pass over him. “I’ve been getting a sense of that already. I can see some hostility toward Upala from Merin, though I have not noted any from you. I would expect you to be just as upset.”

      “It is fair to say that the situation is-” Trillip looked out over the valley, as if the words he sought were laying there, “--fluid and nuanced. I do not begrudge Miss Merin’s feelings, and she knows my lady in ways I do not. Before this day, I had only laid eyes on her a handful of times and we had never spoken.”

      “It seems to me she has been a hands-off ruler, that’s a type of leader I could have used more of.” Drew thought back to his time in the Navy, when many petty officers would oversee his work down to the last detail, even when he had demonstrated more than enough competency. 

      “To many Rakhum the Manad Vhan are as gods, as much a permanent part of the land as the mountains or the river. Rakhum die by the generation, but Upala and Kater are always here. Even the splitting of our people into two societies committed to their service feels to many like legend rather than history.”

      “Upala is the god on high, I take it?”

      “Yes. There are many in Rogek Shad who have never even seen her. I have argued with some of my fellows against the possibility that she doesn’t even exist. Some believe she is a construct created by Coordinator Harliss to legitimize her leadership. Children are taught that Upala taught us agriculture and craftwork, the healing arts and scouting, yet when the monsoons flood the plains she is not there. Her name is invoked in service of expeditions, for help in the libraries and old Manad Vhan temples, but she provides no shelter from the winter, no defense against beasts or armies.”

      “And Kater?”

      “My father used to say Kater might keep his people under his boot, but at least they knew whose boot it was. While Rogek Shad is a free society for the most part, everything in Nalam Wast is tightly controlled, and controlled by Kater himself. In the weeks since Kater’s disappearance, I suspect the situation in Nalam Wast is deteriorating.”

      That’s not good, Drew thought. Kater’s people were used to being tightly controlled, yet now they were unchecked. Had someone filled that power vacuum?

      “Did Kater live with his people in the city?”

      “Not technically,” Trillip said. “He does have a stronghold, but I am told he was rarely present in it. Kater was known to walk the streets of his city almost daily. If the Yeti attacked, Kater would be at the front of the charge. If the winter winds blew cold, he would light the town fires himself. He protected his people, even as he subjugated them. He provided structure and reliability.”

      “Kept the trains running on time, eh?” 

      “I am sorry I do not understand the reference, Drew. But it is true that on both sides of the river there is a great deal of emotion about both Kater and Upala. Since they both went missing, I have noticed many people more willing to speak openly of it, a few even talk of reunification. For now, the soldiers of both cities have been holding the bridge and preventing crossings.”

      “You are giving me a lot of information here Trillip, which I appreciate. What I am not hearing is how you feel.”

      Trillip paused, taking a long sip of his tea before continuing.

      “I am not sure it would be appropriate, especially given your relationship with my lady.” 

      “Trillip, I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to know. I only know three people from this world and you are one of them. By the end of the day we could be down there in Rogek Shad, among your people. I’d really value your opinion on what to expect and how you feel about all this.”

      Trillip took a deep breath and let it out slowly, crossing his hands behind his back. “I would have to say that while I understand the anger of people like Miss Merin who feel that Upala left her people to fend for themselves, I do not share this opinion. While it is unfortunate Upala has not connected with the very people who protect her work and knowledge, it is not the same as what Kater has done to Nalam Wast. I have seen what happens in that village and that is not I life I would covet. Their god may slay their enemies and shelter them from storms, but he also decides when they wake, what they eat and how they live. I prefer your ‘god on high’ who lets us solve our own problems even if she has allowed some within our ranks to accumulate too much influence.”

      He stood, looking out over the valley, shaking his head.

      “If I understood your metaphor Drew, I prefer to make my own train run on time. It is not a popular feeling, but it is mine.”

      Drew nodded. His stomach was in knots, his worry over the library attack and Sinar mixing with deeper concerns. Just how bad were things between Upala and the people she now hoped to reconcile with?

      And why, even with all these larger problems on his mind, could he not stop thinking about her?

      He looked back down into the valley, the path from the mountain leading towards the far-off specks of Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast. Drew suspected his answers were down there, even if he wasn’t ready for them.
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      Nima’s feet hurt as both she and Tanira struggled to keep up with Val, always a few strides ahead of her as he ran towards his village.

      The path to Caenola had widened as they approached, and now Nima could see the evidence of the villagers’ passing. The golden grass and white trees of the Fields of Calm had been replaced by long sea grass that whistled in the wind. The path itself was becoming more sand that dirt, with each rolling hill their progress was slower.

      By the side of the makeshift road she’d see the occasional broken wheel from a cart, along the path itself were footprints and other signs of heavy foot traffic. The rolling hills still hid Caenola, but the wind brought signs to them.

      She could smell the fire, the smoke and char that were signs of the attack. Occasionally she would hear the snippets of a scream breaking through the wind. Each time she heard one, Val seemed to run even faster, challenging Nima to keep up with him.

      Tanira ran alongside her, seemingly unaffected by the exhaustion that Nima was struggling with. She supposed the woman boasted a knight’s training, and may have been taught how to pace herself over long distances. Her dark braided hair swung free in the wind, her cloak having been pulled back by the speed of her run. Her long knives were visible at her waist and she looked from side to side as if attackers might come from the fields at any moment.

      Val continued to charge forward like a man possessed. His skin seemed to hide his perspiration, but Nima could see his labored breathing. If they did not reach the village soon, she was worried he might fall over. Yet she said nothing, knowing if it were people she cared for in danger, there would be no slowing her progress.

      As they crested the next hill, the view of Caenola finally came into sight. The trail widened as it descended towards a large harbor, several kilometers across, by Nima’s guess. Two great cliff walls on either side framed the harbor like a crescent.

      The sight of the ocean brought a thrill to Nima, chills running over her skin.

      It was wider and vaster than anything she had ever seen. An expanse of blue and green dotted with white-capped waves, rolling steadily towards the ivory sands. It went on forever, unmarked or blemished by any land after the harbor, a perfect plain of water upon which the reflection of the sun danced.

      Yet there was smoke in the air above the sea, tainting the blue sky with its dark essences. Her heart fell as her gaze left the ocean and fell onto the home of Val’s people.

      It was like no village Nima had ever seen. She had expected a village of huts and buildings, or perhaps tents and carts considering Val’s story about the Tempest and how the whole village had to flee into the mountain caves on short notice.

      Caenola was in the harbor, or on top of it. There was a framework of logs and poles lashed together and floating in the water that stretched across the width of the bowl and ended just short of the open ocean. More logs had been cut flat to form wooden platforms and walkways that guided through the framework, and on top of many of those platforms were the huts and tents Nima had expected to be on the beach.

      It was a city built to float upon the water, huts and platforms rolling with the waves in a shifting harmony that would have been astonishing, if not for the devastation that unfolded in front of their eyes.

      Tanira hissed a curse at the sight, as Val wept while continuing to run. Nima’s eyes carried over the damage, her chest growing tight. This was destruction like she had never seen.

      The smoke was everywhere, a few fires still actively smoldering. Nima could see complete huts and tents reduced to rubble, poles and wooden scaffolding turned to floating wreckage. Though she could see no bodies of Caenolans, there was blood in the water, and she could smell the char in the air, its scent mixing with the salt of the sea.

      Val had stopped at the edge of the harbor, his fists clenched. Running up from behind him, Nima could see the light from his crystal surrounding his head like a fiery halo.

      “How?” She gasped. “Who could have done this?”

      “The Thartark,” Val said, spitting the name like an accusation.

      He began to walk slowly, approaching a small gate made of tree limbs and branches lashed together, which stood at the boundary of the platforms floating upon the water.

      Two figures ran out from behind the short gate, Nima could see one male and one female. The female had yellow crystal in her forehead was smaller than Val’s, with beautiful shells woven into her deep blue hair, golds and greens that reflected in the sun.

      The male ran to them first, the woman following. The man was about Val’s height, but thinner, the crystal in his head glowing a bright green as he ran to Val.

      “Valaen!” the man cried, his arms open wide. “Oh, thank the Tide!”

      “Zelquan!” Val said, accepting the man’s embrace.

      He wore only a simple fur top and pants made of the same dark leather-like material as Val’s.

      Releasing Val, Zelquan stepped back, his jaw opening in surprise as he stared at Nima and Tanira. The female Caenolan stared at them both as well, though her gaze made Nima feel more uneasy.

      “These are my friends, Nima and Tanira,” Val said. “They are from another place, obviously.”

      “I should say so,” the woman said, still peering at Nima with a look that felt suspicious.

      “They have the look of the old tales to them,” Zelquan gasped.

      “They protected me on my journey back,” Val said. “They have been true, and I trust them.”

      “I am not surprised at that,” the female Caenolan said, her tone bitter.

      “Please, Yanare. They kept me safe. Leave this for now,  tell me what has happened here.”

      “It would have been better I think, if you had stayed away, Valaen.” Yanare stepped forward. She cast her hand across the ruins in the harbor. “The actions of you and your family, as much as the Thartark. Perhaps more so in many people’s minds.”

      “That’s not fair,” Nima said, stepping forward. “He was with us. You cannot hold Val responsible for this.”

      “Indeed,” Tanira said, joining Nima. Nima noted her hands had strayed back to the hilts of her long knives.

      “And your opinion should mean something?” Yanare asked. “The word of outsiders? Aliens? Perhaps you left to find help against the Thartark, now that your father has brought them down upon us?”

      “Yan,” Val said, stepping between the woman and Nima. “Please.”

      Yanare turned away from Val, turning back toward the city.

      “Your father, exiled or not, was still an Elder. I have no authority to bar you from the village, such as it is. There are many hurt, many buildings damaged, and whales killed. Should you and your companions enter, I would ask that you aid those you can and then seek the Elders. No doubt they wish to speak with you on this atrocity.”

      “Yanare!” Val stepped forward to follow her as she walked away. His crystal grew brightly red, his hands balled. Nima put her hands on his shoulders, holding him back.

      “Val, no,” Zelquan said. “I know you want to confront her, but not now. Not like this.”

      “Listen to him, Val,” Nima said. “Take a moment, a breath.”

      “Nima and your friend are correct,” Tanira said. “There is a time for anger, but I sense if you pursued her in this moment, you would have the anger of all of these people visited upon you.”

      “They are right,” Zelquan said. “Let her go. No doubt she runs to the Elders anyway, to tell them of your arrival.”

      Val’s kept his hands clenched into fists for a moment, then with a sigh he released them. The glow of his crystal dimmed slightly as he did so.

      “Thank you,” he said, his voice breaking. “All of you. I do not want my anger to keep me from getting the truth. Nothing will be helped by making things worse. Zel, will you tell me what happened here?”

      Zelquan ran his hands through his hair, shaking his head as he looked back across the burning tents and smoldering platforms.

      “I heard the first screams around dawn. The last of the night’s whalefleet had come in, and the whales had begun to mist. I don’t know how the fishermen missed the Thartark boats, but suddenly they were in the harbor.”

      “This looks like an attack of projectiles, flaming ones,” Tanira said.

      Zelquan nodded.

      “Fiery balls of some sticky substance, it looked like black goo. I had never seen it before. There was no order to the attack I could see. In the fog of the morning, I doubt the Thartark could even see what they were aiming at. It was just random savageness. We thought they would come ashore, attack us, kill us. To our surprise, they did not. They seemed content to fire at us from a distance.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Nima said. “Val says you people are no match for the Thartark, that they are much larger. And that you don’t know how to fight.”

      “I agree,” Tanira said. “It sounds like a distraction, but for what?”

      Another Caenolan came running up the platform, shouting Val’s name. This one was male as well, he was wearing a band made of small shells across his chest, his violet headcrystal ablaze with light.

      “Mid-Elder Juniraz,” Val said, bowing. “I-I had only returned and--”

      “No time for that Valaen,” Juniraz said. “You need to come with me, the Elders need to speak with you urgently. The Scrye! The Scrye has been taken!”

      Juniraz led them quickly across a complex series of platforms and barges, Nima struggling to keep up with their pace. The uncertain footing was not helping matters. She would have expected her experience on the mountains would help her, but the slow, subtle movement of the wooden walkways on the waves kept playing tricks on her feet.

      All along their route, Caenolans stopped to watch them pass, gasping at her appearance as well as Tanira’s. Val was right behind Juniraz, with his friend Zelquan close behind.

      Most of the people they passed were in some manner repairing structures or tending to the wounded. In each location, there seemed to be at least one person producing music. Many simply sang, while others blew into what looked like several shells fused together. The combined effect was a mournful sound, a song that reminded Nima of a funeral.

      “Why do they sing?” Tanira shouted ahead to Val.

      “They play to heal,” Zelquan said. He slowed, dropping back with Nima and Tanira.

      “I don’t understand,” Nima said. “If the music is to help you feel better, why is it sad?”

      “Our emotions are powerful,” Zelquan said. “We are no Thartark, crystal-less and cold. What we feel, we feel with our bodies as well as our hearts.” He pointed to his forehead. “Our crystals contain these emotions, and once there, they can be difficult to remove. The music, ancient songs from before any can remember, they help us release these emotions.”

      “I see,” Nima said as she made a jump to the next platform. She thought of Val, of all the emotions he had been forced to endure over the past two days. How they must have affected him, but he had sung no songs, nor had any been sung to him.

      “I suspect we are getting close to our destination,” Tanira said. “I see more of these song singers and music players and the lament has changed. Do they sing for the loss of this Scrye?”

      “They sing for the loss of the future,” Zelquan said. “The cycle of Calm and Tempest cannot be predicted now. We . . . we do not know how to proceed.”

      A slight glow forming on his forehead, Zelquan moved back ahead with Val and Juniraz. Nima wished she could speak with Val, but he seemed consumed with the need to get to this council of Elders.

      Passing through one floating platform to the next, Nima began to lose track of their path as they wound throughout the maze of thin wooden rafts and small structures, some surrounded by grieving Caenolans and others empty.

      Val came to a stop suddenly in front of one of the makeshift buildings, Nima bumping into him slightly as she was caught off guard. She wobbled off balance from the movement of the ocean underneath them, Tanira’s strong hand coming to her shoulder and steadying her.

      The tent looked no different than any of the others they had passed, though Nima guessed they might be in the center of the village. Looking back, she was astonished how far off from the shore they were. The tent appeared made of sewn-together patches of the same material as Val’s pants, the structure looking large enough to hold perhaps ten people.

      Several singers and musicians were standing around the entrance of the tent, both Zelquan and Juniraz joining them. Val held open the flat curtain closing the tent, allowing Nima and Tanira inside.

      The tent contained no furniture save six chairs, three of which were already occupied by Caenolans. Two females and a male. Nima recognized one of the females as Yanare.

      There were gasps at their appearances as they entered, Nima feeling nervous as one of the older Caenolans muttered something under his breath while staring at them.

      Entering behind them, Val ran to an elderly looking female who was seated in the far corner of the tent. She got up slowly, her crystal glowing bright blue as Val embraced her.

      “Mother,” Val said. “I am . . . I am so sorry if I worried you.”

      “I knew you would go to him,” the woman replied, her voice breaking. “Yet, you have not brought your father’s body back. I take it--”

      Val lowered his head, his mother’s azure crystal glowing brightly for a moment, then falling into darker hues.

      “I am sorry, Mother,” he said.

      “He made his choice,” Yanare said from the far chair. “His choices, and yours Valaen. Those are the topics of discussion here, correct, High Elder?”

      The Caenolan male in the center nodded, pulling himself out of his chair and to his feet. He was hunched over, keeping two wrinkled hands on the chair to maintain his footing. Nima could see speckles and spots throughout his scaled skin, a crown of shells surrounding his thinning white hair. A low light radiated from his crystal, so dim Nima could not make out its color.

      “We are, indeed,” the man rasped, looking at Nima. “Before we do though, sister Yanare, Valaen should introduce these strangers.” The old man’s dark eyes narrowed as he continued to squint in Nima and Tanira’s direction. “They are scaleless? Finless? Yet not Thartark, they resemble those of the old tales. Valaen who are these creatures?”

      Val’s mother released his embrace, and he moved to the center of the tent.

      “This is Nima and Tanira,” Val said, indicating them. “They are visitors from a far-off land. Travelers.”

      Val then stepped aside, identifying the aged man to Nima and Tanira.

      “This is our High Elder, Chantez,” Val said. He then lowered his head towards the elderly woman he had embraced. “And she who is my mother, Kelzin.”

      Nima bowed, Tanira following the action.

      “I am a follower of the Line, good sir,” Tanira said, then glanced at Nima. “A knight. Versed in combat and tactics. I am at your disposal.”

      “And you, smaller one?” Chantez looked at Nima, the dark eyes squinting even further. “Do you also have a title?”

      “I am, uhm,” Nima stammered. “I am a climber. A climber of Everest.” She shuffled her feet, looking at the floor. She was surprised when she heard the High Elder’s gasp. He turned to Val’s mother.

      “Did she say Varesta? The great mountain?” he asked her. Nima could now see a brighter light forming on the old man’s crystal, a light shade of orange.

      “I did find them on the great mountain,” Val put forward. “I believe Everest is their name for it.”

      The old man coughed, taking a moment to pull some water from a pouch at his belt.

      “Fascinating,” he said. He then held up a hand to Yanare, who was staring in his direction. “But a matter for another time, as our new mid-Elder no doubt seeks to remind me.”

      Yanare fidgeted in her seat, her expression one of displeasure. Chantez turned to Val.

      “Valaen, you see the three empty seats in this tent. We have lost one mid-Elder and two Elders, including your father. Thus, the decision on how to respond to this will fall to me alone, with the counsel of our remaining mid-Elders Yanare and Juniraz. Your mother is here as an honor to your father.”

      “What are you here to decide?” Nima asked, blushing as the old man’s eyes turned back to her. “I am sorry. I know it is not my place to speak here but if this is about Val, he wasn’t even here for the attack. This couldn’t be his fault.”

      “That is a matter of opinion,” Yanare said.

      “Fault?” Chantez said. “There is much fault here, the first measure of it belonging to Valaen’s father I am afraid.”

      Val’s mother Kelzin let out a small whimper at this, lowering her gaze to the floor. Yanare nodded with enthusiasm.

      “That is outrageous!” Val said, stepping towards the Elders, his crystal glowing with intensity. “It was the Thartark who attacked us! Not my father! Even if his actions with their emissary went against your wishes it was the Thartark’s choice to bring this upon us.”

      “To cow and allow another to subjugate you is both folly and cowardice.” Tanira said from behind Val. “It is just and right to stand up. To defend yourselves!”

      Nima could hear the passion rising in the woman’s voice, her breathing growing heavier.

      “We do not need the council of a stranger,” Yanare said. “You know nothing of us or our world.”

      “I know herd animals when I see them,” Tanira muttered.

      “Enough,” Chantez said. “The Thartark have visited us for seasons untold, the cycle between us and them is as ancient and pure as the tides. Each generation contains a few, such as you, Valaen, who feel we are being unfairly treated, that our lot could be more--”

      “Tanira is right, as was my father,” Val said, his tone low and angry. “We are being subjugated.”

      “Silence.” Chantez glared at Val. “Prior to this morning, perhaps that opinion could be tolerated. Others have had these views before, but none before your father had acted upon them. His action has broken the cycle between us and the Thartark, leading to this death and destruction.”

      “And this may only be the beginning,” Yanare added, raising her arms to the ceiling. “With the Scrye gone, there is no telling of the damage.”

      “No telling,” Chantez echoed, nodding. “That is an apt phrase. We have no path forward, no wake to follow. In all our long history, no precedent.”

      “Can’t you just go after the Thartark?” Nima asked. “Get this Scrye thing back from them?”

      Tanira nodded. “Your cycle being broken is a good thing. It is an opportunity!”

      “Perhaps your father knew these two strangers of yours too?” Yanare asked. “Perhaps this is why he has broken the cycle, this is where those ideas came from? Perhaps these two are to blame?”

      Nima took a step back. How could they blame me and Tanira? We weren’t even here! The air in the tent began to feel warmer, thick with humidity.

      “There is no way of knowing that, Yanare,” Chantez said, holding his hand up. “The punishment is decided already. The decision is made.”

      Val lowered his head at this pronouncement, his mother weeping again.

      “There will be no further provocation of the Thartark, Climber Nima. Perhaps these actions make sense on the world of you and your friend, but they sail against the tide here. If we acquire more mihya oil, the Thartark may return with the Scrye and we can attempt to renew our relationship.”

      “High Elder,” Yanare said. “You heard their Emissary. They have found a new source of the oil. They have no reason to return to us for it.”

      “A likely claim,” Tanira interrupted. “How do you know this is true? Do you have proof?”

      “No further discussion,” Chantez said, power creeping into the corners of his old voice. “This argument is for another time. The punishment is at hand.” The high elder let go of his chair, forcing himself fully upright. Nima could hear what sounded like the cracking of several bones as he did so.

      “Valaen a Ola, it is my judgment that you be banished from Caenola, effective at first light tomorrow. Let you give no Caenolan your words from that point, as none will give them to you.”

      “High Elder, please.” Val shook with emotion as he spoke. “You cannot--”

      “You are correct, Valaen,” Chantez said, sitting back down and letting a sigh whistle past his teeth. “I cannot. I cannot let this go unaddressed. I cannot allow the Thartark to be further antagonized. I cannot allow these ideas of yours to spread. Like ink in the water, there will be no containing them.”

      Chantez pointed one hand at Nima and Tanira. “The banishment applies to you as well, strangers. We have no need of Knights or Climbers here. You may accompany Valaen to his tent for the evening, but when the sun strikes the water in the morn, I expect all of you to be gone from Caenola. This council is over.”
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        * * *

      

      Val pounded the thin wooden railing that had been lashed together outside his mother’s hut in frustration. Beneath his feet, the wooden platform they stood upon rocked back and forth with the movement of the ocean, but he found no comfort in it. Not even the gentle sway of the sea could ease the storm in his heart.

      His mother was inside her hut now, resting after the emotional ordeal of the High Elder’s council. The small structure had been mostly spared by the Thartark attack, with the exterior hides showing only slight singe marks from the fires that had burned there the night before.

      She still had her home, but now that was about all she had left. His anger grew further, the vision above his eyes tinged red with the intensity of his head crystal’s glare.

      “What do you do now?” Nima’s voice, a bit behind him, soft and respectful. For a moment, he had forgotten Nima and Tanira were still with him, his mind overrun with the destruction all around him and the uncertainty that lie ahead.

      “I do not know, Nima.” He turned, placing his back against the railing. Nima stood close by, her eyes brimming with her concern. Slightly farther away, Tanira had one hand on her weapon’s hilt as she looked back and forth, as if she expected an attack from the sea.

      “I’ve been order exiled by dawn, so I guess I need to get ready for that. Pack what supplies I can carry.” He paused, looking at the hut a few paces away. “Say farewell to my mother.”

      “Val, that’s crazy,” Nima said. “Living in the wood? You’d never survive out there!”

      He nodded.

      “If my father could not, I don’t know what chance I’d have. Yet I do not have much choice.”

      Tanira took a step closer, her brows furrowing.

      “It is that type of thinking that put your people in this position, Val. There is always the choice to act.”

      He advanced towards her, knowing his anger at her was misdirected, yet unable to reign in his emotions.

      “I know that!” He thrust his hand towards the shore, pointing at the far-off woods. “I acted last night, going into the wood against the wishes of the Elders to search for my father. Look where that got me!”

      Nima stepped between Val and Tanira, her hands spread as she looked up at the taller woman.

      “Tanira, I know you mean well.”

      “Valaen,” Tanira continued, as if she had not heard Nima. “Do not surrender because you have encountered adversity. Good roads can have challenging beginnings. There can be … difficult costs.”

      “No.” Val shook his head. “I am not … whatever you are, Tanira. A knight. I’m not ready to pay your difficult costs.”

      “I would say you already have,” Tanira said. “The question is, will you turn back now?”

      Part of Val wanted to charge at the woman. Does she not see what is around her? How much worse do I want to make this? Yet he saw the passion in her eyes, reminded himself she was speaking from personal experience.

      From what little she had told them, her people had already lost. Her words might cut like coral, but perhaps that was because they were sharp.

      “Val,” Nima placed her hand on his arm, squeezing it for a moment before releasing. “We’re here for you. Whatever you choose to do, we’ll be here with you.”

      He looked into her brown eyes, seeing nothing but sincerity within them. As crazy as her words sounded, she meant them.

      The wind brought the acrid taste of smoke into his lungs, the ashes and cinders of his people’s homes. A reminder that there was much more at stake here than what he might decide about his exile.

      The Thartark had not just attacked their village, they had taken the Scrye, dooming his people to live without the knowledge of the next Tempest.

      And they said they would return.

      “What I do doesn’t matter anyway.” He turned back to face the sea, the rolling of the waves endless. No matter what happened, they would be the same.

      “But the Thartark,” Nima came to stand next to him, her hands on the railing. “What can be done?”

      “They are Caenola’s problem, and what Caenola does isn’t up to me anymore.”

      “Maybe.” Nima gazed out across the ocean, her arms folded as she leaned on the railing. “But there just has to be something you can do, Val. Something besides giving up.”

      Val turned away from the railing, away from the sea.

      “I don’t know, Nima. Taking action, doing something? It has not worked out well for me, for my father, or my people. Maybe I have done enough.”

      In front of him was the hut of his family, filled with memories of so many years of talks, of arguments and reconciliations. Like so many things in Caenola, the cycle of their life never really changing.

      Until now.

      Now that hut would only house his mother, the last member of her family permitted inside a destroyed village, with an ever-uncertain future.

      She was inside, as were conversations he didn’t want to have. Decisions he didn’t want to make, but waiting outside wasn’t going to make them any easier.

      Stepping forward, he pushed the flap of the hut aside. Inside the low light of the interior, his mother’s old eyes, damp from tears, looking up from where she sat mourning.

      Taking a deep breath, he entered his family’s home one last time. It didn’t feel like an action or a choice. It felt like surrender.
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      The path down Ish Rav Partha was well worn, and followed a route Drew was familiar with. A carved and roped path had been worked around the glacier that flowed down the lower sections of the mountain, which Drew found a relief.

      He had no desire to walk through this world’s version of the Khumbu Icefall. The path wound close to the stone and snow of the lower foothills, obscuring their view of the village.

      Trillip and Merin walked ahead along with Merin’s children. Her daughter Arix had hung back with them for a time, Drew regaling her with stories of his time in the Under.

      For most of the journey down the lower reaches of the mountain though, he and Upala had walked alone. She had said little to him, and had been silent for so long that when she finally spoke it startled him out of his thoughts.

      “Drew, I think we should speak of what I have been researching.”

      Here it comes, he thought. He hadn’t wanted to ask her what she had found, her mood had seemed sullen since they left the lower library. Of course, there were plenty of reasons for her to be anxious that had nothing to do with what was going on with them.

      “Of course,” he said. “I figured you would when you were ready. Looking at your expression, I’m guessing it’s probably not good news.”

      Up until now, Upala had kept her distance from him since they had departed. He still caught her gazing at him when she thought he wasn’t looking, only to turn away. He’d then study the beauty of her face or admire the subtle curves under her climbing clothes, his bigger questions and concerns fading into the background whenever she was in sight.

      “Regarding your healing, I still have not found anything. It could be a natural effect caused by someone from your world entering this one. As Sinar said, your world is nearly mythical to us. Perhaps you being from Earth is a factor.”

      Drew nodded. That would explain why he had been affected, but not Merin.

      “Either way,” she continued. “It seems similar to Manad Vhan healing, but it may not be completely the same. I am sorry, but I think we will need to study it together over time.”

      “Okay,” Drew said, absently rubbing the scar on his forearm. No answers there, which was frustrating. This healing power had the danger of being something he might depend on. He didn’t want to count on something he didn’t understand. “Well, thanks for looking into it. I get the sense there’s more you need to tell me.”

      “I do not wish to keep things from you, Drew.” He noticed her pace was slowing a bit, as if she wanted to make sure Merin and the others were out of earshot. He matched her stride and took her hand. He thought she might flinch away, but she did not. Even through the gloves they wore, he could sense the heat of her skin underneath them, the pulse of her heart running through her veins. 

      “You don’t have to tell me anything you are not ready to.” His own breathing had quickened, her proximity bringing a stirring inside him.

      “No, it is only fair. You feel the passion running through you even now, as I do? I find it hard to concentrate when you are near. At times the distraction is manageable. At other times . . .” She leaned in, her lips nearing his. His arms wanted to wrap around her waist and pull her in for an embrace, but he stepped back, turning away.

      “Yes.” He found his breathing heavy, and her olive face still danced before his eyes like an afterimage. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yes. I have, uh... noticed that. I thought it might be just me. Do you know what it is?”

      “Yes,” she sighed. “On this I have been more successful. I was able to confirm the theory I spoke of you before. The Manad Vhan term for this condition is ‘rasi sakta,’ which translates to ‘curse of the animals.’”

      His pulse quickened at the mention of the term and its translation. A curse sounded about right, whatever was happening to him felt far beyond normal infatuation.

      “So, this rasi sakta is forcing us to be in love with each other?”

      “Not exactly,” Upala said. “As I understand it, the curse affects our baser desires. The emphasis is more on the physical.”

      He sighed, feeling a small spark of irritation. Upala mentioned she was familiar with the term, even if she did not know much about it until she studied further. If this came as a result of sleeping with her, shouldn’t she have told him?

      “Well, at least I know more than I did yesterday. I was worried I was losing my mind, or turning back into a teenager. At least you know what we are dealing with.”

      One look at her face and his irritation was snuffed out, the sight of her features lighting a new flame of desire inside him.

      “Drew, I urge you to believe me. I had no idea this would happen, I considered the rasi sakta to be just a myth and not the myths I was concerned with.”

      He looked into her eyes, seeing the weariness that mixed with the concern there. She looked exhausted, near as he could tell, she had done nothing but research these questions since Sinar had attacked him.

      “I believe you, Upala. Of course. Whatever else you know about it, tell me. At least I can help you try to understand it then.”

      Upala took a deep breath, nodding.

      “In short, it is a curse that comes upon Manad Vhan if they become emotionally involved and intimate with a Rakhum. The different energies of the two races are not compatible. To be concise, our spirits lack the understanding of each other’s natures. The longevity of my lifespan and the short, vibrant potency of yours, our minds and bodies will become increasingly fixated upon it. Upon each other.”

      Drew bit the inside of his lip, mulling this over. It certainly made sense, as much as any of this made sense. If it were not becoming such an issue already, it might even be funny. He had traveled to another world, only to catch some sort of magical venereal disease.

      “That certainly does sound like what I am going through. How far will this go, what does it lead to? Could it be fatal?”

      ”I am still researching,” she said, patting the satchel slung over her shoulder. “The texts are unclear with the details, though there is mention of physical danger. It is possible it will stabilize, I cannot say. I can promise that I will not stop working on it, and I had no idea that...” 

      He looked over at her. Seeing the tears in her eyes he took her hands into his own, leaned close to her and kissed her. As their lips touched, he could feel the pulses of her passion running through her skin and into his own. She pushed into him with a fervor that nearly caused him to topple into the snow. The passion was like a chasm, a fissure into which he could fall and allow himself to be buried. 

      With an effort, he broke the kiss off and stepped back, the separation actually painful for a moment. He made sure to keep looking into her eyes, so strong and beautiful against her dark hair.

      “See? We have control. We can deal with this together, we are not just a collection of hormones and emotions.”

      She nodded, a small smile appearing.

      “You keep researching and I will keep us honest.”

      They walked in silence, Drew keeping his eyes on the road ahead and resisting the many temptations that walked next to him. Cresting one last hill, the distant sight of their destination came into view.

      Rogek Shad was a chaotic and disorganized collection of hundreds of tent-like structures of various sizes, surrounded by significant amounts of farmland. Whatever this region might have in common with the Khumbu Valley Drew knew, the soil here was clearly more fertile.

      The tents and yurts that represented the city grew larger as they came closer, bringing Upala nearer to a possible confrontation with whoever attacked her libraries, as well as her own people.

      Drew quickened his pace down the dirt road that wound towards Rogek Shad. Since arriving in Aroha Darad, he had been presented with one mysterious threat after another, each one piling more pressure on top of him.

      It was time to get some damn answers, and this collection of ramshackle structures seemed likely to be where he would find them.
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        * * *

      

      Rogek Shad was nothing like Drew had expected.

      He had seen the village from up high on the mountain, where Trillip had explained how the Rakhum had been divided centuries earlier into two communities, and Rogek Shad had appeared from that height to be a mostly agricultural settlement, large sections of outlying farmland leading to a small collection of dwellings, clustered on their side of the wide river.

      As they had descended into the valley proper and approached the outskirts, the farmlands had been there as expected, golden yellow waves of grain fields blowing in the morning sun.

      What hadn’t been there was any farmers. There was no one tending the fields, no one managing the herds that seemed to be roaming free, moving from stalk to stalk.

      A quick question to Merin confirmed what he immediately suspected. Something was wrong.

      As they passed the first small yurts heading to the village proper, they found the simple dirt streets as barren as the fields had been. There were simple wooden market stalls placed by the roadside, empty of any wares. Some crude dolls were scattered by the side of the path, the evidence of a few children’s games left out from the night before.

      Yet just as in the fields, no people.

      He was about to ask Upala if they should start knocking on doors when Trillip had cried out, pointing down the road towards the center of town.

      Drew followed his gaze and gasped.

      There was a pale, brown haired woman in the middle of the street, struggling as she hung from a tall pole. Her arms were tied above her head, the rope laced over a hook.

      “Harliss!” Merin shouted from behind Drew.

      The woman’s thin hair hung over her ashen face, a defeated look in her eyes. She wore a tan cloak over her clothes, tied at the waist with a gold cord.

      Drew ran to help, remembering both Merin and Trillip mentioning the name earlier. Administrator Harliss, they had called her. The woman Upala had allowed to rule over Rogek Shad. She was more than just someone to rescue, she was someone who might have answers.

      “Drew!” Merin called out, panic in her voice. “Wait!”

      The darkened yurts flew by on either side of him, their window flaps drawn, no sign of life in the town save the woman on the pole.

      Merin called after him again, joined by Upala, but his caution was overrun. After days of lying around and now trying to absorb all the information Upala was feeding him, a clear opportunity to simply assist someone, to take an action, was too much to resist.

      Ahead, Harliss was shaking her head at him, her mouth forming the words “no.” Only then did he slow, stopping a few feet shy of the pole just as two arrows dug into the ground, inches from his feet. 

      “Do not approach,” the woman yelled, her voice hoarse. “They will shoot you if you get too close to me.”

      Drew jumped back as a second attack came, two more arrows joining the first pair, embedded in the road.

      He scanned the rooftops and open windows of few wooden buildings nearby that were not simple tents, but saw nothing. No sign of who might have launched the attack, yet there were plenty of shadows in the morning sun, no shortage of hiding spaces where they might be watching even now.

      They could have hit me if they wanted to, he thought, still searching for his attackers. These were warning shots.

      “Everyone freeze!” Drew yelled over his shoulder, putting his right hand up.

      Upala and Trillip, who were rushing forward, both stopped a few feet behind Drew. Merin had moved to stand close to an empty market cart on the side of the road, both of her children protected behind her. 

      “Harliss!” Merin called. “What has happened? Who has done this to you?”

      Drew could now hear activity inside the nearby yurts, a few window flaps briefly popping open. The people of Rogek Shad were here after all, at least some of them. They were simply afraid to come out.

      But afraid of who?

      “Merin?” Harliss squinted in her direction, Drew noticing the bruises and cuts on her face. She had struggled before being placed in this position, she had not been taken without a fight. “Merin is that you?”

      “It is me, Harliss,” Merin’s voice cracked, filled with concern and worry. She glanced back at her daughter Arix. “It is Merin. I am here now, please tell us what has happened.”

      “They came.” Harliss paused, coughed for a moment. Her voice gained a bit of clarity. “They came in the night, over the bridge from Nalam Wast. Took as many people as they could before we mounted a defense. Adults only, they would not take children.”

      “Kater’s men?” Drew asked, as much to Upala and Merin as to Harliss. His fists clenched, his legs itched to move, to act. “Why would they do this? Perhaps they are behind the attack on your library as well.”

      “We resisted, the guards and I,” Harliss continued, her voice passing in and out. “They were far too many, they could have overrun us. Yet they agreed to return with their captives and spare our lives, if I would agree to . . . to this.”

      “Why?” Drew asked. “If they wanted us to find you, why shoot at us when we try to reach you?”

      “Whoever you are, they are not interested in you, nor in Merin or any Rakhum. They made it clear that only one person could approach me and let me down. Any other would be shot. No one but the person I am supposed to deliver my message to.”

      “Who?” Upala asked. “Who are you to give your message to?”

      “To you, my lady Upala,” Harliss said, her voice cracking again. “To you and you alone.”

      Upala took a step forward, her hand brushing against Drew’s as she passed him.

      “And what is this message?” She began to approach Harliss on the pole, reaching for the bottom ropes that bound the woman.

      “It is from Garantika himself,” Harliss said. “You, Upala, must be on the bridge between the two cities. At sundown tonight. If you do not, the Rakhum taken from Rogek Shad will be killed.”
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        * * *

      

      Drew leaned against the center pole of the market tent, the large structure located not far from the main square of the town. Merin was only a few steps away, her eyes locked on Harliss with a gaze that Drew considered to be a mixture of concern and frustration. Trillip paced back and forth, looking as if he wanted to assist someone but had no idea what to offer.

      Upala stood the farthest from them, looking out of the tent and into the empty streets of Rogek Shad. Drew felt a longing to go to her, to offer comfort. Yet he also recognized the sadness in her eyes and decided to give her distance.

      He knew what it felt like to behold the results of your failures and bad decisions, to taste the bitter ashes of your own mistakes.

      Harliss sat on a wooden bench, drinking a cup of wine Trillip had managed to locate, downing it with such fervor that it ran down her chin and onto her chest.

      Two men stood by her, guards from whatever passed for Rogek Shad’s militia. They watched her with concern, yet to Drew it seemed they were more worried about Upala than worried for Harliss. Each seemed bent away from her, like plants wilting in the sun.

      The tent’s fabric flapped in the breeze, cold air from the valley leaking through the many tears in the material. Long, poorly maintained tables lined the length of the large structure, looking worn and empty. There would be no market today.

      Harliss had regained some strength since he and Upala had cut her down from the pole. The archers from Kater’s forces, wherever they had been hiding, seemed content that Upala had received the message from Harliss, and had not fired again.

      The street outside the tent remained barren, the people of Rogek Shad still hiding.

      After finishing her second cup of wine, Harliss finally began to talk.

      “It was Garantika.” The statement fell out of her mouth, drink dribbling onto her chin. Merin let out a gasp at the name. “He led the forces himself.”

      “Kater’s leading general,” Merin explained, Drew realized the clarification was as much for Upala’s benefit as his own. “From what I have heard, one of the few men he trusts.” 

      Drew walked over to the bench. “So, this Garantika, he leads Kater’s military now?”

      Harliss nodded. “He does, and like many from Nalam Wast there was an intensity in his gaze, a focus for which I have no answer. He took about a hundred of our men and women, then sent his forces back over the bridge. Even though he could have laid waste to the whole of us, he relented.”

      “Why?” Upala asked. “If these people from Nalam Wast wanted to raid the city, why not just do so? Why take only adults, do as little killing as possible and then retreat when victory was an option?”

      Drew looked at the expectant faces in the room, realizing there was no with military training here except him. Upala may have had guards, but they existed only for protection. There was no one who had a sense of tactics or a view of the motivations of warfare.

      No one but Drew.

      “It was a message.” He was surprised by the confidence with which the words came from him. He was no expert authority, but he was the best available and the answer seemed clear. “Whoever this Garantika is, he wants you to know two things.” He felt himself blushing as he realized all the eyes in the tent were on him. Nervousness placed a lump in his throat, but he pushed past it.

      “First, this is to show you that he can. Whatever your military responsiveness is, he’s got it outclassed and he wants you to know it. The only reason you are all standing here is because he allowed it.”

      “And the second?” Upala asked. The expected wave of passion ran through him at the sound of her voice, further amplified because she was looking at him for answers.

      “Second, that this is for you, Upala. Just as Harliss said. He’s got your people, he ensured that she would stay up on that pole until you got her down. No one else, just you. You personally are supposed to know that he has the people of Rogek Shad.”

      “-and he expects me to come get them?”

      “Remember, he didn’t kill anyone. This is a battle for hearts and minds I think. He wants your people to watch you and see what you do. If you come and try to rescue his hostages, he’s obviously going to be ready for you. If, on the other hand, you simply shrug your shoulders and allow those people to rot, well he knows the citizens of Rogek Shad will see that.”

      “I have no intention of letting him keep these innocents,” Upala said, a flash of fire returning to her eyes.

      “That is the Upala I know, but to be honest, that doesn’t seem to be the person most of these people are familiar with. What you have done in the past can’t be changed, but you do now is what could start to redefine you. To them, and to yourself.”

      “I will not let him have these people. I have much to amend for, and it begins here.” Stepping closer, she took his hand in her own, triggering further warmth inside him and he suspected her as well. “Will you help me? I do not know what to do.”

      Drew nodded, seeing the dampness in her deep, brown eyes. The simple touch of her fingers upon his filled him with impulses to stroke her hair, to caress her body. 

      With an effort, he released her hand.

      “Focus,” she whispered.

      He smiled, and was glad to see she smiled back.

      Hands to yourself, Adley.

      “I don’t suppose you’d want to just flame up and take them back that way?” he asked.

      Upala shook her head. “No. No more death. Not at my hands. I also cannot ‘flame up,’ as you say, very well. That skill was always more Kater’s than mine.”

      “Upala, I think there is a crowd gathering outside,” Merin said, looking toward the entrance of the tent as Trillip came walking in, the tall man hastily crossing the distance between them.”

      “My Lady, the people are starting to emerge from their homes,” Trillip said. “Most look unsettled. It is likely they wish to know what action is being taken.”

      The tent felt silent, Upala’s sigh coming like a single rain drop in a still pool.

      “I would imagine I am the last person these people would want to hear from. Perhaps Merin…” She trailed off, her voice was soft and quiet, head down as if she were addressing the floor.

      Drew placed his hand on hers, feeling his pulse quicken.

      “You know it should be you, Upala,” he said. “If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have spoken up.”

      She looked up, her eyes shifting between Drew and Merin. Merin’s face was stern, her jaw muscles clenching.

      “Drew is right,” Merin said. “If you wish to change how our people see you, it must start somewhere.”

      Upala nodded, her fingers intertwining with Drew’s. He felt the electricity of her touch, but also a welling of pride for her bravery.

      “It’ll be a rough crowd,” he whispered. “But I’ll be right there with you.”

      “You certainly will.” She gave his hand another squeeze, then released it. “Trillip, would you gather the people in the main square? I will address them shortly – as soon as we determine what our plan should be.”

      “At once, my Lady,” Trillip replied, already turning to leave as he did so.

      Drew found all eyes back on him again. He took a deep breath.

      “Ah, you’re waiting for a plan, I guess. Well, I think we’re all agreed we are not going to leave those people for whatever this Garantika has planned for them. Based on my understanding, we don’t have the manpower or the experience to take on his forces in a fair fight, is that correct?”

      Both Merin and Harliss nodded. Drew was more interested in Merin’s opinion, but it was good they agreed.

      “We could try a covert operation, but if he’s smart, his guard will be up for that if he doesn’t see Upala. I think we need to trick him, and in my experience the best way to fool someone is to give them what they asked for. Namely Upala.”

      “Drew,” Merin cut in. “You said yourself that this is obviously a trap for her.”

      Drew turned to Upala. He decided he’d stare at her nose, hoping it would trigger less of an emotional reaction than her eyes. For the moment, it seemed to work, though it was a cute nose.

      “Look, I’m still new to this Manad Vhan stuff. Just how invulnerable are you? Is there any way Garantika can really hurt you?”

      “Nothing outside of magic can injure or kill a Manad Vhan save a Dragon,” Upala said. “They could cause me pain, but I doubt they have the true means to do so. It would take no less than the Hero’s Blade to pierce the skin of a Manad Vhan.”

      Upala showed more pride than Drew had expected in her own resilience, but he suspected she was making sure he didn’t try to talk her out of going.

      “Well, back in the Under I saw Kater take some good hits from Vihrut, but I’m guessing here in Aroha Darad you will be healing at full strength. Fair enough, if my plan goes the way I hope it will, you won’t be in harm’s way for too long.”

      “What is your plan, Drew?” Merin asked. He was glad she was curious, since she would have a role in it.

      “Pretty simple. Garantika wants Upala on the bridge at sundown, so we’ll give him what he wants. In the meantime, a few of us will sneak over to their camp and free the prisoners. Once they are free, Garantika will have a lot less leverage and then maybe we can see what’s really going on here. Get some answers on what happened with your library for one.”

      Harliss frowned. “The prisoners will be guarded. Even if Garantika accepts the ruse and believes Upala is surrendering to him, they might expect a deception.”

      “They will expect Rogek Shad,” Drew said, “a peaceful society with a military that is focused on defense, not going on the offensive. They won’t expect someone who knows what they are doing.”

      “‘Someone who knows what they are doing?’” Merin leaned in close to Drew to whisper. “Do you know what you are doing?”

      “More than they do,” Drew whispered back with a wink, nodding at Harliss and her guards.

      “Not that comforting,” Merin said, before turning back to the small assembled group.

      Trillip returned, light streaming in through the open tent flap as he entered.

      “The people out there, my Lady. They are getting restless for word from you. I am uncertain how much longer I will be able to stall them.”

      Upala looked back and forth between Drew and Merin. Drew tried not to look directly into her eyes, as beautiful and scared as they appeared right now. With an effort, he focused on a chair behind her.

      “Upala, you can do this. I know you are nervous, we are all with you. Right, Merin?”

      Drew looked to Merin, half expecting a glare from her. If it was there, she hid it well.

      “All our hopes rest with you, my Lady,” she said. “You have my support for as long as it is needed.”

      Not exactly the pep talk I was hoping for, Drew thought. It would have to do.

      Upala looked over at Drew, using the same trick he had been and looking somewhat past him. He felt as one finger of hers gently rubbed up against his hand, only for a second, leaving a trail of electricity and desire behind.

      “I can do this,” she said. “Because of the strength you three give me. Trillip, please lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Upala was certain that through her long lifespan she had never seen so many people in one place. It had been rare for her to even be in the presence of two or three, and now there were hundreds of Rakhum, all the remaining people of Rogek Shad.

      Each one of them, looking at her. 

      Gazing across the crowd Upala saw men and woman, children and elderly, most wearing clothing that was not repaired enough and with faces that were gaunter than they should be.

      Her people, she reminded herself.

      They were gathered around the town circle where a small wooden platform had been built in the middle. Upala had allowed Merin to lead her on top of it. This gave her a little height and distance, so she did not feel the press of the people as much, but in some ways the height was worse. It raised her up above the group she wanted to address, and even if it made her feel better to have the distance, this was no longer about her feeling better. She had spent centuries being treated like a god, she needed to break that herself.

      Stepping away from Merin and the protective aura that Drew always seemed to emanate, she walked to the border of the wooden stage and sat, dangling her feet over the edge. The crowd nearest the platform gave a murmur and stepped back.

      She beckoned them to return. “Please,” she said, trying to raise her voice so it would carry, but feeling even more self-conscious doing so. She was used to speaking at a whisper, and often went days without speaking at all. “Please all of you, come closer.”

      “Closer!” Harliss shouted from behind her on the stage, her voice hoarse but still commanding.

      “No!” Upala yelled back, quickly raising up her hands hoping to show she was not angry.

      Harliss stepped away from Upala, walking toward the rear of the stage, her eyes darting back and forth.

      “This is not a command,” Upala said to the crowd. “There will be no more commands from me, no more mandates. Come closer if you would like, it might make it easier for us to see and hear each other.”

      Several of the onlookers stepped closer to the stage, though many kept their distance and a few even moved farther back.

      She heard a few whispers and one cough, save for this the crowd stayed silent, all eyes still on her. Taking a deep breath, she cleared her throat.

      “I hope to come before you as a different person than the one you have known. It would be difficult to explain how and why I hope I have changed. In time, I will earn the right to give you all those answers, as I find them myself. What I can say is that this man and woman behind me--they are heroes. They brought me back from another world, a world my brother Kater consigned us both to.”

      Looking out over the crowd, she saw a few nods among the people but many more shaking heads. Merin’s name was whispered once or twice, as was Harliss’s. Most eyes were still angry as they looked at her, most arms folded in judgment.

      Keep going. She had earned every glare in this crowd, every look of mistrust or anger. If she were ever to gain anything else from them, she could not listen to voices inside her telling her to run.

      “These people, they gave me a second opportunity, and even for someone as long-lived as I, those do not come often. I will take that opportunity to commit to you--the rest of my existence will be to make right what I can, to repair that which I am able. For that which cannot be restored or saved, I will not ask your forgiveness for I do not give it to myself. I simply ask that you allow me this day to try and do better.”

      One man from the back stepped forward. His hands and clothes were dirtier than those around him, Upala noticing a small pickax tied to his belt. She wondered if he worked in one of the dig sites, pulling up old Manad Vhan relics and texts for her to study.

      “In my life you have never spoken. Now you speak, but still you only speak of yourself. What about the people who have been taken? My brother’s wife, my neighbor. Tell us not of how you have changed, tell us what you are going to do!”

      Several of the crowd murmured approval at this, many heads nodding. She saw more people coming closer to the stage, their apprehension lessening as their intensity seemed to increase.

      The fear was always there, always yammering at her. It may have been borne of dragons, but it had grown to something more. That panic wanted her to leave, wanted nothing more than to get her back to her library and her books and studies.

      Her hands yearned to fidget, but she kept them still.

      “Your anger is fair and deserved. As you say, these are only words. I will act. I will confront Garantika and I will demand the return of our people. I will not attack, but neither will I accept anything less than each person restored. His quarrel is with the Manad Vhan, with my brother and me. I will see his grievances heard and I will bring your husbands and wives, your sons and daughters home. I swear this to you, this pledge. From this day on, no Manad Vhan shall harm the people of Rogek Shad again.”

      She looked for a response from the crowd, not sure what to expect or what she might be hoping for. She saw the softening of a few of the eyes, yet most of the faces were still set in the same glares of mistrust and disbelief.

      I do not blame them, she thought to herself. I do not have the right to.

      Giving the crowd one last look, she stood and turned away from them. The stares she saw from the people of Rogek Shad were no less intense than before. Her heart pounded like she had never known, even if a dragon itself had landed in front of her she could not have felt more afraid.

      It did not matter. Her panic and her guilt were not relevant. These people who had sacrificed and suffered for generations required more of her than that.

      She looked at Drew and Merin, her determination powerful enough to stifle both her fear and desire.

      “Let us get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Drew paced around the tent, looking up from the ground only often enough to avoid walking into the many poles that held the structure aloft. The shadows had deepened as the day progressed into the afternoon, the hours after Upala’s speech feeling like weeks.

      She was out there right now, walking the too empty streets of a city whose people seemed to hate and fear her as much as they did her brother. He longed to be with her, to provide comfort or some feeling of protection even. Yet she had said she needed to be alone, and he respected that.

      As Upala finally entered the large tent Drew was aware of her before he saw her, his skin seeming to pick up a stray element of electricity whenever she was nearby. To better stay focused, he avoided looking directly at her as she walked back to the rear of the tent where he was gathered with Trillip and Merin.

      The large structure was abandoned now, save for the four of them as Trillip and Merin had been going over their last-minute preparations.

      “And you are sure your sister does not mind, Trillip?” Merin was asking. His older sister had come by after Upala’s speech. The woman had given no indication what she thought of the talk, but she had agreed to take in Merin’s children until they returned. 

      “Not at all!” Trillip said, smiling. “I am sure she will be glad for Arix’s help with her own boys!” 

      Merin paused, then pulled the tall man in for an embrace. Trillip slowly returned the gesture, giving Drew a somewhat bewildered look as he did so. After a moment, Merin released him.

      “Come,” she said. “I would like to see them again before they go with your sister, and we can see what supplies we can gather for ourselves.”

      Merin gave Drew and Upala a nod, and she and Trillip walked toward the entrance to the tent.

      “No weapons!” he called after her. “Remember, this is a battle of hearts and minds.”

      Merin gave him a wave as she walked off, Drew unsure of how to interpret it.

      “They do so much, risk so much,” Upala’s voice, music in his ear.

      He turned and was caught off guard. Her face was too close and her body too near.

      “It’s . . .” He paused, his eyes helpless as he took in the sight of her, the dark eyes and olive skin, the beautiful smile that was hiding her concerns. Her strength and resolve underneath.

      Focus was becoming impossible. “People see something wrong, they try to help fight against it. They want to make things right.”

      Her hands took his, they were warm even in the cool air of the valley. Her fingers enfolded around his own as she pulled him closer. Her chest pushed into his as her arms went around his neck.

      “This is not a good time for this,” she said. Her lips were nearly on his, his willpower melting against her heat. “Yet I cannot resist it.”

      The last of his determination eroding, Drew closed his eyes and leaned into her, kissing her with a fervor he had not known he possessed. His arms held her tightly as she matched his intensity with her own, her body seeming to heat the very air around him.

      The mission to Nalam Wast faded away, as did Merin and Trillip, concerns and worries. They were all gone, if they had ever existed at all.

      Drew felt as though he were falling, dropped from a great height into something warm, safe, and encompassing. Like a vast sea of acceptance and love, a place where he could just allow himself to slip beneath the waves of Upala’s passion and finally release the air of his guilt into the water.

      He would move her now, they would move together to a table, a bench, the floor. It did not matter, nothing mattered except the fire of the moment. Drew sought to move his hand from her back and guide her to the table, but he found his hand could barely move, feeling as if it were stuck in tar.

      He opened his eyes to a sight his mind struggled to process.

      He was too close to her, her face nearer to him than was physically possible. Her own eyes were closed, Upala lost in the moment as Drew had been. He could not move his head, glancing down he could barely see his hand on Upala’s waist, it was sunken into her nearly to the wrist, seeming to dissolve as it came into contact with her, like ice placed on an open flame.

      Fear pushed its way on to the stage of his desire, the realization coming that he was melting into her. 

      Mustering his strength and allowing his terror to control him, he managed to pull away from her, his limbs and face separating from her being with a slow and audible sound, like a candle being snuffed out.

      Drew collapsed, knocking several chairs over as he did. Upala simply stood there, seeming dazed for a moment before she finally reacted, her eyes opening wide as she knelt.

      “Drew!” she cried. “By the Hero, what has happened?” The fear was obvious on her face, in the trembling of her hand as she reached out to him.

      Drew’s mind was fighting conflicting impulses to run and to return to her embrace, the passion already building inside him again.

      He scrambled away from her, turning around to take the beauty of her visage out of his vision. Slowly he pushed himself to his feet, checking his hands and fingers to make sure they were still all there. Those same hands and fingers, his entire body still yearned for her. A longing for his own destruction.

      What was happening to them?

      “What the hell was that?” He looked around the tent, time had not seemed to mean much in the fugue he had entered with her. The daylight level seemed the same and the tent was still empty.

      “I do not know, Drew. The rasi sakta, I would guess,” Upala’s said, her words whispered. She had turned away from him as well. Her voice was still a trigger, but it was not as strong as the sight of her or the proximity. “I wish I had time to find out more of this, to research it further. When these dealings are over, we will learn the truth.”

      “I felt like I was . . . melting into you,” Drew said, more harshly than he meant to. He felt shame at the horror that was crept into his voice.

      He took a deep breath, trying to settle the pounding of his heart. She sounded just as scared as he did, but she was right. This was not the time. “As you say, we have a job to do.”

      He wanted more than anything to be able to look at her, but now he had only his voice to make sure he conveyed how he felt.

      “I don’t blame you for this, Upala. When this is over, we will work this out. For now, we will just have to work together to not lose control like this. You can’t afford the distraction. You need to focus on what’s ahead of you.”

      There was a long pause, long enough that Drew wondered if she was still there. Outside the tent, there was little sound but the wind. The people of Rogek Shad had returned to their homes, hoping their god and her friends would restore their families to them.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice now having the same strength to it that he had heard on the stage. Upala learning how to lead, a journey he himself had tried in the Navy. Tried and failed. “If nothing else, I am glad we were able to have one last kiss. I am grateful for all you have done for me Drew, all you have opened my eyes to see. Go with luck, and my love.”

      Love?

      Drew ran the word through his mind, a word he had once resigned himself no woman would ever say to him. Now uttered by someone whose very touch might destroy him.

      He turned, intending to stop her before she left, to offer the same sentiment. He would tell her that he loved her, not let her to go off against Garantika alone without knowing how he felt.

      Upala was already gone.
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      “I warned your father about this!” Val’s mother said as they entered her hut. Nima followed in behind Val, the wooden platform the structure was upon swaying under her feet.

      Nima noted that Kelzin’s hut was smaller than the one used by the council, containing little more than a bed and two small stools, one of which had a leg that was too short. The stool wobbled with each movement of the sea underneath them, reminding Nima how far from land she was.

      She watched Val pace back and forth across the shifting floor. What would become of him now? Why was he just accepting this council?

      Her hands twitched with nervous energy. They needed to do something.

      “If father were here--” Val began, eliciting a sob from Kelzin. “Oh, mother. I am sorry.”

      “Ah, Oli. The waves protect his spirit,” she said, pulling a stool over and sitting upon it. “Many good years he and I had, Valaen, but many arguments as well.”

      “I know mother,” Val said quietly. “It was one of the reasons I moved out.”

      “Should’ve moved out before that,” his mother shot back. “You should be mated with a clutch by now. Why you turned down the mating last season I will never know.”

      “Mother,” Val said, holding up his hand. “Not now.”

      “No, not now. Even speaking of your father is not now. Now is about what to do.”

      “What he should do is go get the Scrye back.” Nima regretted speaking her ideas out loud as soon the old woman’s dark eyes swung toward her. She tried to stammer out an explanation. “I mean . . . that is why they are upset with him. The High Elder I mean.”

      “I agree with Nima,” Tanira added, pounding one hand into her fist. “Your son’s best path is to create his own hope, not to wait for others to save or forgive him.”

      “Oh, is that what you two think?” The old woman looked at them both. “We are certainly fortunate to have such scholars of our people to give out advice and counsel and . . .” Kelzin trailed off, her eyes fixed on Nima.

      “What has happened to your arm, girl?”

      Nima looked down at her right forearm, where the yak-thing had clawed her in their flight through the forest. It still stung, but was starting to scab over.

      “Nothing, ma’am,” Nima said. “We ran into a yak? No, a grun. In the forest. I got a bit too close and--”

      The woman surprised Nima by standing from her stool, crossing the room in two long strides.

      “Nothing,” she said with a laugh. “I know about you tough types and nothing. Nothing until it festers, nothing until it bubbles from not being cleaned. Val, go to the beach and find me some kelpmoss. I have got a bit left, but I might need more.”

      Nima blinked back at Kelzin, confused. In the far corner of the tent, Val stood there with Tanira next to him. Neither of them moved either, all staring back.

      Val’s mother left Nima for a moment, rummaging in a chest from the corner. When she turned around seconds later, green clumps of growth in both hands, she gaped at her unmoving son.

      “Valaen a Ola, what are you just standing there for? I’m still a healer in this village, and you are not expelled yet, you know. Take that ox of a woman there with you, I do not know where she came from but if there are spike crabs on the beach she can help keep you safe.”

      Val looked at Tanira, who smiled and gave a shrug. He gestured to the door, and the pair vanished into the evening.

      Kelzin worked the green substance into some cloth, adding what looked to Nima like two different pails of water to the binding. 

      “You need fresh and ocean water for the kelpmoss to unlock,” she explained. “Only grows in salt marshes like those nearby. When I place this compress on your arm, the pain will increase for a moment.”

      Nima hissed air into her teeth as the Caenolan woman covered her forearm with the gooey creation, her skin feeling like it had been set on fire. While intense, the sensation was temporary and after a moment, a cooling wave seemed to course up and down her arm where the cloth and moss paste had contact.

      “That’s . . . that feels better. Thank you.”

      “Grun,” she said, shaking her head. “Their claws can bring infection,” Kelzin said. “Val should have told you that, as I have told him many times. Though he frustrates me often, he is a good man, just as his father was.”

      “I am sorry,” Nima said. “Your loss, to lose your husband like that. In my world it is not uncommon for a woman to see the man leave home, only to hear he will not return.”

      “Just as common here, I am afraid,” the old woman said. “We do not lose people to the Thartark, not until last night, but there are so many other dangers. The sea can be hostile to our men and women who fish and shell, waves that swallow them up. Packs of finteeth that set upon the whales. Spooked grun in the forest. I have lived so long, seen so many lost.”

      The woman kept one hand on Nima’s arm holding the compress in place, as she moved the other to her face. She began to softly weep. Nima placed her good hand on Kelzin’s shoulder. With her fiery disposition but big heart, she reminded Nima less of her own mother and more of Dorjee, the old Sherpa woman who ran the tent back in Gorak Shep.

      “Oh, I am sorry,” the woman said. “Oh, to lose him! My Oli, my sun who rises over the sea. I was supposed to go first, I was not supposed to be alone.”

      “It’s all right,” Nima said. She recalled her father saying similar things when Ama had died, even if she could not understand. It was as if he were more afraid of being alone than he had been of her.

      “We fought,” she sobbed. “We disagreed, but we always loved. I never thought it would come to this end. Now there is only Val to remember him by.”

      The woman took Nima’s hand in her own, the gnarled, webbed fingers gripping her with surprising strength. Val’s mother looked into Nima’s eyes, the crystal on her head weakly gaining a blue glow.

      “You and your friend. You are strong, warriors from this other world.” Her voice was faint and cracked.

      “I am no warrior, just a climber who--”

      “You are strong! I can see it in your eyes, I need no crystal to see your strength. I need you to keep him safe, help him find his path. His heart is great, just like his father’s. Mayhap it will lead him to his end, but it may lead him to the shores he is destined to walk. Stay with him, if you are his friend. Help him find his way.”
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      Nima sat in the corner of the small tent, feeling the wooden floor rock with the movement of the ocean tides. Her belly was full of the strange evening meal Valaen’s mother had cooked for them before leaving, explaining she need to walk the beach and mourn.

      Nima absently drummed her fingers as she looked at Tanira sitting across from her, where the knight gazed out at the sea.

      Since they had returned to the hut Tanira done little but sit on the small cot, tracing the triangle on her forehead while chanting and looking at the ocean.

      “Guard the Line,” she repeated in a soft voice. “Honor the Line. Trust the Line.” Tanira gaze was filled with intensity as if she were searching the sea for some answer that eluded her.

      Nima supposed she was fascinated by the ocean as well, but she had no desire to simply stand there and look at it.

      Nima needed to move. She didn’t understand how the others could just be sitting there, or standing there in Val’s case. Things had gone wrong, yes, this Scrye had been taken and Val had been exiled, but that was no reason to quit. The summit was not out of reach, it was foolish to turn back.

      “Val,” Nima said, breaking the silence. Tanira stirred, turning from the window. “Tell me again why your people will not fight. What are their options if they do not?”

      “My people have no knowledge of combat,” Val said. “I have told you this. You and Tanira might be able to conquer us, for all the resistance we will put up.”

      “If we conquer you,” Tanira said from her place on the cot. “Can we then order you to fight? Nima is right, skills or not, your people cannot simply allow the Thartark to do this.”

      “You think I do not want to do something?” Val’s voice began to raise as the crystal on his forehead flared into life. “The elders will meet tomorrow, to discuss the options you want to know about, Nima. As I see it, they have three. Collect as much oil as possible and hope the Thartark come back. We could then attempt to appease them, and mayhap they will return the Scrye.”

      “Continue to live on your belly,” Nima said, feeling frustrated. This would be no better than her own village had done against Jang back in Nepal. If not for herself and Drew, her people might still be under that man’s thumb.

      “You asked for the options,” Val said. “Second, they could choose to flee the village to the hills, wait for the next Tempest. When the Calm sets in again, maybe they can return. The Scrye will still be gone though, so that is just a delaying action.”

      “The third?” Tanira asked. She now had her hands behind her head.

      “Stay here and wait for the Tempest. Simply let the great wave take them.”

      Nima stood, holding on to the wall to keep her balance against the swaying of the floor.

      “Your people would actually consider that?”

      “I do not know.” Val began to pace across the small space, his footing sure. “They might. There are some who feel that by opposing the Thartark, we have upset the natural order of things. They might see that as our penance.”

      “That makes no sense,” Nima said.

      “I believe this,” Tanira replied. She had taken out one of her long, thin knives and was tossing it in the air and catching it. “People can be led into the most foolish of choices, all the while thinking themselves righteous. I suspect some of your people might have second thoughts when that wave was crashing down on them.”

      “What does it matter?” Val pounded the wall with his hand. “It is done. The village has been attacked, people and whales killed. The Scrye taken, and the name of my family at the blame of it all. It is done.”

      Nima frowned. There was an answer here, there was always a solution. Sometimes the heroes of the stories ran into problems but figuring out the solution was part of what made them heroes.

      She looked out of the small window that had been cut like a flap into the side of the tent. The ocean air blew back at her, bringing the scents of salt and the view of far off places to her mind. Somewhere out there was the Scrye, and if the Scrye was not gone, Val’s people would not be so angry with him.

      Nima walked over to Val, an idea coming to her suddenly like a rock falling from the sky.

      “Val, you said the Thartark live on an island. How far off is that island? Do you know how to get there?”

      Tanira sat up. Nima watched as her eyes went from Val to her, then back to the drawing of an island on Val’s pack.

      “It is a few days by mistwhale,” he said. “It takes the Thartark ships longer due to their reliance on the winds. I have heard it is the only island directly to the east, just over the horizon from us. Some of the fishers have seen it, the ones who sailed too far from our shore.”

      “Why do you ask, Nima?” Tanira stood, spinning one knife in her hand. “What are you thinking?”

      “She is thinking madness,” Val said. “I already explained we cannot fight the Thartark. Even if you and Tanira have combat training, the rest of us do not. You have not seen the Thartark. They are twice our size!”

      Nima shook her head. “There’s more options here than violence or giving up, Val.”

      Walking over, she put one hand on Val’s shoulder, smiling as she looked into his dark eyes. ”I am not thinking of fighting them, Val. I am thinking of robbing them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      As the sky moved toward sunset, Drew kept his head low, below the level of the stone wall blocking the view of Nalam Wast on the other side of the Umbuk river.

      The wall’s height was variable as it followed the Umbuk river’s path, sometimes lower than his head and at other points as high as ten feet

      In a few rushed glimpses over the wall he could see Nalam Wast on the other side of the river. Square stone buildings lined up in even rows, small tufts of smoke coming from cooking fires. He frowned at the comparison to Rogek Shad.

      The people of Nalam Wast had warmth and shelter, they were organized, structured, and protected. All they had to do to deserve that life was whatever Kater wanted from them.

      Kater was dead now, though, Drew reminded himself. So, what did that mean for Nalam Wast?

      At times he had to crawl on the uneven terrain to make sure his head was not visible. Harliss had been able to get a few lookouts to confirm the number of soldiers lining the Nalam Wast side of the river was few, but it only took one arrow.

      Or would it?

      Drew had no idea what would happen if an arrow pierced his skull, but he had come back from an arm being shoved through his chest better than expected. It was the unknown that was frustrating, not knowing the strength of this new deck underneath his feet. He might come to depend on it, only to have it give out from under him.

      “How much farther?” Drew whispered back to Trillip, who was following him at such a close distance that the man had bumped into him more than once.

      Drew’s time in the Navy had done little to teach him covert operations, but it was clear Trillip had never even snuck out of his parent’s house on a school night.

      “A distance still,” Trillip whispered back. His eyes darted back to the wall, while he clamped his hands together.

      Drew was thankful Trillip at least had the sense to keep his voice down. Whatever his shortcomings might be as a commando, he was here and putting his life on the line. That counted for a lot.

      With any luck, Drew hoped his guess about Garantika would be right and neither Merin or Trillip would be in any real danger. Kater’s general shouldn’t be expecting a surprise attack from behind, not from the peaceful people of Rogek Shad. Whatever forces Garantika had, they should be on the bridge to defend from the real threat and target, Upala.

      He shuddered from the chill that thinking of their plan sent through him. Using Upala as the bait, the diversion. She was supposed to be invulnerable, her Manad Vhan healing would protect her from any harm.

      Yet Garantika knew that too, and he still was trying to lure her out.

      “There is a small grove of trees not far from here,” Trillip said, interrupting Drew’s thoughts.  “We can stop there to get a look ahead.”

      “Fair enough.” Drew continued on, taking a quick look over his shoulder past Trillip to check on Merin. He was glad she was here, even as he worried about the danger she was putting herself in. Merin, at least, he had seen under pressure. As much as she seemed to be missing Kad, when the action kicked up in the Under it had been Merin who often took the lead.

      Like a child that kept defying his parent, his mind crept back to Upala. He thought of her alone on the bridge, facing down whatever plan this Garantika had for her. He had reassured her that since a Rakhum could not injure her, she was in no real danger. That was no longer how it felt to Drew, even if it was probably true.

      Then there was what happened during their kiss. He could still feel the strange connection with her, his flesh actually melting into hers for a moment. The sensation, even if it had lasted only a second, was of his mind slipping off its mooring and sliding into her. Like an unsecured crate on the deck of a ship in a storm, he worried of falling into her like the sea.

      Even more troublesome was how much he wanted, even needed, to touch her again despite the danger. The power of the rasi sakta seemed to be growing despite every effort he could muster.

      The path Drew crept along turned a corner and Drew found himself in the midst of dozens of large trees, a small island of green in the browns and greys of the valley. The broad trunks of oaks pushed up through the cold dirt, their roots stretching toward the nearby river.

      The copse was deep and dense, the perfect place to hide from eyes across the river until they were ready. Just as Trillip had said.

      Drew leaned against the farthest tree, peeking around the trunk and across the swift waters. Trillip arrived a bit more noisily than Drew would have liked a few moments later, though the two shadowed guards Drew could see on the wall across the river gave no reaction.

      He watched the men walk back and forth, one disappearing down into a lower section for a time, then the other. Neither seemed to be terribly alert, and the period when both could not see the river was predictable.

      “We must be pretty close to this gulley of yours Trillip, because there seem to be more guards on this section of the wall. I think I have their rotation worked out, if we wait here about five minutes, there should be a window where we can make a break for it.”

      “Does ‘make a break for it’ mean run?” Trillip asked, earning a shoulder shrug from Merin. She was crouched against one of the trees, biting into a fruit she had picked from its branches. Drew chuckled.

      “It does, Trillip. I’m sorry I use a lot of phrases from my world, but you both seem to keep up pretty well.”

      Drew allowed his back to slide down the rough bark of the tree, sitting on the grass and looking out over the vast, empty plains with the mountains in the distance. He glanced back at his companions, two Rakhum who had been, at best, underappreciated by Upala in the past. Two vulnerable people with no sudden healing powers and little combat training. Yet they were right there with him.

      It was both inspiring and humbling.

      “You sure you want to come with us, Trillip? I mean, we couldn’t have found this gulley without you, but if the pens are as close as you say, Merin and I should be able to find them.”

      “I know I seem little more than a messenger, but I cannot sit back and let others fight this for me. I have friends, on both sides of this wall. That is why I do this, to prove to Rakhum on both sides that reunification is worth fighting for.”

      Drew nodded, thinking back to his own decision to enlist in the military. He had signed up several months before Pearl Harbor, long before America had entered what many of his friends had considered Europe’s war.

      He didn’t have to go, but he did have to go. He couldn’t just stand by. At the time he had been no more of a soldier than Trillip had.

      Silently, he hoped Trillip would see fewer dark days than Drew had.

      “And you, Merin, why did you come?”

      “You wouldn’t take Harliss,” Merin said, giving him a smirk. Somehow the gesture looked both genuine and forced to Drew.

      “Merin, I’m not going into something like this with someone I just met. I’ll admit I feel better with you here, too. You have kids, though, and they need you too. I would have understood.”

      “I know that, Drew. The fact that you would have understood is part of why I am here.” She paused, looking back over her shoulder at the distant tents of Rogek Shad. “My children are there, yes, but what would I do for them there? The truth is, Lam cries into my shoulder with sorrow I do not know how to soothe. Arix asks me questions for which I have no answers. They need a man that is no longer here, not the woman who is left behind. This--doing something--that is what I know how to do. That is how I know how to make things better.”

      Merin continued staring off into the plains beyond the trees, keeping her face turned away from Drew and Trillip.

      “Besides, I do not think I am who Arix wishes to see right now.”

      There was a lot familiar in Merin’s tone, a chord he had heard many times during those last fights with his father. Looking at her now, he saw a small glimpse of what it might be like to be on the other side of those arguments.

      “Merin,” Drew said, “I don’t know how to be a parent, but I’ve seen it done poorly. You care about your children and--”

      “Hold,” Merin said. She put one hand to her brow, looking more closely at the vast, snow-flecked plains that lay between them and the mountain ranges.

      Drew followed her gaze and saw what she was focused on.

      A dust cloud with a dark shape in the center, kicking up a great deal of snow and debris as it headed toward them. It was too far for Drew to make out what it obscured, but it was unmistakably headed in their direction at great speed.

      “Do you have dust devils on this world?” Drew asked, though he was certain this was no weather pattern. His hands itched for a weapon. A gun, a sword, a magic wand. Anything. Why had they decided not to bring anything to fight with?

      As the dark shape in the center of the cloud grew closer, its true form became clearer. Trillip gasped.

      It was a beast that reminded Drew of the elephants he had seen at the Portland Circus as a boy, but this was much larger and hairier than any creature on display in that big top. He guessed the massive tusks alone were taller than his body, huge, matted lengths of brown fur dragged on the ground of the snowy plains, raising the cloud around it. Its long trunk trumpeted a blast as it thundered toward them, Drew’s mind recalling the name from his school books. A woolly mammoth, a beast from the past now racing toward them.

      Drew peered into the approaching cloud, seeing the rider atop the mammoth. 

      Sinar.

      “Ah, shit.” Drew ran his hand over the scar on his chest, feeling the tension building inside. Back for more, at the worst possible time.

      He looked around for his options. They were few, the stone wall separated them from the river. There was only the copse of trees for cover, the massive mammoth was easily big enough to reach them in the trees. They would have to stand and fight, though he was not sure what there was to fight with.

      “I think we now know what caused those large tracks in the snow outside the lower library,” Trillip said from behind him. Drew took a quick look back, seeing the fear in the man’s eyes. 

      “Trillip, why don’t you move farther into the trees? I’m not sure what we’re going to do here, but it would be best to have a lookout. As a backup.”

      Drew hoped the man would agree, he was trying to spare his pride, but Trillip looked like someone who spent more time fighting with paperwork than with his fists.

      He breathed a sigh of relief as Trillip nodded, running back toward the darker shadows of the grove of oaks.

      Turning back toward the plains it was clear Sinar would be on them in a minute, Drew having no idea what to do.

      “A wise decision,” Merin said as she came to stand beside him. A small sword was clutched in her hand, and she looked like she knew how to use it.

      “I thought I said no weapons,” he said, wishing he had brought one too. 

      “I do not take orders from you,” Merin said, throwing him a smile. “Do you want me to put it back?”

      “No--not listening to me is a good idea. I should do it more often.”

      The ground began trembling, the thundering of the mammoth’s feet bringing it forward at impressive speed. Sinar’s eyes were visible now, as wild and passion-filled as they had been in the library. Drew saw no flames from the man though, reminding himself Upala could not produce them as well at this lower altitude.

      “Any suggestions?” Merin asked.

      Drew spread his feet wider and raised his fists, feeling foolish as he did so. He could see his pulse beating in his eyes.

      “Dodge and hope it only kills one of us?” Drew’s words were nearly drowned out by the sound of the ground’s trembling.

      There was no time for further thought as the charging beast closed the remaining distance between them.

      Each of them lunged out of the mammoth’s path in a different direction. The beast roared by him, the vibrations nearly knocking Drew off his feet. 

      Sinar leaped from his perch, crashing into Drew. The pair fell back onto the ground, Sinar’s heavy weight adding to the force of their impact on the ground.

      Drew managed to get back on his feet first, taking a moment to see if Merin was all right. He got only a glimpse of her running alongside the brown mass of the mammoth before Sinar’s fist connected with his side, doubling him over.

      He coughed, feeling his stomach recoil. Sinar stood before him with fists raised, a sneer on his dark, bearded face. What was this about?  

      There was no time for a second thought as the Manad Vhan swung a beefy arm at him and Drew twisted out of the way.

      Having recovered a bit of his breath, he felt familiar instincts firing off inside him. He was a sailor, not a soldier, but he had been in a few bar brawls with his shipmates during the war.

      If Sinar wanted a fight, he was ready to give him one.

      Another swing from Sinar at his head, Drew moved his arms to redirect the blow. He was only partially successful, the man’s huge fist connecting with his shoulder instead of its intended target, but it still hurt like hell.

      Sinar was strong. Too strong. 

      Drew managed to bring his elbow around, giving the Manad Vhan an impact to his jaw that produced a satisfying groan. The man let out a roar, Drew feeling the heat of his flames even before they appeared on Sinar’s hands.

      Shit! I guess he can produce fire here.

      Sinar raised his fists overhead, towering over Drew. Drew threw his own arms in front of his face to protect himself, just as he saw a large stone catch Sinar right in the forehead between his eyes.

      Drew turned, eyes wide with surprise as he saw Trillip. The man was standing behind him looking terrified, his hands still in the air from launching the rock.

      Sinar stood standing there with a wild look in his stare and flames still dripping from his fingers, but the big Manad Vhan was no longer looking at them. Drew followed his gaze to the left, where Merin sat atop the mammoth, her legs clinging to its neck.

      The beast pushed and thrust awkwardly with its huge bulk, sending tremors into the ground, but was unable to throw Merin off from its neck.

      She gripped her sword in both hands, staring at Sinar and  preparing to bring the blade down onto the creature’s skull.

      Sinar’s eyes went from anger to fear in an instant as he waved his flaming hands frantically.

      “No! Hold, woman! I yield!”

      Merin froze, keeping the blade poised above the beast’s head as she stared back at Sinar, her eyes looking as surprised as Drew felt.

      “Sinar!” Drew shouted. “What is it you want? Why are you attacking us? We don’t have time for this, so if you don’t cough up some answers I think you’re going to be looking for a new pet.”

      Sinar gritted his teeth for a moment, then he snuffed the flames from his hands, as if someone had blown them out like candles. “Please, please be careful. Cuvi is rare.” Sinar held his hands up as if to further show their doused state. “Unique. A singular experience, which is valuable to me.”

      Drew cast a glance in surprise up at the huge beast, the animal now motionless in response to Sinar’s hand gestures. Merin was poised on its neck, one hand still holding her sword over its furry skull.

      Drew shook his head. Sinar actually cared about something.

      He turned back to the Manad Vhan, putting on what he hoped was his most steely glare. “Start talking or you’ll have the unique experience of him being dead.”

      Merin nodded.

      “Why did you attack me in the library? What did you hope to find?” Drew demanded.

      “A route to your world. Your Earth,” Sinar said. “Yes, I am aware there is a path to it through the Under, I know. Sadly, the way to the Under is closed now. Whatever these two fools did with their squabbling seems to have corrupted the doorways to it. But the Under is merely a hub, there are direct portals and if one has the right essences one can find them.”

      “All this, just so you can die? Whatever. So, I have the right essences then? Because I am from Earth? Well you ripped a hole right through me and yet here you still are.”

      “And here you still are as well, and there might be the problem. I needed a pure essence from someone who from this world, this Earth and it would seem that is not you anymore. I received a glimpse. A taste, if you will. But you are corrupted now too. Infected, as I am sure Upala has figured out now.”

      “Rasi sakta,” Drew said with a bite to his tone, noting Merin’s eyebrows raised at the mention of the term. Great, she knew about it too?

      “Yeah, Upala told me what she knew about it. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to tell me more? Upala is still quite in the dark.”

      “Poor girl, she is quite in the dark about a lot of things. I am willing to guess her late brother Kater was too, which I will confirm once I find his fortress. Perhaps his research will have the answers I need, the direct path to your Earth. I tend to doubt it though, which means I may have to return to you.”

      Frustration knotted Drew’s stomach. The idea that this crazy Manad Vhan wanted to attack him was bad enough, but there was no way they could deal with Garantika while Sinar kept complicating things.

      “Then what’s with the mammoth charge, Sinar? It sounds like you have things to do and so do we, why go out of your way to attack me?”

      “I did not plan it. I was already heading to Nalam Wast, looking for Kater’s fortress. I happened upon you and . . .”

      “And what?” Drew sighed. This was taking too long, but Sinar was too much of a wildcard to leave on his own. Drew needed to know he was off the table.

      “I saw an opportunity. The essence route back to Earth may not be inside you, or perhaps I just need to look harder. With a cooler head, I fear now I may not be able to extract what I need without your cooperation. Your resistance is disruptive.”

      “Drew, the sun. It is almost down,” Merin called. The mammoth had sat, the tall woman still astride its neck with her blade atop its head. Cuvi snorted but made no other action.

      Drew sighed. If there was no taking Sinar off the table, he’d have to try and put him in his pocket instead.

      “Listen, Sinar, we’re on a clock here. We’re in a bit of a conflict with the Rakhum of Nalam Wast--”

      “Already? This girl, Upala, is not much for diplomacy.”

      “Yes, already. She’s several miles up the river about to walk into an obvious trap. I know the Rakhum can’t hurt her, but as you can see, occasionally we ‘quicklifes’ can surprise you.” Drew cocked his head in Merin’s direction. “So, I will make you a deal. You help us free the Rogek Shad prisoners in Nalam Wast and get Upala back safely, and you can do whatever you need to do with me. Willingly. You can find all the essence you need.”

      “Drew!” Merin yelled from atop the mammoth. “You cannot mean that.”

      Drew stared back at Sinar, who chewed at his bottom lip through his beard. “Maybe I’ll heal, maybe I won’t. But the Rogek Shad people will be free and Upala will be safe. That’s enough for me.”

      “But Drew, he wants to travel to your homeland!”

      “Merin, if Sinar wants to die then let him die. He’s no threat to Earth, I was with Kater there and he nearly died just climbing up Everest. He couldn’t even light a match for his pipe without my help.”

      “I accept your terms,” Sinar said, one hand running through the braids in his hair.

      Drew wondered how long it had been since the man had needed to negotiate with anyone.

      “Well, I’m not done giving you my terms, Sinar. I want two more things. Number one is no killing. There’s a lot of distrust and anger here over what Kater and Upala have done in the past, the last thing these people need to see is another Manad Vhan torching soldiers and guards.”

      “Hmm. It will make things more challenging, and that has an interest of its own. What is the second condition?”

      Drew narrowed his eyes at Sinar.

      “Before you stick that hand of yours in me, you’re going to give me some answers. About the rasi sakta and the Manad Vhan. Do we have a deal?”

      “Would you ask your female Rakhum to dismount Cuvi?”

      “Her name is Merin, and no, she will not. You agree, and you send Cuvi away. Then we head in and we work this my way. You keep me happy and I’ll give you all the willing essence-time you need.”

      Sinar drew a breath in deeply and let it out, rubbing the top of his head. He then smiled at Drew and shrugged.

      “For a thousand years I have waited, I can wait one day more. You have my assistance and knowledge from now until sunset tomorrow. Then you belong to me.”

      Gritting his teeth, Drew smiled back. One day might be all he needed.
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      Upala walked alone along the banks of the Umbuk River, passing by the outskirts of Rogek Shad, the last tents and huts like dried up grass at the edge of a dying field. She had made no eye contact with any of the Rakhum who had looked at her as she departed their village on her way to secure the release of their kin, keeping her eyes cast down on the dirt of the road.

      The bridge was up ahead, a simple construction of stone, yet older than any other structure in the valley. A permanent landmark to the Rakhum of both villages, as constant the mountains which surrounded them. 

      No more than a hundred feet across, it had come to serve as a defensive chokepoint after the walls had gone up and the separate communities of Nalam Wast and Rogek Shad had become formal. It was always manned by a platoon of guards on either side, each staring at the other with the swift deadly waters of the Umbuk underneath them, the divide between the peoples becoming as deep and cold as the water.

      There were no guards in front of the bridge now, and no bodies to explain what had happened to them. Upala assumed Garantika’s forces had overrun and captured them, or perhaps they had fallen in defense of Rogek Shad and the bodies had been disposed of. Along with the men and women who died in Kater’s attack on her library and the assault on the lower library, the count of bodies on her conscience was mounting.

      Somewhere ahead of her, Drew, Merin, and Trillip sought to free the captured citizens. Drew and Merin had seemed confident of their plan, especially when Trillip had come forward with information about the layout of Nalam Wast. Still, Upala was afraid to hope for their success. She would stall Garantika as long as she could while she waited for Drew’s signal, but there was a part of her that wanted to be on that bridge, in front of the Rakhum of both communities, and be judged for her crimes.

      Thoughts of Drew brought a pang to her heart, one that was strong and physical enough to stop her in mid-step. She could feel the fire of passion run through her, longing for his touch even as they had both seen how dangerous that touch could be. Drew, the man who helped her as she explored a new understanding of herself and her role in the world. Now a man who was consumed by the rasi sakta and mysteriously altered as well.

      More crimes on her ledger.

      The sun was approaching the western mountains as she grew close to the bridge. Through the dim light of the evening she could see three figures waiting on the center span, the smaller center figure dwarfed by the two massive bodies alongside. Her heart beat even faster. Not for her safety, but for fear of Garantika’s intentions.

      She took her first steps onto the stone bridge. As the Umbuk River raged below her, she felt the solidity of the structure which had stood since even before she and Kater had come to the region. Built by Rakhum and once the center of their joined community, the only remaining relic of a time before her influence had helped break these people apart.

      With a few more steps the three figures became clear. A small man stood in the center, his legs in a wide stance as if he planned to ride the bridge like a stone mount. His arms were folded in judgment. While he was not obese, he was nearly as wide as he was tall, which made him look to Upala like a sturdy box clad in bright metal armor.

      Bearded like many male Rakhum, his dark facial hair was long and streaked with gray, sufficient enough to cover the top of the crest on his breastplate. He wore a metal helm with red plumage on the top. His left hand held a sword while the right held an ax. His dark eyes were barely visible through his squashed face, but she could feel the anger in his stare all the same. She had never seen this man, but she knew of him by reputation and description.

      Kater’s loyal general and advisor, one of the few Rakhum her brother had ever trusted.

      Garantika, now apparently the leader of Nalam Wast.

      Flanking Garantika on either side were two Yeti. Each were clad in the traditional, primitive Yeti armor of tanned beast hides that had been wrapped around the giant creatures, appearing to be more for ceremony than protection. The Yeti looked identical to one another save for the color of their fur and the crystals growing out of their shoulders. The sight of those crystals reminded her of the countless deceased Yeti she had experimented on in the past, harvesting the valuable crystals which allowed passage through the magical portals.

      Beyond Garantika and the Yeti, a crowd had gathered at the edge of the Nalam Wast side of the bridge. Upala could make out little detail in the shadows of the approaching evening, but she could see a mix of what looked like military uniforms as well as civilians.

      A pit grew in her stomach as she gazed back at the two Yeti that flanked Garantika. Eyes she had only previously seen lifeless glared back at her. Inside the beasts’ massive chests beat hearts like the ones she had dissected, but never known. On the table, they had been experiments and resources to be harvested.

      The Yeti towered over Garantika, more than twice his height  yet did not overshadow him. The small man had a presence to him that made even the bridge fade away from her senses as she approached.

      He smiled a grin devoid of joy, white teeth showing through his beard.

      “I had heard rumors that you had returned, yet now I am not sure it is really you, longlife.” He spat this perversion of Kater’s favorite slur for the Rakhum at her. “If you are here, you must care about the people of Rogek Shad. Tell me, where is the real Upala?”

      Upala set her jaw and ground her teeth together. Being close to Kater had allowed Garantika to pick up some of her brother’s sarcasm.

      “I am here for the people you have taken, Garantika.” She made sure her voice carried clearly across the bridge. There was no seeing who was in earshot on the other side. It could be the people of Nalam Wast, Rogek Shad or both. Either way, they needed to hear her sincerity. “To secure their release, I am willing to negotiate.”

      Garantika laughed, his amusement sounding like strength. He seemed so confident, a new spark of fear built inside her. Could he know of their plan?

      “You will negotiate, eh? Kater said you were soft and I often argued we should use tactics such as this against you. Your brother, unfortunately, was a man who liked his own imaginations better than those of others. That he is finally gone is an improvement.”

      “What are you doing, Garantika? My brother and I both have crimes to answer for, and I am here to take responsibility for them. But you have committed crimes of your own. Lives of your fellow Rakhum taken.”

      She took one step forward, watching the reaction of the Yeti. They did not move, their eyes trained on the small man in front of them.

      There was now an unease to how they looked at him, how they held themselves still. They were there, but Upala suspected there may be limits on what they were there to do. While she knew Yeti to be capable of great violence, they often seemed to avoid it where possible.

      “Unless,” she added, “you only consider the people of Nalam Wast to be your own people. Unless the lives of Rakhum on this side of the Umbuk have less value to you.”

      He tried to hide it, but Upala could see that got a reaction from the man. Inside the helm his nostrils flared, his right hand gripped his sword a little tighter.

      “I am a Rakhum. Rogek Shad, Nalam Wast,” he spat the names out. “Creations of you and your brother. Perversions of what we used to be, before you Manad Vhan came with your magic and your immortality. I would see the true Rakhum restored once again, I would see reunification!” 

      He struck the stone in front of him with the sword, sending sparks flying. They scattered across the bridge, their heat dissipating on impact. He stepped closer to her, looking up into her eyes. The anger was there, but so was the confidence. 

      “To reunify, there must be no more Manad Vhan. There must be no more of you and your brother. You thought yourselves untouchable, immortal. You cannot be harmed, you cannot die. What could insects like me do to you? I watched Kater misuse us and stood beside him, for only from there could I place the knife in him when it was time to do so. That the same blade now cuts even one of my own people is a pall on my heart, a burn on my soul.”

      Garantika’s anger ripped through Upala like a cold wind, freezing the water of her guilt to ice, paralyzing her in this moment. A trial she likely deserved to face.

      “Yet I soothe that burn with the knowledge that each Rakhum death brings us closer to the end, closer to fruition of a plan that has been in place for generations. Spanning the centuries, we have slowly worked, chipping away at the foundations of the twin statues that towered above us. Like termites, we ate at the wood and now finally now our agent and I are the ones tapped by destiny to bring you both to where you must go.”

      Though the passion of his oratory had built to a crescendo there was no cheer from the assembled men and women behind Garantika. They each stood still as statues while he focused his intense gaze on her.

      Their agent? Was that who had killed the guards in her library with such skill and proficiency?

      “To bring you and your people, my good Upala, to the end they deserve. To end the existence of one or two Manad Vhan is not enough. For our ancestors and for our children, we must cleanse this world of you all.”

      Upala found herself looking out of the corner of her eye to the sky, hoping to see Drew’s signal.

      Her fear continued to grow as she stood before Garantika, who continued to grin at her, as if every movement she and Drew made had been preordained.
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        * * *

      

      Drew walked hunched over through the shadowed streets of Nalam Wast, Trillip just ahead of him. All around them, the single-story stone buildings rose like darkened tombstones, their interiors as silent as the rest of the city seemed to be. Only the light of the twilight allowed them to find their way, though Drew could see the far-off yellow glow of flames to the north. Torches on the bridge, he supposed, where Upala waited for them to pull this off. 

      “Are you sure we are going the right way?” he whispered to Trillip. “Shouldn’t there be someone out here?”

      “Kater had a curfew at sundown.” Trillip’s reply was quieter than before, he was learning. “It seems Garantika has kept it in place.”

      “But we are going the right way?” Merin’s voice came from behind Drew.

      She was walking alongside Sinar, who continued to have an amused grin as if this was all just a joke. Drew didn’t like having him there, but it was better than not knowing what the Manad Vhan was doing.

      “Yes,” Trillip spoke slightly louder, but still his tone was low.  “I have a friend in Nalam Wast, Jarkonten. He trades me grain sometimes, the grain warehouse is the only place in the city that would be big enough to hold this group inside.”

      “Jarkonten?” Sinar let out a laugh, soft but still too loud. “The Rakhum males of this region have the most complex names I have seen in my travels. Most humorous.”

      “Good sir, Rakhum men adopt a new syllable each decade of their life.” Trillip’s tone was offended. “I myself am giving great thought to my upcoming--”

      “Maybe discuss this later, Trillip,” Drew said, cutting him off. “I see a large building ahead, is that it?”

      The street Trillip had led them down culminated in a dead end, the single-story structure at the end was easily four times the size of the other buildings. 

      “Yes. I am sure that is it.”

      Drew knelt, peering through the low light at the building. It had two large, hinged stone doors in the center of its long front, with no windows he could see or any other markings. The roof was similar to the other structures in area, wooden and angled to deposit accumulated snow behind them. Like all the other streets they had seen in Nalam Wast, this one was deserted.

      “No guards,” Merin said, creeping closer to him. “Why would they not guard this?”

      “They did not expect you?” Sinar asked quietly. “The Rakhum here seem timid, even for them.”

      Perhaps he was correct, but Drew’s instincts told him something was wrong here. This could be the wrong building after all, or maybe it was a set up.

      Frustrated, he supposed it didn’t matter. They didn’t have another plan and Upala was waiting for them. He couldn’t let her down. He looked back, past Merin to Sinar, who was still standing as if nothing was at stake.

      “Sinar, you take one side of that door. I’ll take the other. When I give you the nod, we push.”

      Sinar chuckled. “Sure, little Drew. I will open doors for you. Just remember what you will do for me.”

      Drew nodded, returning Sinar’s toothy grin with one of his own. Yeah, I’ll remember. Get me what I need here, and you can have what you want, you bastard. 

      Thus far, his deal with this particular devil was holding. If it got back Upala and Merin’s people, it would be worth it. 

      He crept toward the door in the dwindling twilight, the long shadows rendering the building nearly black. Sinar walked to the other side, while Merin and Trillip stayed kneeling a few feet away. He put his hands on the stone door. It was cool, and smoothly polished. Putting even a little pressure on it caused it to move slightly but silently on its hinges. It was well made and well cared for.

      Drew counted to three in his head, nodded to Sinar and pushed. The doors swung inward easily, the heavy stone slabs gliding on their hinges with little effort. Trillip and Merin rushed forward, the foursome entering the building as a group.

      The interior was so dark it was nearly pitch black. It smelled strongly of grain, and Drew could feel fibrous material under his feet, the parts of the room with enough light to see looked empty.

      Drew cursed himself that he had not grabbed a lantern, wishing he still had his flashlight from the pack he left in the Under.

      There was a low cough toward the shadowed back of the space, followed by a moan. Two different voices, both from the rear of the warehouse.

      A small spark of hope lit inside him. The hostages were here, they had a chance to pull this off after all. With Merin on his left and Trillip on his right, he inched forward.

      The coughing continued, but the moans stopped. They were deeper into the warehouse now, the remnants of grain crunching under their feet.

      As his eyes adjusted to the light he could see faint shapes in the darkness in front of them, shadows that slowly formed into bodies, dozens of them.

      All standing, walking towards them. 

      Shit! It was a set up! 

      “Drew!” Merin shouted, her mind making the same connection.

      He whirled around to run for the door, Merin, and Trillip moving to do the same as the lights came up. Lanterns sprung to life all around them, revealing not Rogek Shad prisoners, but armored men and women of Nalam Wast, brandishing swords and axes.

      Drew heard the sound of the heavy stone doors closing behind them, slamming shut their only hope of escape.

      Looking behind him, he saw at least ten more armed figures had entered from the street before closing off their exit.

      Drew and Merin stared helplessly at each other as the mob advanced on them. Drew balled his fists in anger. He had played right into Garantika’s hands. Instead of getting Upala leverage they could all now be used against her.

      In frustration he looked for Sinar, his mind scrambling for options. Maybe they could use his Manad Vhan abilities to get out of this. Perhaps it could be done without anyone being killed. 

      Sinar was nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      Upala stood before Garantika while covered in shadow, the night having engulfed the sky. Clouds obscured the moon, leaving the only sources of light the torches in the gathered crowd and the glowing red crystals from the Yetis’ backs. It had been far too long, the signal from Drew was not coming.

      Garantika smiled at her, leaving Upala feeling like her thoughts were somehow exposed to the man. 

      “You look as if you wait for a sign, my lady? Perhaps you wait for your companions who went ahead of you, farther down the river? Those who hoped to free the prisoners? Well, I should allow you to see them again then.”

      He clapped his hands, and Upala could see through the dark a large mass of bodies entering the bridge from Nalam Wast. Even before she saw their faces, she knew what they would show. As they stepped into the light, it revealed the downcast expressions of Drew, Merin, and Trillip, each bound and gagged and surrounded by guards with blades to their throats. She breathed a small sigh in the knowledge that they were alive. Perhaps she could still bargain for their safety. 

      Drew’s eyes met hers for a moment, then cast down. He was ashamed, as if the failure here today was his. She ached to run to him, to take him in her arms and explain.

      To let just one person see her for who she was trying to be, rather than who she had been.

      Surrounding them was a vanguard of men and women, all armed and wearing clothing similar to Garantika. Blue robes covered with polished metal armor, helms covering their faces. She counted at least forty of them, outfitted in no garb she could associate with Nalam Wast. Garantika’s grin grew wider as he cast his arms wide.

      “For the past thousand years, we Rakhum have climbed for you, built for you, and dug for you. You and your accursed brother, both frantically searching the archives of the great Manad Vhan hero, searching for hints and clues that might aid you if the Dragons returned. Each of you in your own Manad Vhan way, obsessed with the Dragons.”

      “Garantika, if you will assure the safety of--”

      He took a step forward toward her, cutting over her voice with his booming oratory.

      “Yet you forgot your own history, the very history you were forcing us to uncover for you. Millenia ago, the Dragons created and subjugated the Manad Vhan, yet in time you rose up against them. You could not kill them, but you found a way to defeat them all the same. Now, the cycle repeats. In a plan that has spanned generations, we will see this world purged of you.”

      Like a fog burning away in the sun, it all became frustratingly clear to Upala. She and Kater had been maneuvered into position, like cattle. Getting her brother to attack her, then somehow using their own Manad Vhan lore to trigger the portals in her Library, sending them all into another world.

      “You--you caused the translation of my library into the Under.”

      “It took hundreds of years to arrange,” Garantika laughed.  “Through our agent we engineered Kater’s assault that put both of you in the same location, so we could attempt to translate you away. If we had known your brother would be so easy to manipulate, we might have tried it generations ago.”

      For generations they had been working on this? The concept of parent passing down to child not only the anger, but the detailed plans against her and her brother was difficult to absorb.

      Yet all around her, in the eyes of Merin as well as the people of Nalam Wast, was the proof that it had been deserved.

      Whole families of Rakhum living their lives hating Kater, hating her. These emotions had become part of their culture. Looking at the assembled crowd behind Garantika, standing on the bridge that separated two peoples who were once one, Merin’s words and anger echoed back to her, chaining her down.

      The guilt was like an avalanche, racing down Ish Rav Partha and covering her in an impossible weight of her own creation.

      What had been done to these people was profoundly wrong, and if Kater was not here to take his share of the responsibility, Upala would have to do it for both of them, and for the people who had suffered under her.

      “What is it you wish then, Garantika? I-I deny nothing you accuse me of. I see that now. We both deserved the ire of Rakhum from both Nalam Wast and Rogek Shad. I only wish to secure the release of those loyal to me, these three here, as well as the people you have taken. If each Rakhum death is a wound upon you, then wound yourself no longer. Leave these people and I will submit to your judgment.”

      The man stared up at her for a moment, then nodded. He turned, making a motion to one of the assembled members of his group. A stout woman walked over, Upala seeing the scowl in her eyes through her helm as she approached.

      “Prethil, take charge of the three prisoners. Once our ceremony with Upala is complete, you will take them back to Rogek Shad. Unharmed.”

      Ceremony?

      The woman nodded, turning on one heel and walking formally back to stand next to Merin.

      The small action was a relief, at least their lives would be spared. She worried for Drew and the mysteries of rasi sakta that she had been unable to uncover, but she had hopes Merin might be able to find a treatment for the man. Her heart ached that she might not see him again, her body cried out for one last touch from him, but she had a higher responsibility and held her passions in check.

      “Thank you, Garantika,” she said. “And my people?”

      “You speak of the people of Rogek Shad as if they were your possessions. Half of the citizens will be released in the morning,” he said. “The other half once I have met with the leaders of Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast. They must prepare for what is coming.”

      Garantika turned to the Yeti on his left, bowing deeply. “Cred rocha,” he said to the huge beast, his voice taking a guttural tone.

      The Yeti grunted in unison, clearly understanding the man’s words. Garantika then turned away from her as the Yetis placed large, furred hands on her shoulders, grasping her firmly.

      It would be easy to escape. Even if she could not access her fire at this altitude, she had other abilities at her disposal and neither the Rakhum nor the Yeti could harm her.

      It would be easy, but her life had been about what had been easy and the pit in her stomach was the result.

      The anger that burned Garantika’s eyes was present in the Rakhum that had served her as well. The countless men and women who had worked for her without her ever knowing them, sacrificed for her without ever being acknowledged. Even the Yeti, she had dissected and studied them, harvested and discarded. 

      Drew may have helped open the door of her morality, but now she swung it open of her own volition. As long as it meant the freedom of the people Garantika had taken, she would accept any punishment on behalf of herself and her brother. It was only just.

      “Upala of the Manad Vhan,” Garantika’s voice boomed from his chest, carrying across the bridge and over the noise of the river, “I release you into the custody of these Yeti, who have asked for you in return for their assistance with our plans.”

      She hung her head as a mixture of guilt and dread crept through her. All the regret she might have would not change her past, and whatever fate awaited her, she deserved.

      “While it is true they cannot cause you harm, they are more lore wise than you know, and they will subdue you until we have brought our plans to fruition. Until we, the lowly Rakhum, bring about the end of not just you but all Manad Vhan.”

      All Manad Vhan? Upala felt a new fear run up her spine like a tremor. Garantika spoke so confidently, and now threatened the whole of her people. Could he really threaten the City of Sands? Neither she nor Kater had even found the location of the city which supposedly was home to the rest of her kind.

      “What can kill a god?” Garantika fixed her with his stare. “None but those who made them. Even now our agent crosses the boundaries of worlds, walking upon the very soil of Sirapothi itself! There she will retrace the steps of your great hero Orami Feram and return to undo his final works. Unlock the seals that bind the very creatures that made you and nearly drove you to extinction.”

      What was Garantika talking about? They had her--she would take the blame!

      He lifted his arms over his head, his expression one of pure joy.

      “We will do nothing less than release the Dragons from their prisons in the mountains around us, returning your creators to complete your race’s destruction!”

      Release the Dragons? Panic began to push through Upala, running through her veins like blood. They could not possibly have the knowledge, the capacity to release the Fears! Who were these people?

      As they Yeti began to push her forward, she forced down every instinct that cried to use her power to free herself. Drew, Merin and the people of Rogek Shad were depending on her.

      Garantika pulled off his helm and threw it to the stone ground of the bridge, where it bounced and rolled to Upala’s feet. Behind him, in unison, the dozens of men and women did the same. Marked upon all of their foreheads she could see the same symbol, a white triangle.

      As the Yeti led her away, Garantika began to lead the group in a chant, the happiness and anger in their voices mixing into one.

      “Guard the Line!” he shouted.

      “We have kept it secret!”

      “Honor the Line!”

      “For the Line is long!”

      “Trust the Line!” 

      “It will end our suffering!” 

      Garantika peered into Upala’s eyes as the Yeti walked her past him, speaking in a voice low enough for only her to hear.

      “Fear my daughter’s return. For she is the End of the Line.”
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      Nima raced along the network of thin floating poles that made up the Caenola docks, struggling to keep up with Tanira. Ahead of her, Tanira ran along the wooden structure as if she had been borne to it, her pace frantic as if she were driven by some unforgiving taskmaster.

      All of Caenola’s harbor was built like this, a crisscrossed mesh of long, thin poles floating on the water with canoes and catamarans tied to them.

      There were also the mistwhales, who Val explained created the fog that enshrouded the harbor and were now a source of strange cow-like noises that Nima found it hard not to giggle at as they drifted in from the mist.

      Beyond them in the shadows, Val waited, hopping back and forth between two mooring poles while scanning the dark for guards.

      He had assured both Nima and Tanira that the docks were rarely guarded this time of night, yet he seemed nervous all the same. Nima supposed it would only take one cry of alarm for their entire plan to be sunk.

      Reaching Val with her chest heaving from the exertion, Nima  fought to keep her balance as she kept one foot on yet another long wooden pole floating in the ocean. Her other boot found a steadier surface as she placed it in the thin canoe Val was untying from its mooring.

      Right next to her, the large eye of the mistwhale stared back at her in the moonlight, looking like a dinner plate put on its side. The canoe Val was working to untie was attached to the massive, roundish creature by ropes and nets, a matching canoe on the other side of the beast.

      Nima could not tell if the mistwhale was happy or nervous, but the fog erupting from its many pores was only making things harder. The ropes and wood she stood on were damp and slippery, and visibility was becoming poor.

      “No sign of the guards,” Tanira whispered. “Near as I can determine through this fog.”

      Tanira also balanced on one pole as it floated in the water, though she made it look much easier than Nima was finding it. She supposed balance might be part of her knight’s training.

      “The rope is fighting me a bit,” Val said, wrestling with a knot. “Zel is better with these lines than I. There, I almost have the canoe secured.”

      Nima thought the strange craft looked a lot like a hat for the roundish shape of the whale. Two wooden canoes were attached, one on each side of the whale’s head. Or body? To Nima, the body and head seemed to be the same thing. Val had already swum around the beast and secured the canoe on the far side.

      “Done,” he said, leaping in. He held out a hand to Nima, who took it as he helped her onboard. His hand was warm despite the night air. The canoe platform was narrow, but more stable than Nima had expected.

      With a quick vault, Tanira deftly leaped from her pole across the water, landing in the canoe as if it were meters wide.

      “Show off,” Nima whispered with a smile.

      Tanira grinned and shrugged, quickly taking a seat at the rear of the craft.

      “Haste, Val,” Tanira said. “The guards will return soon.”

      “I still don’t see the point of guards if no one will fight,” Nima muttered.

      Val knelt forward, the crystal on his head pulsing. After a moment, the blue crystal on the front of the mistwhale pulsed in time with Val’s. Nima felt a thrust from behind, and they quickly pushed away from the structure of poles and lines. In front of them only the moon reflecting on the sea’s horizon.

      “I do not understand how this is going to work,” Val said. His crystal continued to pulse, the whale’s matching. Nima had worried Val might need to focus on guiding the creature, but he seemed to be able to speak as well.

      “Trust in Nima,” Tanira said from behind her. “It is a good plan.”

      “Well, thank you, but it isn’t a plan,” Nima said. “It is an idea. We’ll need to come up with a plan when we get there.”

      “How will we do this?” Val asked. Nima watched him place one hand outside the wood of the canoe, dragging it absently in the water. Nima could smell the salt of the sea stronger here, the mist from the waves mingling with the fog coming from the many holes atop the whale.

      “These Thartark don’t expect you to do anything like this,” Nima said. “So, I don’t think they will have any lookouts or guards. No one has ever stood up to them. I’m hoping we can stay off shore on this whale here.” She rubbed the skin of the whale, it felt like wet leather, reminding her of a sow left out in the rain. “We can watch them from there and maybe find a weakness.”

      “That might be logical,” Val said. “It is hard to think in such ways.”

      “Don’t forget,” Nima said with a laugh, “we have a knight with us. The Thartark cannot stand against that!”

      Nima grinned and looked back at Tanira. The woman looked off into the distance for a moment before a small smile crossed her face, though her eyes did not seem to share the emotion.

      The mistwhale surged tirelessly out into the ocean, setting a breakneck pace for what felt like hours.

      Nima had quickly moved to the bow of their small canoe. The waves crashed upon the front of the vessel, sending sprays of foam and seawater into her face, Nima laughing with delight each time.

      The dark slowly gave way to light, the horizon growing brighter as the whale surged on. Nima gasped as the sun crested above the waves for the first time, a ball of flame rising over the rolling azure sea.

      The sky was nearly as blue as the water, no land or vessel in sight other than their own. The wind blew through her hair as the foam from the waves danced upon her smiling cheeks.

      This was where she needed to be, at the forefront of the adventure. It was glorious.

      She looked over her shoulder at her companions, Val smiling back. It was a small grin, but it was getting bigger each time she peeked back at him. For a time, his view was locked back on Caenola, Val seeming certain that an angry army of fishermen would show up in pursuit. Judging by what they had seen of Val’s people, both she and Tanira had thought that possibility unlikely. With Val as an exception, the people of Caenola seemed to have little initiative.

      “Too willing to accept their lot, too fearful of danger to change it,” Tanira had said. Nima had seen plenty of Westerners judge her own people and their culture, yet it was hard to disagree with Tanira.

      The knight had stayed at the back of the canoe, at times peppering Val with questions about the mistwhale and the island of the Thartark, other times remaining quiet and practicing her vow of the Line. For the past hour, she had been peering into the water with one of her blades in her hand.

      She suddenly thrust the blade into the water, pulling it back with a fish impaled on its tip.

      Nima clapped, Tanira standing steadily on the canoe’s rocking surface for a mock bow. The pink-and-green fish wriggled at the end of her weapon, its length as long as her arm.

      “That is a good trick!” Val said as Tanira sat. She removed the fish from her weapon, dropping it on the deck where it flopped and wriggled.

      “I have been watching them. This kind, they come to the surface often. I have been waiting to see if I could catch one. It is a shame I have no fire with which to cook it.”

      “Cooked fish?” Val asked, making a disgusted face. “I can’t imagine eating a fish cooked. Sea greens of course, but not fish.”

      “Fish were rare in my village,” Nima said. “There was no river nearby, and I have never had ocean fish. I’ve never even seen an ocean!”

      “Neither have I,” Tanira said. “There is lore that my world has them, but I have not seen them, nor do I know any who have.”

      “Yet you have spoken of climbing great mountains, of seeing the whiteness atop them,” Val said. “All I have ever known is the sea, the great forest and the caves on the lower mountain.”

      For a time, they spoke of the various landscapes of their worlds, the conversation slowly drifting away along with the clouds in the sky.

      Val moved to the center of the canoe and spent time with his hands on the whale’s side, whispering something too low for Nima to hear.

      “What are you doing, Val?”

      She noticed that his crystal was pulsing, the light increasing and falling in steady intervals.

      “I am communicating with the whale,” he said. “Keeping it on course, assuring it that all will be well.”

      “You can talk to it with your mind?”

      “Something like that,” Val said. “I can hear its thoughts, and it can hear mine. It is something some of my people can do, but only with the mistwhales.”

      Nima wondered what it must be like to be able to hear another’s thoughts in her head. Sometimes she thought she knew what Pasang or Drew had been thinking, but to truly communicate without speaking seemed amazing.

      Tanira went back to looking out across the ocean from the rear of their craft, her mouth moving as she traced her tattoo with one hand, her other gripping her silver knife.

      As the sunset gave way to the dim purple of the evening, Nima noticed a new light on the horizon. At first it bobbed and flowed, sometimes visible and other times not. After a few minutes it became persistent, a thin point of yellow light that seemed to go straight up into the sky.

      “The Pillar,” Val said. He had crept close to Nima and was peering over her shoulder. She could feel his breath on the back of her ear. “I have only heard tales of it.”

      “What is it?” Nima asked, staring at the sight. It seemed to be a tower of light, unwavering as it split the sky and headed to the stars. The horizon was now too dark to see its origin. Val shifted even closer to her as he allowed Tanira more room at the back of the canoe.

      “It marks the island of the Thartark,” Val said. “I have dreamed of it often, wondering what it might truly look like.”

      “Did the Thartark construct it?” Tanira asked from behind them. “Is it some sort of beacon to guide their ships?”

      “No,” Val said. “It is a mystery to them as well. They have named it the Pillar, but they do not know where it came from or why it exists. There is a small peak at the top of their island and it emanates from there.”

      “This small peak?” Tanira asked. “Does it have a name? Do you know if they have climbed it?”

      Nima was intrigued by the idea of climbing the mountain. A mountain with a beam of light at the top! It was a shame that their mission to recover the Scrye would likely keep them from doing so.

      “They have not climbed it,” Val said. “They fear it greatly and believe it is the doorway to their underworld. It is odd to me that they would draw such a connection to light, but the sun and the heat of their island burns them without the oil they need from us. They do seem to favor the night.”

      “Sessgrenimath,” Tanira whispered, her tone reverent. She frowned as Nima and Val looked at her questioningly. “Related to my quest,” she said, looking down at the floor of the canoe. “I can speak no more of it.”

      “How do you know all of this?” Nima asked Val.

      “I asked the Thartark emissary when last I guided one,” Val said.

      “I am impressed!” Nima clapped Val’s hand, which rested on her shoulder. She held it there for a moment before releasing. “That is much bolder than most of your people.”

      “Thank you.” Val smiled. “I was just curious, so I decided to ask him. It gave me a little hope to learn that there is something the Thartark fear.”

      “They will fear more than that after we are done!” Nima said, striking the side of the canoe for emphasis. “They will fear you!”

      She waited, expecting Tanira to join her in her boast, but she did not. Looking back, she saw Tanira had moved back to the rear of the boat and was again reciting her vow of the Line, slowly tracing the tattoo on her forehead in the dim light of the Pillar.

      “I hope so,” Val said. “It is hard to imagine what will happen if we succeed. If we recover the Scrye from them, it could show my people that the Thartark are not invincible. The elders might be open to new ideas, even resistance.”

      “We will see tomorrow,” Nima said.

      Val’s hope was palpable, and it ran through her as well. She was coursing through the sea, on a boat tied to a whale, in the company of a knight and a brave man. It was the adventure she had hoped for, a story worthy of her grandfather and his books.

      There was one doubt growing in her, but it was one she did not want to listen to. She could feel it in the strange silences Tanira was starting to effect, in the darkness around the light of the Pillar. More than anything else, she could feel it in the press of the waves as they went by, bringing them ever closer to their goal.

      She had no idea how they would steal back the Scrye from the Thartark.

      When that goal presented itself, with luck she would see a route to it. As Val’s hand rested on her own, she felt strong. She could only hope that strength would lead them all together to the summit, and not into a crevasse.
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        * * *

      

      Nima woke to the sound of Val’s shouting. She was not sure what he was saying, and she could not recall falling asleep. Her last memory was looking at the light of the Pillar while the waves crashed over her, Val sitting next to her and doing the same.

      It was dawn now, and the brightness of the light hurt her eyes. She squinted into the spray of the sea, seeing a small, dark shape on the horizon. The island of the Thartark! Her heart quickened at the sight of it, even as a small blur on the distance. Val shouted again, words she did not understand. Struggling into a sitting position, she turned around to look behind her.

      Val was stroking the side of the mistwhale, shouting strange words into what might have been its ears. The crystal on his head glowed a steady bright red, the beast’s own crystal now matching the hue. Past him she could see Tanira standing at the stern, staring off to Nima’s left. She followed the knight’s gaze and the reason for Val’s shouting became clear.

      Pushing through the waves, much closer to them than the island, was a sailing vessel. It was larger than any of the fishing boats or mistwhale-led craft Nima had seen at Caenola. The gray sails were cast full in the wind, and she could make out thin, shadowed forms moving around the deck. Thartark she would guess, at least a dozen of them.

      Her heart began to pound.

      “Val!” she shouted. She didn’t need confirmation on her theory, she could see her answer in his dark eyes. “Can we outrun them?” As she asked the question, her mind was flooded with complications. Even if they could, where would they go? Back to Caenola?

      Val gritted his teeth, turning toward Nima and away from the whale for a moment. “Not if they stay with the wind! We’ve got to get the whale on a course that pits the winds against them.”

      “That would lead us away from the island!” Tanira shouted from the rear of the canoe. Her blades were out, though Nima couldn’t imagine what use they would be. Perhaps they brought her strength.

      Val was focused on the whale, and the beast’s course slowly turned away from the island and the approaching ship, heading into the wind.

      The breeze and spray whipped into Nima’s face, but she barely noticed. Her attention was on Tanira, blades in hand and eyes wide. A chill ran down her spine, the same chill she often experienced in the Khumbu Icefall, just before an avalanche.

      Something was wrong here, something more than the Thartark.

      “If you can hold this course, Val, you will escape them?” Tanira asked, her eyes intense as they fell on Nima. Her jaw was clenched, her hands trembling as they held her blades.

      Val rubbed both of his hands on the whale, the creature bellowing and leaking mist from the effort.

      “Yes,” he huffed. “I do not know where we will go, but as long as we keep the wind in our face we can outrun them.”

      Nima watched as a darkness came over Tanira’s face. She took a step forward, the sun glinting off the blades held in her shaking hands.

      “Stop the whale,” she said to Val.

      Val took a quick look back at Tanira in the aft of the boat, but kept his hands on the whale while shaking his head.

      “What?” he cried, “That is madness! They will capture us, all will be lost!”

      Nima gasped, not wanting to believe what she was seeing. Tanira stepped to the center of the boat, menace in her voice.

      “Stop the whale, Valaen, or I will have to kill you.”

      Nima stared at Tanira, just a few feet of canoe now separating them. Kill him? What was she saying? Her heart began to pound in her chest, her mind struggling to understand what was happening.

      The seas chopped and bounced as the mistwhale labored against the winds at Val’s urging. He still had both hands on the whale, his red crystal brilliant with light. “Nima!” Val shouted over the spray. “What do I do?”

      Nima took an unsteady step toward Tanira. The woman looked at ease balanced on the moving platform of the canoe. Her smile was gone, the light in her eyes that Nima had found so charming was out. She could see only darkness now, darkness and a determined clenching of teeth. 

      “Tanira,” Nima said. She was forced into a half-crouch, holding on to the sides of the canoe as she advanced slowly. “I don’t know what’s going on, but let’s talk about this. I’m sure you don’t mean you’ll kill Val.”

      “I guard the Line,” Tanira said flatly, as if that was an answer. “Stop the whale.”

      “Don’t stop, Val,” Nima said, taking another crouched step forward. She wished Drew were here, he might know what to say. Talking was her only chance, she couldn’t hope to fight a trained knight when she could barely keep herself in the boat. “Tanira, you seem confused. Something is wrong. Remember, we’re friends.”

      “I honor the Line.” Tanira took a step toward Nima. Her hands pulled back behind her head, the blades spinning in her fingers.

      Nima searched the woman’s eyes for some sign of hope but found none. Behind her, she could see the Thartark’s ship slowly dwindling in the distance, along with the island.

      “He is dead if he does not stop now.”

      “I am already dead!” Val yelled back. “This is my only hope to restore myself to my people.”

      Nima looked back at Val. His face forward, his hands on the whale’s skin.

      “Kill me if you have to,” he yelled back to them. “I will not yield.”

      For a moment, Nima could see a storm rolling in Tanira’s eyes. For just a second, her lip quivered, her hands stopped twirling their knives. She swayed with the movement of the canoe, staring past Nima at the Caenolan. 

      “Tanira, please,” Nima said, forcing herself to a standing position, her legs wobbling in the boat. “We are your friends. Trust us.” Perhaps she could be reached, perhaps this could be resolved.

      Nima’s stomach clenched with worry as she watched Tanira’s reaction. The knight kept looking forward, her knives starting to twirl once again.

      “I trust the Line,” Tanira said quietly. Her face hardening again as her gaze swung back to Nima.

      Nima put out her hand, reaching for Tanira, hoping to touch her and remind her that they were friends.

      Tanira reacted faster than Nima’s eye could follow.

      Nima’s upper thigh exploded in pain, Tanira’s silver knife suddenly embedded there. Nima dropped to one knee, her other hand clutching her leg.

      She looked up at Tanira, tears welling in her eyes. How could she? Isn’t she a brave knight? Wasn’t she my friend?

      Tanira was pointing her other knife in Nima’s direction, her gaze fixed on Val.

      “Halt this beast Valaen, Tanira said, “Or the next one goes through her throat. Do not test me, for I am the End of the Line.”
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      Val kept most of his attention on Nima as he knelt, keeping pressure on her wound, while his heart pounded in his chest. He had torn his shirt for a bandage, wrapping Nima’s leg in it and trying to stop the flow of blood. Nima had pulled the knife out on her own, casting it into the deck of the canoe.

      Had he not grabbed two of his mother’s healing compresses before they had left Caenola, Nima would likely be dead or dying. Underneath the makeshift bandage, he could only hope the mixture would close the wound before she bled to death.

      Nima leaned into him as he held her, drifting in and out of consciousness and gritting her teeth, either in anger or in pain, perhaps both. Val’s headcrystal blazed with intensity, painting her pale face in a crimson sheen that painted her cheeks.

      Val looked up at the approaching Thartark ship, fear pounding through him at the sight.

      It may or may not have been the Emissary’s vessel, but it looked the same as the one he had seen docked in Caenola just a few days prior. With its dark wood and patched together sails, it forced itself upon the water unlike the whales and Caenola’s harmony with the sea.

      Tanira stood at the back of their canoe, one knife still trained on Nima. She seemed a statue, barely moving save to keep her balance and repeat the same refrain over and over while they waited for the Thartark ship to catch up to them.

      “Guard the Line. Honor the Line. Trust the Line,” she paused, then repeated it. Her eyes darted around the boat, yet her voice was passionless as she continued to recite.

      Val had left the exhausted whale to its own course and it had quickly come to rest, swimming along in a restful state after having expended so much energy. Through his crystal he could sense the beast’s emotions of concern and curiosity, but Val had no energy left to push his communication through with the whale.

      What Tanira wanted, what changed her direction, or what she might offer the Thartark, he had no answers for.

      Behind Tanira the Thartark vessel towered over them, having caught up with the resting mistwhale swiftly. Tanira kept one hand still with a knife pointed in their direction while she stole glances at the ship.

      “Whatever you wanted,” Val yelled at Tanira over the sound of the waves and flapping of the ship’s huge sails, “I hope this was worth it to you!”

      Tanira’s flat expression gave no indication she heard him.

      The vessel cast a dark shadow as it pulled even with the whale. Val was able to keep the beast steady, putting one hand on the mistwhale’s skin while keeping the other on Nima’s leg.

      A figure appeared over the side of the ship, cast in silhouette .

      When Val saw his first Thartark, he thought them like gnarled trees come to life. That image returned to him as the light caught the Thartark. Long, thin arms and legs attached to a tall, narrow body, the Thartark were tall but looked as if the wind could unseat them. Val knew this was not the case, the Thartark seemed to be all muscle underneath their dry, tough skin. Their faces were long and covered with the same bark, their mouths and eyes almost undetectable at times. Their heads had thick, green masses of hair that were pulled taut in braids that stuck in odd directions like branches.

      “Caenolan.” The Thartark looked at him, giving no glance to Nima or Tanira. His voice was raspy and low, and again sounded the same as every other member of the race he had heard speak.

      “What further offense? You approach, then allow capture?” As they had in all his other interactions with them, this Thartark seemed to speak using as few words as possible, as if the very act of speaking with him was painful.

      “You address me,” Tanira said, stepping to the middle of the canoe.

      The Thartark did not turn his head, but his upper body twisted in the woman’s direction.

      “I have brought these two here, forced them to halt their vessel. I wish to trade.”

      “Trade?” the Thartark asked. “Explain value.”

      Val cleared his throat to speak, Tanira silencing him with a glare. He watched her as he struggled with his emotions. Every fiber of his being was at odds with his heritage. He wanted to stand, to attack.

      If only he knew how. Yet even if he did, there was no way he could oppose Tanira and still protect Nima.

      “The Caenolan is high placed, the son of an Elder,” Tanira said. “The woman is a stranger to this world and may have great magic.”

      The Thartark twisted his body behind himself, his torso bending out of sight. Val heard a second voice, but he could not understand what was being said. After a moment, the Thartark bent himself back into view.

      “I am Riss Hann,” he said. “Highpoint of the vessel. Parley may continue. Your cost?”

      Val had never heard a Thartark identify himself before, the Emissary was always simply called by his title. The guards and sailors on his ship never came ashore to Caenola.

      Tanira bowed slightly, quickly drawing the shape of a triangle on her head. “There is a light coming from your isle. The Pillar, I am told you call it.”

      Val detected another slight breaking in the woman’s voice as she called up. The finger of her free hand remained on her forehead, tracing. “That is my cost. I seek access to this Pillar.”

      “The Pillar is hot,” Riss Hann said. “A place of pain. A place forbidden. No one desires access.”

      “No one but me,” Tanira said. “These are my terms. I know of your interactions with the Caenolans. I suspect you have no other ready source of the oil you need. I further suspect you fear these people, fear what they might do if they rise up against you.”

      Riss Hann said nothing to this, though Val could see a tremble pass through him, like a breeze through the forest. Tanira had been right! The Thartark had lied about having another source, and they did fear them, just has his father had thought. The crystal on his head began to glow brighter.

      “This Caenolan is your opportunity to learn more, to craft more plans to keep access to the oil you need.”

      Still the Thartark did not speak, though two more of the strange creatures now appeared beside him.

      “All I ask,” Tanira shouted, “is access to a place that means nothing to you, that you fear. If however, you do not desire this man--” she stopped twirling her weapon, pointing it straight at Val.

      “Cease,” Riss Hann said, throwing up his hand quickly. “Acceptable terms. We will transport you.”

      The other two Thartark shambled forward, and a rope ladder was lowered down to them, Val’s mind racing with the dark possibilities it represented.

      They might torture him, either for information or to exact revenge for his father’s crimes. He might be forced to watch as they laid further siege to his people, more retribution.

      There was much they could do to him before they finally killed him. And Nima would be beyond his care, both of them betrayed by their trust in the End of the Line.

      A woman they had laughed with as they fled a charging grun, who had helped Val gain the confidence to try rescuing the Scrye. Who had claimed to be their friend.

      Yet she now led them both into the heart of his people’s enemy, bartering with their lives, using them for leverage.

      As the Thartark began to descend the rope ladder, Val was certain he would never see Caenola again. His fate and judgement were now secure. A failure, no different than his father.
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      Below decks on the Thartark vessel, Val sat on the uncomfortable wooden chair he had been tied to, staring at the three tall, thin creatures standing before him.

      Val felt the vessel leaning sharply to port. He was not an experienced sailor like Zelquan, but be had spent enough time at sea to know they were turning, likely heading back to the Thartark’s island.

      Everything itched. His scales felt like they were peeling in the dry air, his skin becoming a mosaic of irritating sensations. He could hear the water just outside the ship, smell the salt. The sea was just beyond his grasp, but it might as well have been in another world.

      He tried to reach out with his senses to the mistwhale that had brought them this far, but his crystal could find no sign of the beast. He could only hope it made it away from the vessel, that the Thartark had allowed it to escape unharmed.

      The wooden walls of the room were similar to the rest of the ship’s construction. Planks were haphazardly nailed together, gaps overfilled with pitch that leaked down the hull in a sticky mess.

      One of the Thartark stood directly in front of him, he thought this might be Riss Hann, the captain of the vessel. Two others stood behind the lead, all looking identical to Val. They were all unclothed, they all had the same bark-like skin, and long, twisted limbs.

      “Again. What is the Insistence?”

      Val’s jaw still hurt from the last time he was asked this question and did not answer, and he was sure the Thartark was about to hit him again. The more he was exposed to the race so feared by his people, the more rigid and unimaginative they seemed.

      His created lie of something called an ‘Insistence,’ blurted out during his first beating, was working even better than he had hoped. The Thartark accepted this lie and its value immediately, and were now determined to learn more of it.

      A mixture of pride and shame filled him as he practiced the deception. Lying, the value of which had been taught to him so eloquently by Tanira, might now be helping him stay alive.

      Not that it was helping Nima. She had been unconscious when they had brought them onboard, still alive and bandaged. He had to cling to that for now, and remind himself that he could not help anyone if he was dead.

      The rough hand of Riss Hann came at him again, Val learning to roll with the blow. It hurt, but he was growing numb to the experience. They could hurt him, but they couldn’t yet afford to kill him. That could gain him time.

      He tested the bonds of his wrists behind him, but the knot was taut, and the ropes well made.

      The two Thartark behind Riss shifted their torsos with the movement of the boat, the effect hypnotic. The captain just kept staring at him, waiting to see if this blow would elicit more cooperation from Val than the last five had.

      The salt air came in from the many small viewing holes cut in the side of the ship, the familiar scent helping to counteract the effect of the heat. He could feel his scales drying from the temperature, his eyes felt like they were covered in dust. Far more than any of the physical attacks from the Thartark, the environment itself was wearing him down.

      “Take him above deck,” Riss said, twisting his torso before moving to the left and out of Val’s view. He supposed the creature had decided Val was not going to give them any more information, though it was impossible to see that thought process happening on those expressionless faces. One of the two Thartark walked out with their captain, the second reaching behind Val to untie him from the chair.

      His legs tingled with renewed circulation as he stood. The shifting of the deck had increased, Val suspecting they were getting closer to the Thartark Island and whatever fate awaited them next. A fresh burst of hot air came in from the viewing holes, drying his mouth and eyes even more.

      He expected to be led back above, where he hoped he could see Nima and check on her wounds, but the Thartark retrieved a small cup from a nearby table. The creature offered it to Val with one grey-brown, dry hand, features staying expressionless.

      Val poured most of the water into his mouth before even considering if there might be some other substance in the cup. The fresh, cool water ran down his throat, bringing immediate relief to his dusty interior. He took a small amount on his palm and rubbed it all over his face, lessening the pain in his scales.

      “Thank you,” Val said, his voice hoarse.

      The Thartark took the cup back and motioned for Val to exit the room. Val studied the creature for a moment, noting that it had what looked like moss growing in several small patterns on its shoulders, the left one shaped almost like a star. 

      Had the other Thartark had moss growing on them?  He wasn’t sure. Before, they had all looked alike, even this one. 

      Riss Hann, if it had been him, had not ordered this one to give Val water. Had this moss-shouldered Thartark performed this act of kindness on its own? Did it even see it as an act of kindness?

      Val walked toward the wooden stairs leading above decks, the mossy Thartark behind him, more confused about his people’s enemy than ever. 
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      Tanira watched the waves of sea roll by, looking out through the porthole from a bench she brought to, below the main deck. Around her, the Thartark worked the innards of the vessel, several manning lookout points while others steered the rudder or worked ropes leading to the sails. All of them stayed below decks and out of the sun.

      She kept one finger tracing on her forehead, which brought her breathing steady. Helping her fight against the images that kept trying to push back into her mind.

      Nima’s look of betrayal. Val’s shock at her actions. The blood.

      Her finger pressed hard against her skin, the pattern painful as she repeated her ritual again. If she felt shame, it should be for feeling guilt, not for her actions.

      She had done as she needed to do. As her people needed her to do.

      She could hear her father’s words in her mind as she traced the triangle, his deep, powerful voice saying the first lines of the refrain, her small child’s voice uttering the second.

      Guard the Line.

      I will keep it secret.

      The Thartark creatures eyed her as they passed by, and she did the same. Her alliance with them was an uneasy one at best, and she was sure they were gauging her capabilities, just as she was doing the same to them.

      If everything went as planned, she might end up fighting them. They seemed like tall, thin walking trees to her, but she could sense the deceptive strength in their narrow limbs. Still, they were slow, and she saw no evidence of combat training or experience. If all they ever faced were Caenolans, she supposed they didn’t need it.

      Even if she didn’t fight them, most of them would end up dead anyway. If her goals were reached and her father’s research true, once she secured the artifact from the Spire.

      Without the Marker, the island itself would be destroyed.

      More lives upon her shoulders, but this task was hers because she could bear the cost.

      The Line had led her this far, and the signs had all been correct. She twitched her finger nervously at the thought of finishing her mission, of completing the plans that stretched across generations.

      The Pillar should lead her to Sessgrenimath’s marker, then the path back to the temple would be clear. There was much to do, and still much Line ahead of her.

      Somewhere else on this ship, Nima and Val were cursing her. The look in Nima’s eyes, as Tanira’s hand was pulled back to throw her dagger, it had been similar to the look of the guards in Kater’s fortress. She’d killed one before he even saw her, but the second knew.

      He had looked in her eyes and he knew he was being killed by his own kind, by a fellow Rakhum.

      It was for the larger benefit. If only there had been a way to explain, maybe the blood wouldn’t have flown from his neck and into the vision she saw when she slept. Maybe if he knew his death would be helping free his own people from millennia under the feet of the Manad Vhan. 

      Maybe then his eyes would not have looked so haunted. Yet haunted or not, he had barred her path, blocked her access to one of the key artifacts in his mission.

      Kater’s Helm. One of the butcher’s greatest secrets, and critical to the Line’s plan to undoing his people and saving the Rakhum.

      The Helm had been an element of secret schemes of Kater’s, ones the butcher of Nalam Wast had revealed to almost no one, plans that were as mad as he was.

      But he had trusted her father Garantika with them, never guessing the Line would be placed so close to him.

      Now the Helm was in a satchel on her back, waiting for the Marker, the next portion of her mission. The next step in the liberation of her people, and the punishment of the race that had inflicted Kater and Upala upon them.

      Generations of Rakhum men and woman had lived their lives so she could follow the Line into Kater’s fortress, escaping with the Helm through his secret portal to Sirapothi.

      She could not allow any one to bar her way.

      Honor the Line.

      For the Line is long.

      Nima’s eyes had held that same haunted look as the guard she had killed, but they had contained more. A look of betrayal and disappointment that kept worming its way back into Tanira’s thoughts.

      There had been a moment when the Line may have been broken, up on the higher reaches of the mountain Varesta. Tanira’s own foolishness had come close to squandering the work of hundreds before her, and dooming all Rakhum who came after.

      A simple misjudged stone, a slipped pebble under her boot was all it had taken, and the Line had nearly ended.

      Nima had saved her, kept the Line from being dashed in blood and failure on the rocks of the mountain. 

      That mattered none, she reminded herself. It meant nothing. Perhaps Nima’s actions were divine providence, a sign of Sessgrenimath on this Mount Varesta, the most important place in Sirapothi.

      Perhaps in the end it was simply luck, or the actions of a small person who meant well, just as the guard in Kater’s fortress had meant well. Tanira’s life was not about small actions, it was about large ones.

      Ahead of her lay the largest actions any Rakhum had ever faced, and all Rakhum and Manad Vhan would know of her success.

      Trust the Line.

      For it will end our suffering.

      Nima’s anger, her betrayal, the look in her eyes. They were a small pebble on the scale, as immaterial as Tanira’s own feelings were. The finger that trembled as it painfully traced the symbol was not her own, any more than the hand that threw the dagger.

      Her body was the very body of her people. Their arms and legs, their eyes and hands. Hundreds of years, thousands of actions all to lead to her. She had no feelings that mattered, no goals that were relevant, no desire that could outweigh her responsibility. 

      She was Tanira, and she was nothing. Nothing but purpose, nothing but action, nothing but strength.

      Be strong, her father had told her.

      She was trying, trying so hard. Thoughts, doubts and guilt kept chasing her, but she had to ignore them. If she did not, all would be lost.

      The End of the Line did not have the luxury of caring.
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      Despite the range of emotions Drew was feeling, running from rage to loss, when Trillip removed his gag, the first thing he did was chuckle.

      The sight of the guards of the Line running away in the moonlight from the terror of a charging mammoth was not only amusing, it was a ray of hope in a situation he had resigned as being hopeless.

      The mirth faded quickly. That Sinar was a hopeful sight reminded Drew of just how dire their situation was. He threw the gag toward the nearest tree, recognizing that they were back in the same small grove of trees where they had fought Sinar and his pet the previous day.

      The giant creature, Cuvi, stomped off to the side of the road, pushing its long trunk over the stone wall and into the freezing Umbuk, drinking deeply. Sinar slid off Cuvi’s woolly back and landed in front of Drew, just as Trillip finished freeing Merin. Even as Cuvi’s appearance had been a source of humor, his mood darkened immediately on the sight of the Manad Vhan’s face.

      “Where the hell were you?” Drew shouted, pushing himself forward until he was nose-to-chin with Sinar, cold dark eyes looking down into his own. “We get ambushed by Garantika’s men and we turn around and you were gone. Why didn’t you help?”

      “What help would you have liked, friend Drew?” Sinar asked, his mouth a sneer. “Should I have burned them all to cinders? I am not sure I could have kept the three of you from that fire if I had, you know. I wagered you might survive but of your two quicklife friends here, I was less sure.”

      “Fine,” Drew said, turning on his heel. He had no desire to argue with the Manad Vhan, who was reminding him too much of Kater to tolerate much longer.

      “Remember, our keen tactician from worlds beyond had decreed there was to be no killing,” Sinar said.

      Drew balled his fists as he kept his back to the man and stared at Merin. Apparently, he wasn’t done.

      “The same tactician who led you all into an obvious trap, and now the very love of his life has been given to the Yeti, for who knows what purpose.”

      Drew whirled back at him. He could feel a heat rising inside him, his face felt like it was on fire.

      “Yes!” he yelled. Unlike Kater, Sinar didn’t grin but Drew found the man’s frowning, disdainful expression just as galling. “Yes! I screwed up! I walked right into Garantika’s trap and handed everything to him! I screwed up, and it cost everyone!” He turned away again, the strength dropping out of his legs as he sunk to his knees.

      “Drew, that is not true,” Merin’s words barely registered, his anger and guilt like a surge running through him. Like waves crashing against the side of a sinking ship, sailors in the water screaming for help. A ship headed to the bottom of the ocean carrying his brother with it, all because of him.

      “Our deal still stands, you know.”

      Sinar’s voice.

      He could almost see his fellow sailor’ faces sinking in the stormy Indian Ocean, while his lifejacket clung to him like his guilt.

      “Give me what I need, open yourself up willingly to me and I will save Upala. I will bring her back to you.”

      The waves of his emotions pounded into Drew, leaving no distinction between his tears and the salt of the sea. Upala’s voice was in the gale, her musical speech on the wind. Asking him why he failed her, how could he have lost her again?

      There were other voices. Merin’s? Artie’s? He couldn’t be sure. The only voice that was louder than his guilt was Sinar’s. Clear as a beacon in a storm, showing him the way home.

      “What you have made wrong, I can make right, friend Drew. Just agree to let me into your heart. Let me see into your essence.” 

      There was no hesitation anymore. There was no climbing back from this mountain without Sinar’s help. The only cost was to him, and that was a cost he could bear.

      “Fine,” Drew said. “Do it.”

      He heard himself speak the words, knowing what would come after. Sinar’s hand burst into flame, surging forward towards his chest as Drew’s eyes focused on his grin.

      Pain exploded into his heart and tore through him like a torpedo. The waters of Sinar’s mind and spirit began to flood through him. They filled him, weighed him down, merged with him. As one, they sank to the bottom.
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      Drew was still floating, but it took him a moment to realize he was not in water but rather air. He was floating above the clouds, the sky above him a blue that was so bright and clear it hurt to look at. Below was a featureless landscape of white, an endless plain of nothingness that offered no clues as to the ground that might be beneath.

      He was afraid, but the fear within him was muted. It was as if the world he was seeing was in a different language, one his emotions could not understand, resulting in a general unease with no specific threat to focus on.

      He sensed a presence next to him, casting along the vapor trails and air currents at his side. Arms outspread, Sinar flew with grace and ease, the whipping of his braided beard showing the high speed at which they moved. The Manad Vhan wore a smile that was purer than any Drew had seen cross the man’s dark face.

      As one, they put their hands out, Drew’s left hand moving of its own volition and echoing the actions of Sinar’s right. A golden cord materialized between them, a rope of electric arcs and sputters as it wound slowly down to whatever surface they flew above.

      Sinar’s thoughts were in his mind, his memories and knowledge intermingling with his own. He could feel Sinar’s hunger for what he sought, the pure essence of Earth that would guide him back to Drew’s world.

      Through that hunger, like a door open only a crack, Drew could also sense some of Sinar’s memories. It was like a vast room, dark and shadowy, a storage place for images and thoughts that stretched out across thousands of years.

      The scenes rushed through Drew’s mind so fast they became only glimpses.

      He saw a city in the desert, great glass spires perched upon a cliff overlooking the sea, Sinar’s anger and bitterness at the scene clear and strong. It was the home of the Manad Vhan, the great City of Sands, whose location had eluded Upala and Kater all their lives.

      There was a blurring of the image in his mind, as it cleared it now showed the crushed stones of an ancient temple, rotting inside the depths of a dense, humid jungle. Drew could sense it was from here Sinar had learned the abilities he was now using, traveling into a world between worlds, a place all other Manad Vhan had been locked from.

      The door to Sinar’s memories slammed shut, air now rushing past Drew’s face as the piercing blue of the sky replaced the ancient memories. He could feel himself descending along with Sinar as massive shapes pushed their way up through the mist and vapor.

      They were peaks, the peaks of great mountains with snow plumes trailing off with the wind. As they grew closer in their descent, Drew realized they were not simply mountains, they were Everest.

      All of them. Hundreds of Everests, all of equal height and prominence with no other mountains in sight. An entire chain of Everests, the length and breadth of all the many worlds that could be accessed via portals, such as he had seen in the Under. Yet this was not the Under, with his connection to Sinar’s understanding, Drew knew this was the Over.

      As a pair they dove in deeper, passing through one layer of clouds, only to reveal another. There was no world to see, just an endless array of the same mountain sitting within seas of mist, the boundaries between one Everest and another blurring and shifting.

      Drew’s eyes followed the golden cord that seemed to be guiding them to one of the peaks. Their speed slowed as they zeroed in.

      Getting closer, more differences became apparent, reminding Drew of looking through binoculars that were slowly being focused. This mountain was greener, with a broad, flat snow plain at the peak which was separated from the rest of the mountain by a layer of mist. As the other Everests faded out of view, the world around this particular version sprang even further into focus.

      Drew could see a vast ocean surrounding the mountain, Everest itself existing on the shore of a great sea. Far off on the sea he could see a small hint of land. He and Sinar left the green Everest behind as the golden string of energy took them speeding across the waves. As the tiny speck of land grew closer, it was revealed to be a small island, one with a brilliant beam of light streaking into the sky.

      They slowed even further as they neared the surface of the water. Drew reached out to touch the waves, only to have his hand pass through as if the waves were a projection. It was no ghost sea, Drew knew he was the projection, the ghost. A small vessel was ahead, a sailing ship of some kind.

      They came level with the wooden ship, seeing tall, thin creatures walking its deck with bark-like skin. The gold cord led right into the side of the ship, Drew and Sinar passing through the wooden hull and into the interior, the magical line bringing them finally to their destination. The source of the Earth essence that Sinar planned to come here and harvest, as Drew’s was no longer available to him.

      He looked at the figure in horror, realizing what he had helped lead Sinar to. Through their shared connection, he could feel Sinar’s joy and excitement as the ancient Manad Vhan was now even closer to finally achieving his goal. All he needed to do was travel to this world and kill this one woman. The woman was tied up against the mast of the ship, her head slumped forward, yet her face was unmistakable. One Drew had thought he would never see again.

      Nima!

      Drew screamed, but his voice made no sound. He turned to Sinar, the man’s ear-to-ear smile piercing his beard. Sinar shook his head at Drew as if to say there was nothing he could do to stop him, and Drew felt the energy of their connection growing. Nima began to fade away as the whole world shifted from white to yellow, then yellow to red. Flames seemed to be coming from the wound in his back and chest, he could feel them burning the whole of his body while he was helpless to act.

      Drew’s world went from crimson to black and he saw no more.
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      Tied to one of the Thartark vessel’s many masts, Nima felt the sweat building on her brow. She was not sure when she had regained consciousness, her senses seemed to climb out of the darkness like she was emerging from snow.

      She did not know how long she had been out, but it had been immediately clear where she was. A Thartark had been checking her ropes when she roused, the strange branch like hands testing the knots. It had ignored her as she tried to talk to it, and it had lumbered off away from her as soon as it was satisfied she was secure.

      They had left Val’s bandage on her leg, and she supposed that might be the only reason she still lived. The wound in her thigh throbbed with a steady drumbeat of pain, but it was dull enough if she kept the pressure off it.

      Not long after the first of her captors left, she saw two more of the strange Thartark drag Val’s form from below decks, tying him to the mast opposite her. He appeared to be unconscious as well, her heart gripped with fear at the sight of the many bruises covering his face.

      The effect the heat was having on Val was obvious. He looked painfully dry, the faint scales on his skin becoming more distinct. All around them the empty sea slowly moved by, the sky and water devoid of much detail other than what lay before them.

      Beyond him, the island home of the Thartark took up much of the horizon. It had a darkness to it that made it seem unwilling to give up details about itself. Nima judged it to be a few kilometers wide from the portion she could see, and vaguely rounded, as if someone had laid a bumpy bowl on a table. She could make out the occasional small tree on the edges, but other than those rare sights it seemed to be a large barren rock stuck in the middle of the ocean.

      At the tip of the bowl was the Pillar, as brilliant in the day as it had been at night. Pushing its yellow payload up into the sky, Nima noticed that the distant clouds avoided the area around the island, casting it in an onslaught of sunlight, as if the Pillar itself forced them away.

      The Pillar was why they were here now, tied to the mast of a ship and headed to some unknown fate. The Pillar was what Tanira needed for her quest.

      Of Tanira there had been no sign. She grit her teeth at the thought of the knight of the Line, who had somehow placed her quest above the lives of her friends.

      Nima grunted, flexing her arms as she tested the ropes again. Tanira was on this ship somewhere, if Nima could get free, finding her would be the first thing she would do.

      Across from her, she watched Val’s eyes flutter open, her anger washing away with the relief she felt to see him awake. The red light from his crystal began to glow a bit stronger.

      “How is your wound?” Val asked. Nima could hear the fatigue in his voice, he was still exhausted from pushing the whale and then the beating the Thartark had given him. 

      She looked down at her thigh, where Val’s compress still held tight. “Thanks to you, it is getting better.” The mast actually was helping, allowing her to put less pressure on the leg and rest it further.

      Her thigh still pulsed with pain every few moments. It was painful, but nothing like it had been right after Tanira had attacked. Gradually the pulsing from the wound had lessened, allowing her anger to outweigh her physical pain.

      The moment replayed itself in her mind. She thought she knew Tanira, understood what kind of person she was. Even in that moment, Nima had never thought that dagger would leave her hand.

      Foolish. She was as angry at herself as she was with Tanira. She was a silly child to get caught up in her dreams of adventure, blinding her to the truths she needed to see.

      She looked around at the empty deck of the ship. There were no Thartark to be seen. The ship was about ten meters wide at its widest point, which was where she was tied. There were wooden railings in some disrepair, rope strewn around the deck. They were possible weapon options if she could get free. 

      Once the strange, thin creatures had affixed her to the mast and later done the same to Val, they had quickly crawled through hatches and scurried below deck.

      “Where are they?” she called to Val over the pounding of the waves. “The Thartark, I mean. Shouldn’t they be guarding us?”

      Val laughed, a weak gesture that she more saw than heard. “If you got free, who would you attack? Where would you go?” 

      Nima shook her head in frustration. It was hard to understand the Caenolan’s inability to conceive of resistance, even in defense. She supposed it didn’t matter, the ropes holding her were strong, and the bindings sound. Whatever else the Thartark knew, they knew how to tie knots.

      “Those ropes are intertwined with kelp-strand,” Val said. “It is the same method we use to bind the structures that hold Caenola together during the Calm. They are very strong. It is one of the few things we have in common with them.”

      “Was Tanira right?” Nima asked. “Do the Thartark want you?”

      “I tried to convince them they did. We are still alive.” Val said. “It may be that they need to check with their leaders. They may have the capacity for violence, but the Thartark are not savages. They will wait and study us, there is no need to waste a resource.”

      “That attack on your village was savage.” Nima gave the ropes on her wrist another pull, with no more success. If nothing else, these ropes would be excellent for climbing, they seemed much sturdier and more flexible than those she had used in Nepal.

      Behind Val, the island grew larger as the ship picked up a strong wind. Nima could now make out several other ships along its shores as well as small structures on the beaches.

      A drop of sweat ran down Nima’s forehead and into her eye. She blinked it away, wishing she could just wipe her brow. 

      “This heat,” she said. “I don’t understand it. We’re only a day away from Caenola. How can it be so much hotter here?”

      “I do not know,” Val said. “Perhaps it is the Pillar? It seems to push the clouds away. The mistwhales that live in our harbor give us fog and cloud cover, as does the shadow of the mountain, Varesta.”

      Nima shook her head. Varesta, the name was so similar. She thought back to Merin’s explanation of the Under, which seemed so long ago. Each world a facet of the same crystal, Everest being the common point on them all. 

      “When we arrive. Do you have a plan?” Val asked. Nima looked back at him, surprised at his belief she would have some sort of strategy ready.

      To think he was a dynamic member of his society, one who was looked at as a boundary pusher. Still he thought she would have all the answers.

      “I have no plan. Do you?” Nima asked, putting the question back to him. “It’s your world, not mine.”

      “I don’t know. If these Thartark are not likely to kill us right away, then maybe we shouldn’t give them a reason to. Resisting might do that.”

      “Maybe,” Nima said, the deck shifting under her feet as the ship turned toward the harbor.

      She could see the buildings clearly, houses and dwellings carved out of the stone, the sun beating down upon the small settlement. Near the dock, one lone tower stood, about ten meters high, the only building on the island that appeared constructed rather than carved.

      Several thousand meters above it all, a small mountain marked the center of the island. Pouring from the summit was the Pillar, a stream of yellow and orange light streaking into the sky. It was wider now, but still Nima could see no source for the column of light. It was simply there.

      The pier ahead appeared to Nima to be simply several long slabs of stone that had been run out into the water. Thartark were waiting there to receive the ship, dozens of them. Their hands were in the air, shaking what looked like small umbrellas. Portable shade. They were close enough that Nima could hear their cheering.

      “Maybe we’ll think of a plan,” she repeated. “I don’t know yet. There’s more to be worried about than just the Thartark.”

      Val nodded, looking below at the deck of the ship. Somewhere under that wood was Tanira, and Nima had learned she could not anticipate what the knight of the Line might do, except that she was dangerous.
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      Time in her cell in the Thartark city had started to break down, reminding Nima of long climbs she had been on.

      She and Val had been separated the moment the ship had moored at the dock. Val had been taken first, led by several of the crew into a crowd of Thartark that jeered at him as he passed.

      A large sack had been placed over Nima’s head before she had been untied. She felt herself being led away as the air inside the bag became hot and stale. The heat pushed against her as she was led, her shoulders and neck had felt like they were on fire. It had been a relief when her captors had finally brought her out of the sunlight.

      She was cast into her cell without comment, the door slamming shut as the two tall Thartark had walked away, ignoring her shouted questions.

      She had been locked into a small room in a small building, the structure itself dug roughly out of the stone surface of the island. There was a small wooden plank on the floor that she had slept on, and a crisscross mesh of sturdy wooden poles that acted as bars to the room.

      The walls had cracks that pulsed when Nima stared at them, slowly growing and shrinking as if the material inside them was moving. She had tried to push her fingers inside one of the cracks, but it never opened wide enough for her to do so.

      She would stare at the cracks on the walls, trying to memorize their patterns. She would sleep. At times, a guard would bring her food, the same pale-green paste every day, accompanied with a cup of water. 

      Staring at cracks. Sleeping. Eating. They flowed into each other, giving the impression of one long day. She had been counting the meals so she wouldn’t completely lose track. The last one was her ninth, the end of her third day here on the island.

      At times, she would test the strength of the wooden bars, either she was getting weaker or the bars were getting stronger. She knew there would be a way out, these Thartark were not keeping her alive for nothing. Until she realized how to escape, or the Thartark let her go, there was little to do but worry about Val and try to keep her mind sharp.

      She had begun to practice putting pressure on her leg, even though it still pulsed with pain. If the opportunity came to run, she had to know she could trust it.

      She cried out the first few times she placed all her weight upon it, but with repeated efforts she grew more comfortable with it. In time, Nima found she could run small circles in her cell, about half-speed.

      Every now and then she would see a shadow in the hallway, and her heart would race with hope. It might be Val, coming to free her. Or it might be Drew, as impossible as that would seem. Even her brother Pasang.

      But it was always a guard, and nothing more. The shadows always brought false hope and green paste.

      When a shadow formed on the hallway wall that was not a guard, it took Nima a moment to comprehend who it belonged to.

      Tanira was outside the bars, kneeling down and calling to her.

      Tanira. Who had lied to her, attacked her and traded her and Val to the Thartark. The woman looked at her through the dark interior of the hallway, her bright eyes a mystery. A glowing yellow object was clipped to her belt, about the size of Nima’s hand. The goal of Tanira’s mission, no doubt.

      “The guard is subdued,” she said, her tone light. As if Nima should have been expecting her to come. “I am here to free you.”

      Nima gritted her teeth, keeping her back firm against the wall. She stared back at Tanira, unmoving. “Why?”

      “Because you do not deserve to rot in this place.”

      “That is not my question, and you know it!” Nima stood, walking to the bars and staring down at Tanira’s kneeling form. “Why?”

      “Do you know how many people I have had to kill just to reach this point?” Tanira asked. “My own people--not Caenolans or Thartark. Rakhum, just like myself. I had to because I am the End. Generations depend on my actions. I must complete my goal.”

      “Then why didn’t you kill me?” Nima asked.

      Tanira pivoted on her heel, Nima thinking the woman was about to simply walk out and leave her there after all. Instead she stayed frozen. When she spoke, Tanira allowed Nima to see only her back.

      “I-” Tanira stammered, “It wasn’t needed. I did not have to.”

      “There was no reason not to,” Nima said. “You even had to lie to these Thartark about my value, and they agreed to your offer to get to Val, not me. These people don’t know what to do with me. So why? If you were going to lose access to the island you still only needed Val.”

      “Stop,” Tanira said. “You are confusing me.” Her back was still to Nima, but Nima was certain Tanira’s hand was back at her forehead, drawing symbols on her skin.

      “Even now, you’re here! Risking your mission just to free me? So brave a knight that you don’t even have the courage to look me in the eye!”

      Tanira whirled, both blades suddenly in her hands.

      Nima forced her feet to stay where they were, she was not backing away this time. “You say you must complete your goal for the Line, well I figure that,” Nima pointed to the golden shining object strapped to Tanira’s belt, “that thing was your goal. So, you’re done. Why waste time here? Why come save me?”

      “Do you not want me to save you?” Tanira asked, her voice raised. Her eyes kept moving to Nima’s face and then running away to other corners of the room.

      “I want you to know I won’t forget what you did,” Nima shouted. Tanira looked down at Nima’s leg, Val’s bandage still wrapped around it. “Not the leg! I won’t forget that you didn’t trust me, like I trusted you! You lied to me and used me and Val. You turned on us. Who knows what has happened to him? You think this Line makes you right, but the Line didn’t send you to me here, you did. That’s not the Line, Tanira--that’s you. I don’t blame the Line, I blame you. You’re just here because you don’t want to feel guilty!”

      With a rage-filled shout, Tanira suddenly charged forward, hacking at the bars with her blades, reducing them to splinters. With a yelp, Nima jumped back to avoid the flying debris, the landing sending throbs of pain from her thigh.

      Tanira’s voice came from the hallway as she walked away, her tone now cold and impassive. “There is a beach just to the south of here. I will be waiting in a boat until sunrise. The object I have taken was my mission. Its removal will make this island unstable as the first light of the sun hits it. I would not linger here.”

      Nima struggled to her feet, wincing against the pain in her leg. Confusion struggled against her anger.

      Why was Tanira helping her?

      Nima hobbled into the hallway, just seeing a glimpse of Tanira ducking into the shadows and up the stairs to the right.

      Nima ran as best she could toward the poorly lit stairs, winding up from their lower level. The stone was damp with moisture, but her footfalls were steady. Even injured, she was used to scrambling on wet rock.

      At the top of the stairs, the room opened into the entryway of the building, a small barren room with only a knocked-over chair for furniture. Outside of the open doorway she could see the moonlit street of the Thartark city.

      She looked around, but there was no sign of Tanira. A single hole had been carved as a doorway into the village, no other entrance or exit was present. The floor was littered with several Thartark bodies, Tanira’s handiwork.

      As she had done before, Tanira had left death behind her.
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      Nima tried not to look at the Thartark bodies in the street as she passed them. They might have been the creatures who had guarded her, or they might have simply been innocent Thartark who got in Tanira’s way.

      She saw more victims. The Thartark had been deceived by Tanira just as she had been. Despite their long history of crimes against Val’s people, they didn’t deserve this.

      Nima ran for the door, suspecting the consequences, should she be discovered, would be dire. The Thartark would assume she killed these guards and made her escape, and there would be no talking her way out of that. Rushing out into the dark street, she felt torn.

      The street was a carved, open-air passage, lined with closed doorways to many other structures. Above her the stars winked back, looking hazy as if she were viewing them through waves of heat.

      Below her feet she could dimly see the same cracks she had seen in her cell, the ground underneath her shifting slightly as the cracks moved.  She squinted through the dark shadows up and down the corridor. Near as Nima could tell for the moment she was alone.

      The desire to go after Tanira was strongest, her need to get answers and find some way to express her anger. It was the strongest desire, but she chose not to listen to it. Just as on Everest, listening to her pounding heart was a good way to get killed. She needed to think.

      Looking at the sky again, it was dark to the horizon. The moon was low toward the ocean, the night sky clear of clouds. It took Nima a moment to realize what was missing.

      The Pillar was gone. 

      The night sky looked darker and smaller without it. She realized the chill she had felt on the air after exiting the building was due to the absence of the golden column of light in the sky. What did this mean for the Thartark?

      Whatever the gold item she had seen in Tanira’s satchel, it must have been related to the Pillar. Was extinguishing the Pillar Tanira’s quest? She was from another world, and didn’t even seem to know of the Thartark until Val had mentioned them.

      Val!

      There was still time to save him, and perhaps the Scrye as well. They could still return the item back to Caenola and restore hope to Val’s people. If Tanira truly was waiting for her in a ship at sunrise, she would have an opportunity to question her then. Those answers would have to wait.

      Nima was quite certain where Val was being held. A prisoner of such importance would be kept in the most secure location, one where the prisoner would have little chance of escape or being rescued. She headed to the only place she had seen in the village that fit that description, the only building in all of the Thartark city that had actually been constructed. 

      Even more fitting, in all of her grandfather’s best stories the villains kept their prize prisoners in a tower.

      Looking toward the sea, she ran through the moon’s shadows in the darkened streets, headed for the tall, stone spire she had seen from the ship.

      She began to run down the dirt streets of the Thartark city, following the breeze that brought a faint scent of the sea to her senses.

      Around her, the huts and darkened dug-in holes passed by, holding inside the sleeping residents of the city she supposed. She had seen no Thartark since the guard building she had been housed in, and she thanked Chomolungma for her luck.

      The street she was on angled down towards the docks, the sounds of the ocean now faintly audible along with the cooler winds from the waters, the air landing cool on her sweating skin.

      Next to the docks, she could see the tower, pointing like a stone finger into the night. She kept one eye to the darkened alleys as she ran through the streets, avoiding moving shadows whenever she saw them.

      Tanira could be in those shadows too, but she didn’t have time to worry about her now. Avoiding the Thartark wherever they might be present, she made her way stealthily through the city until she found herself arriving at her target.

      From the safety of an alley, she looked up at the circular tower, judging it to be about ten meters high. Thanking Chomolungma for her luck, she was relieved to see there was only one guard outside the tower, a lone Thartark that seemed unaware of her as she watched him.

      The building had a single entrance, in front of which the Thartark stood. Nima watched him for a few minutes, warily noticing the first hints of color leaking into the sky from the horizon.

      Sunrise was coming. She was running out of time.

      Satisfied the guard never moved, Nima began to examine the tower itself. It was circular and built of carved stones. The moonlight was not bright enough for Nima to see how the mortar was laid between the stones, but she could see that the building was in some state of disrepair. She regarded this as good news. Crumbling bricks might mean more hand holds and footholds, even if it also meant a higher chance of a brick simply coming loose in her grasp.

      She would test, she would be careful. She had climbed plenty of walls and rock faces back in Nepal, even in low light such as this. Back then, she had climbed with her brother and Drew, all with the help of ropes, but she had never fallen. The ropes only made her feel safer. In the end she had never needed them. The key was to go slow and be patient.

      If only the rising sun would allow that.

      Angling out of the lone guard’s view, she scrambled forward and approached the tower. Looking up its narrow face, it looked much taller when viewed from up close. She reached down, filling her hands with dirt and rubbing it onto her fingertips. She also scooped up some additional dirt and filled her jacket pocket with it. Grabbing the first brick that was slightly out of skew, she pulled herself up until she could hook her foot on another spot. She was off the ground and on her way.

      From that point forward, she resolved to only look up. It wouldn’t matter if the guard saw her now, and it didn’t matter how close the sunrise was. She was committed. All that mattered was that next handhold, that next foothold.

      Tight grip, don’t slip, Pasang used to say.

      Tight grip, don’t slip.

      Up she climbed, always keeping herself on the far side of the tower, away from the door. Above her, the window at the top of the tower was getting closer and closer. If the stories her grandfather had told her were true, then Val would be locked in that tower. That’s where the hero always went to rescue the person they were saving.

      Sure enough, as she peered up the side of the tower, she could now see a stone sill jutting out from the building’s rounded surface, the underside of a window.

      A reflection of pink on the gray stone of the tower caught her attention for a moment. She wondered if the sun was rising as she grasped the next brick. The soft surface tore loose and her hand slipped off, small fragments of stone tumbling down. For a hair of a second, Nima was free standing on the side of the tower, neither hand in connection with anything.

      Her heart nearly hammered out of her chest as she arced her body forward, both hands finding grips to hug the stone wall.

      It had been just a second, but that lapse of concentration had nearly killed her.

      Tight grip, don’t slip.

      She gave her chest a moment to stop pounding, then reached up for the next handhold.

      Her right leg was starting to tire, just as she saw the stone sill marking the bottom of the window she needed to climb through. She pushed the pulsing pain in her thigh to the back of her mind and worked her way over to the window. It was almost over, she told herself. She could rest her leg when they had escaped.

      She peeked over the window, pulling herself up by her fingers. There was a single figure in the room, but it was not the one she had been hoping to see. Rather than Val, perhaps bound or looking forlornly from a cell, there was a Thartark across the room, by the door. The guard was sitting on a frail looking chair, and seemed to be asleep.

      The only other object in the room was a small, wooden construction in the middle of the circular space, appearing to be an open, ornate box placed on a stone table.

      Her disappointment rose. Could she have been wrong about where the Thartark would keep Val? Perhaps he was just in a lower floor, she thought, though she still thought they would keep their most valuable prize on the top floor.

      Entering the room silently, she saw many stones of various shapes and sizes, cluttered underneath the window. She supposed they might be here to throw down at someone climbing up.

      Picking up the largest one she could carry with one hand, she crept behind the Thartark and brought it down on the back of its head as hard as she could.

      The figure collapsed onto the floor and lay still. Nima was relieved she could see no fluids leaking from its head, and his chest continued to rise and fall. She’d do what she had to, but she wasn’t going to kill unless there were no other options.

      She was about to head out the door and down the stairs, her last hope of finding Val, when she heard a sound. It came from the small wooden altar in the center of the room, a small sound. A tiny cough.

      Creeping to the altar she peered into the wooden box, her mouth opening in surprise and shock.

      A Caenolan female infant, the tiniest, pure-white crystal gleaming on its forehead, lay in a bed of sticks and straw. The child slept with a peaceful expression, the slight hint of a smile on its face. The gem on her forehead grew brighter just as Nima noticed the first rays of sunlight leaking through the window.

      Nima scooped the child into her arms just as the building began to tremble and shake. Nima felt a chill around her heart as she heard the cracking of mortar, dust falling into her eyes from the ceiling.

      Tanira’s prophecy was coming true.

      Nima ran down the stairs as fast as she could, holding one hand against the wall to steady herself from the trembling of the building. Her other arm was firmly wrapped around the infant Caenolan, though she felt it likely she was not holding it correctly. The child continued to sleep, even thrown over her shoulder like a sack of grain.

      What is a child doing here? How did the Thartark find her?

      More dust and grit fell into her eyes as a larger tremble shook the foundation. The circular stairs emptied into another room, this one unoccupied except for the lone figure tied to a chair in the room’s center, head down.

      “Val!” Nima yelled in jubilation, so loud she expected the child to stir, though it did not. Val looked up, his expression shifting from sadness to delight to amazement.

      “Nima!” he called back, struggling against the ropes.

      Nima felt a huge pressure release at the sight of Val’s smile, a weight lifting off her heart. He was alive, and he was safe!

      She just had to get him and the baby out of here before the building came down around them.

      “Nima! I thought you might be dead and now I find you here to rescue me! And you have the Scrye!”

      Nima gently placed the child on the floor and began to work on the ropes. Another tremor ripped through the room, causing a small portion of the window opposite them to crumble away.

      “No, I thought they might be keeping the Scrye here too, but all I found was this child.” The knots were stubborn, but she was making progress.

      “That is the Scrye!” Val shouted, joy in his voice. “You have restored it to us!”

      Nima looked back at Val, for a heartbeat all thoughts of the peril all around them falling aside.

      The baby was the Scrye?

      It didn’t make any sense, but right now there was no time to figure it out.

      Gritting her teeth, Nima pushed through the last knot. The vine-like ropes fell free, and Val sprang to his feet. Nima scooped up the still-sleeping child, the crystal on her head gleaming. She handed the infant to Val, who accepted her while Nima started pulling the ropes from the floor.

      “I don’t understand,” she said as another tremble running through the building. “But you can explain it to me later. Quick--help me tie the baby to my back. We’re going to need to get out of here.” She looked over at the window, dawn nearly complete. Would Tanira still be waiting on the beach?

      Val began strapping the child to Nima’s back, running the ropes around Nima’s midsection and then over her shoulders. Val performed the action quickly, as if he had experience doing so. Within moments, the baby was attached to her back like a pack. She headed for the window, Val grabbing her arm and pulling it.

      “Nima, the stairs are--”

      “Val this building isn’t going to hold. We need to get out of here.” She grabbed another section of the rope. Odds are it wouldn’t be long enough, but she decided she’d rather take her chances with a climb. “I’m not getting crushed in that stairwell and neither are you. Tie the end of this off to the door.”

      Nima ran to the window, nearly losing her footing. There was a constant tremor now, and by the window she could hear the yelling and hissing of the Thartark below. Out on the water she could see several ships already leaving the harbor, more being loaded by the pier.

      A quick glance at the beach showed it empty, but she couldn’t afford to look longer.

      Grabbing the other end of the rope, she gave it one pull to test the strength of Val’s knot. It held. With the child on her back, she leaped out the window and began to belay down the side of the shaking stone tower, Val following right after her.

      Their descent was not the smoothest Nima had ever worked through, the shaking building reminding her of a moving ice pillar from back in the Khumbu Icefall on Everest.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when her feet touched the hot rock at the bottom, Val dropping with a slight thud when she moved out of the way.

      A glance over her shoulder showed the child still asleep, almost as if a magical enchantment had come over it. Another tremor ripped through the area, small pieces of the tower falling around them.

      Nima had been concerned about Thartark resistance on the ground, but the city was nearly deserted. Taking Val’s hand, she ran toward the beach Tanira had told her of, ignoring the harbor. The sun floated slightly above the water, bathing the island in beams of warm light that would be relaxing in other conditions. The shaking of the island continued to escalate, the small mountain above them shedding dirt and debris like melting snow.

      The roughly constructed streets of carved stone gave way to a beach of tiny rocks and pebbles. Nima could smell the sea, hear the pound of the surf mixing with the rumble of the unhappy ground beneath her. Above them the sky had darkened, clouds now obscuring the sun.

      “How is the baby?” she yelled, Val slightly behind her but still holding her hand.

      “The Scrye is fine. It will never awaken, it is the Scrye!”

      “Yeah, great!” Nima yelled, her calves crying out at her from running up and down dunes. Her eyes cast in desperation up and down the beach.

      “I can’t wait to hear all about it!” Where was Tanira? Where was the boat? Had she led them through all of this only to die on the shore?

      Up on the mountain, there was a deafening crack as a huge slab of rock gave way and slid into a small mass of trees. 

      Cresting one more dune, a tiny wooden boat appeared on the beach as if summoned, wedged into the sand. A boat, but no Tanira.

      Feeling renewed energy, Nima pushed through the damp sands towards the tiny craft, coming upon it just as she could feel the spray of the ocean.

      She looked back toward the Thartark city and saw almost nothing, nothing but crushed stone and unrecognizable structures. The tower Val and the child had been held in was gone.

      She gave a momentary thought to all the caves, all the dwellings and Thartark that must have lived there. Will they all have time to flee the island? Couldn’t Tanira have warned them if she knew this would happen?

      The boat was small, little more than a two-man rowing craft. Indeed, peering inside she could see two oars had been left there. Had Tanira left this for me? Or had she never made it to the sea?

      “Nima!” Val yelled over the thunders of the earth. He was already pushing the boat into the water, shoving her toward it. “We have to go!”

      Shaking her head against the growing storm of questions in her mind, Nima leaped into the boat as Val continued pushing it into the water. She quickly unlashed the baby from her back, cradling it in her arms. She felt the urge to comfort the child, even as she slept peacefully, the light from her gem growing ever brighter.

      Val jumped into the boat next to her, grabbing an oar and paddling against the raging tide as the first crack of lightning crossed the sky above them.

      In Nima’s arms, the Scrye opened her eyes and began to cry.
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      Immobilized on a raised dais and surrounded by chanting Yeti, Upala wondered if this was what justice felt like.

      For thousands of years she and her brother had lived a consequence free life, walking among the Rakhum and Yeti as if the world merely existed as resources for their disparate manias. Nothing in the valley could hurt them, could hold them accountable for their actions. She had nothing to fear.

      Nothing except for the claws she would see each night as she slept, rending her parents to pieces before her eyes.

      Yet now, finally, there was accountability.

      The cave they Yeti had taken her to was damp with both humidity and anger. She had been brought to a chamber not far from the entrance, a wide circular room filled with dozens of the hulking creatures.

      They had not spoken to her during their journey, but she had heard the low chanting of the assembled gathering before they had even entered the cave. It was a deep, guttural language, their rhythmic utterance filled with deserved animosity.

      Pushing through their white fur and growing out of their shoulders and backs, their lighted colored crystals pulsed in time with their chanting, adding to her sense of guilt.

      Those crystals were the source of their animosity towards her. She had harvested them for years, taking bodies from their sacred burial grounds as if she were pulling crops from a field. Only these mysterious magical growths could open the ancient portals she had discovered, and only the portals could get her away from the dragons.

      Only her needs had mattered.

      She had offered no resistance as the two Yeti led her through the chanting crowd and onto the raised dais. She stood as they gathered crimson crystals from their comrades, placing them at her feet. She did not know what they had planned, but she was committed to offering no resistance.

      Respect began to tinge her remorse as she saw the chanting’s effect, a wall of red glass slowly forming at her feet and working its way up her body.

      An asan rashi!

      An ancient Manad Vhan defense, one of last resort that she had used to protect herself from Kater during his last attack on her Upper Library. Within its confines, she had been immobilized and trapped deep in the Under. If Drew and his friends had not freed her, she would likely still be there today.

      That the Yeti possessed the lore to create one was astonishing, and called into question much she had assumed about the creatures. They were far more advanced than she had given them credit, and that was true of the Rakhum as well.

      While she and her brother had looked past these other creatures of the world, they had been improving themselves. Her arrogance and obsession had prevented her from seeing it.

      Perhaps if we had worked with them more? Where would they be if they approached the denizens of this valley as equals, instead of resources. Perhaps the Dragons might already be defeated, or a means to permanently prevent their return found.

      Yet she and Kater had not done that, and now it was too late.

      The paralysis ran ahead of the crystalline wall that had begun to encase her. The clear red substance had only reached her knees, but already she could feel the numbness tingling up to her ribcage.

      Yet she knew her mind would never rest, her vision would never cease. Forever more now she would be a witness, a silent sentinel watching over the Yeti she had once taken advantage of.

      They were gathered by the dozens, still chanting in unison as the crystal around her grew higher. Each of the massive creature’s eyes were trained solely on her, their expression inscrutable.

      Shadows began to form at the rear of the chamber, coalescing into two figures approaching. The throng of Yeti were facing her, all chanting along as their strange, arcane magic drove the asan rashi higher. None of them turned to see the pair of newcomers arrive at the rear of the room.

      Upala’s eyes grew wide with surprise and horror at the sight of Merin and Sinar as they snuck into the darkened shadows at the back of the crowd, her stare the only movement still permitted her.

      No! Her mind screamed at them, her throat burned to speak. What are you doing here?

      This was where she should be, where she deserved to be. For her brother’s crimes as well as her own. It was just and fair, and her sacrifice would keep the Rakhum safe, keep Drew safe.

      Where was Drew?

      Fear trickled in to her rivers of emotions as she realized Drew was not with them. If Merin was here, why were Drew and Trillip not with them?

      Why would they send Sinar? Why was he here at all?

      The pair kept to the shadows at the rear of the chamber, Upala able to see them whispering but could not hear them over the thrumming of the Yeti’s chant. The conversation became more animated, Merin shaking her head and angrily pointing a finger in Sinar’s massive chest.

      The big Manad Vhan smiled, his toothy grin visible in the low light. He stood, pushing Merin down with one beefy arm.

      Though she could barely produce it herself, she had seen Kater’s fire on many occasions. The heated energy would project out of her brother’s hands in short bursts, producing projectiles he would hurl at his opponents.

      Sinar’s fire was nothing like that.

      With an audible pop, gouts of flame simply streamed unending from his hands, as if Sinar were connected to some bottomless source of fuel. It flowed out of him like a wave, a wall of fire that crashed against the nearest Yeti. These first victims were reduced to ashes before they were even aware Sinar was there, bones and crystals falling to the rocky floor of the cave and clattering there.

      The smell reached Upala almost immediately, the burning of flesh and fur forming a stench that would have made her retch, had the magic of the asan rashi not already frozen her stomach’s muscles.

      Horrified, she watched as Sinar walked slowly toward her, his pace slow and calm, as the jets of fire raged all around him.

      Even the Yeti that managed to move had little chance of escape. Sinar’s inferno was too hot and too fast, many of them screaming in pain as their fur caught on fire simply from the heat of the air around them.

      Frozen as she was, her eyes began to blur with tears at the sight of the dying creatures as one after another was immolated. Rather than running to escape, she saw lavender flashes of energy as more Yeti transported themselves in from other portions of the cave. Roaring, the newcomers bravely charged Sinar in defense of their burning comrades.

      Not one reached him, each one quickly reduced to piles of blackened fur and ash.

      Her mind screamed in rage that this would be the legacy of her people, that these proud creatures might fall simply because of her presence here.

      Drawing upon magical essences from deep within herself, Upala pushed against the walls of the asan rashi with her shield energy, feeling the resistance of the crystal struggling against her efforts. The Yeti had copied the ancient Manad Vhan magics somehow, but they did not understand its inner workings as she did.

      It was impervious, but only from the outside. The spell had not been designed with the idea that the person inside might try to break free.

      She could feel fractures forming throughout the structure, the sound of tiny cracks barely audible among the screams of the Yeti and the sound of Sinar’s conflagration.

      She would be free, yet it was clear she would not be free soon enough. Only a few Yeti still remained, struggling to launch themselves at Sinar, who had positioned himself at the center of the room, facing Upala.

      Flame still streaming from his hands, he offered her a friendly wave as he cut down another of the doomed defenders.

      The air of the chamber was thick with smoke, a gray haze that rolled across the ceiling of the cave.

      Through that mist, a new figure emerged from the rear of the cavern. Upala gasped in horror at the sight of Merin angrily charging at the raving Manad Vhan, a scream of rage upon her face.

      Sinar didn’t see her yet, but once he did she would be burned to a cinder, leaving her children alone and orphaned.

      Her minds eye brought her a memory that was ever-present in her dark dreams, the sight of her mother and father ripped to shreds in front of her eyes. Growing up alone, with only her brother’s anger and her own fear to keep her company.

      No! I will not allow this! I cannot!

      Every bone in her body vibrated with the force of her passion, Upala forcing a powerful wave of shield energy against the prison of the asan rashi, drawing from every moment of pain and fear she had ever known in her long life.

      The crystal burst into fragments from the power of her onslaught, her scream filling the air as she regained the use of her body.

      She cast her hand forward in a blur, encasing Merin in a sphere of protective crimson energy just as the woman collided with Sinar’s huge form.

      The massive Manad Vhan looked up in surprise, first at Merin, then at her. Keeping the smile on his face, he directed his fire towards Merin, the last Yeti in the chamber a smoldering heap at his feet.

      Merin recoiled, but Upala’s shield kept her safe, the magical flames rolling off it like water. It was already a strain, Upala could feel the muscles of her neck beginning to tighten as she reinforced her energy against the relentless fiery attack.

      “Compassion?” Sinar’s tone was amused. “That is not what I expected from you, Upala.”

      “I will not let you hurt her.” She was surprised at the anger and strength in her voice. He was terrifying, more powerful than Kater had ever been. Yet she meant every word. Somehow. “You will not hurt her, or anyone else.”

      “Really?” Sinar turned fully towards Merin, bringing the flames from his other hands upon the shield. Upala’s knees nearly buckled at the increased resistance, but she pushed on.

      “You seem quite tired, my dear.”

      She studied him through the low light of the cave, the smoking bodies of the fallen Yeti flickering at the corners of her eyes. Though the intensity of the flames he sent at Merin was undiminished, he was sweating, breathing heavily.

      “You are fatigued as well,” Upala said. “Which of us will give out first, I wonder?”

      “Observant.” Sinar laughed. “If you could do more than protect with your abilities, I might be concerned. Like your brother, I can do both.”

      Keeping his attack on Merin active, he began to walk slowly throughout the chamber. As the strain of keeping her shield on Merin kept her immobile, she watched as he knelt and sifted through the piles of Yeti remains.

      “Why Sinar? Why this horrible slaughter?”

      With one hand pointed at Merin, he poked through the remains with the other.

      “Should I feel remorse, Upala? In a short time, I will finally pass beyond and into the realm of death. What does it matter what I do?”

      Pulling his hand from the pile of bones and ash, he held up several colored crystals, allowing them to glint in the light.

      “Also, these,” he said, placing the handful in a pouch at his belt. “I have portals to open, perhaps many. Thanks to your research I knew where to find the creatures that carried these, the keys to my journey.”

      He smiled at her, as if he were picking flowers.

      Her legs trembled with the effort of keeping the shield up. Inside the crimson sphere, Merin pounded against the walls.

      “Sinar,” she called to him over the noise of his fire. “These poor creatures! There were other ways! I could have-“

      “Harder ways,” Sinar said, turning his back to her. He began to walk towards the rear of the chamber where he and Merin had entered. “Ways that would take longer. Even my patience is not infinite.”

      One hand kept the jets of flame pouring at Merin’s position, the fire only dropping as Sinar finally disappeared into the stony passageway beyond the chamber.

      “You may tell Drew Adley,” his deep voice echoed from the shadows. “I consider my debt repaid. I will say hello to his friend for him when I see her.”

      He chuckled, his voice growing fainter as he departed the cave. Upala collapsed forward, her strength leaving her as she finally allowed the energy shield to dissipate. Merin’s strong arms caught her as she fell to kneeling position on the cold stone floor of the cavern, her chest heaving from the exertion.

      “We must go,” Merin said, her strength urging her to her feet. She was right, despite all the carnage in the room, there could be more of the Yeti in the cave and she was too exhausted to protect Merin again.

      Upala allowed herself to be led forward, away from the dais and the shattered asan rashi, away from what she had thought was a just punishment for her crimes, as well as  Kater’s.

      Walking sluggishly toward freedom, towards Drew and perhaps towards a new chance to make restitution. Sinar was still free, and had to be stopped. Drew still needed her help, and if they would accept it, Merin and her people did too.

      All around her, the bones and ashes of the Yeti reminded her of the cost of her opportunity. As the light of the sun began to shine through the darkened cavern, Upala vowed she would not waste their sacrifices.
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      Upala shivered, pulling her cloak tightly against her in an effort to ward off the night cold. The stars shone above them, the overcast afternoon having given way to a clear sky and a moon to light their path back. Merin had said she left Drew in Trillip’s care by a clearing of trees not far from Nalam Wast, expressing confidence that Trillip would be able to keep them both out of sight while Drew recovered.

      She worried for Drew, Merin’s brief description of his encounter with Sinar was not nearly detailed enough. Her worries forced her to march on despite her fatigue, she kept her eyes scanning the horizon for the oaks where she hoped he waited for her.

      Invasive thoughts about Drew kept pushing their ways to the surface of her mind, yet there was another concern fighting for her attention, wrestling with her concentration.

      It was not Sinar, though she had grave fears for what the unpredictable Manad Vhan might do next. Neither was it the Yeti, though the survivors of Sinar’s horrific attack upon them would likely seek their revenge.

      Her thoughts were dominated both by the woman who walked beside her. This mortal Rakhum woman whom she had both known and never known, a now-widowed mother who had risked her life to save her. A sacrifice Upala was not even capable of making if she wanted to.

      Merin walked without speaking, without looking, her eyes focused on the path in front of her, the winding trail away from the Yeti’s home running alongside the rail line of Kater’s digcarts. Several of the long cars sat idle on the line, abandoned since her brother’s departure.

      The empty carts and rails meant nothing to Upala, even the Manad Vhan lore they once carried held little interest to her now.

       The silence between them had become a mountain of its own, one she was falling from, the bottom nowhere in sight.

      “Merin,” Upala said finally, unable to keep herself quiet any longer. “Why will you not speak to me?”

      The tall woman’s back stiffened, Merin taking several steps forward in a deliberate fashion. Upala had nearly resigned herself that Merin would continue to ignore her when she finally spoke, her voice filled with edges and angles.

      “I am silent, my lady, not because I have nothing to say but rather because I have too much. I cannot put it all into focus, I cannot sift the anger from the fear, the truth from the mistruth. I am silent because the violence of my confusion overwhelms me.”

      This was it, Upala thought to herself. In essence, what she had been both waiting for and dreading. She felt the pit of her stomach tighten, the urge to change the subject overwhelming.

      She silenced her fears. She needed to hear this. Even more, she knew she deserved to.

      “Please, Merin. I would ask you to speak without filter. I-I struggle with this new outlook, as grateful as I am for it. I do not know how to proceed, where to begin.”

      Merin’s sigh was as loud as thunder.

      “I will ask you a plain question then, my lady.”

      “Ask it, but I beg of you again to stop calling me that. I deserve no title and want one even less. I would ask that you simply call me Upala.”

      Merin stopped, her brisk pace ending with a quick turn of her heel. She now faced Upala, looking slightly down with an expression that was impossible to read, eyes somehow conveying anger, hope, and guilt all at once.

      “Upala, on our way to rescue you Sinar spoke to me of a world. A world he intends to travel to in order to find his path to Drew’s Earth. This place is one I know of, this Sirapothi. I know of it because of your obsession with lore related to it, and your Manad Vhan hero, Orami Feram.”

      Upala felt a surge of excitement run briefly through her, like lightning crashing across the sky.

      Sinar had found the path to Sirapothi?

      For a moment, the revelation drowned out all other thoughts and worries in her mind. For centuries she had looked for a path to a world she had started to suspect was mythical, only now to hear that Sinar, this mad renegade explorer of her own race, had found one.

      “Yes,” Upala said, hoping she kept her reaction subdued. “I am aware of it.”

      “I see you are still enticed by the prospect of this world,” Merin said.

      Upala felt heat rising to her cheeks, cursing herself that she had not been subtler with her reaction.

      “Sinar spoke to me of an artifact in the Hero’s temple there. Something called the ‘jai pavana’. He said it had the power to . . .” The woman’s voice broke as it trailed off, Merin’s hands momentarily clutching each other. “The power to restore the dead. Is this true?”

      The jai pavana! One of many treasures rumored to be in the final temple of Orami Feram. No more or less mythical than Sirapothi itself. 

      “I have read some lore on it,” Upala said, unease spreading through her like brushfire. She knew why Merin wanted to know. “It is reputed to do as you say, many writings even indicate it requires no corpse, only the true mourning of the departed. If these writings are to be believed, it is somewhere in Orami Feram’s temple on Sirapothi, along with his armor and weapons.”

      Merin stopped walking, her shoulders clenched. Her voice came from ahead of Upala, but it felt as if Merin’s words were raining down upon her from above.

      “You knew this, and you knew this partially because of the work of myself and my husband. My husband who died helping us reach you in the Under, so we could free you. Myself, who just walked into a cave of Yeti with a madman at my side to again recover you. Yet you did not speak of this jai pavana to me. No more than you warned Drew of this rasi sakta illness that I am now certain you knew of. You knew these things, but chose not to share them with the people who have sacrifice so much for you.”

      Merin turned, pointing her finger in Upala’s face. The stars in the night sky behind the Rakhum woman became fiercer in Upala’s eyes along with Merin’s rage. A million stars, enough for each person she may have wronged.

      “You asked me not to be silent, and I told you I had too many words to say. Now though I find myself focused on a single word, a single question for you to answer. Why? Why not help me?”

      Merin’s “why” might as well have been spoken by all of her race, all the Rakhum in both cultures. Why had she allowed all of this to happen to them? Why had she stood apart, or even worse stood above?

      “It is a question you are more than fair to ask. I-I fear whatever my reasons were, they would be insufficient to you, and that would also be fair. As you say, you and Drew, not to mention your husband, you have sacrificed much for me. Even before the attack by Kater and the translation to the Under, even before you came to be my attendant and your husband my scout. Before and before. There is so much, too much to atone for.”

      Merin stood motionless as she listened, offering Upala no insight into her reaction.

      She continued. “Yet, that is also insufficient. Though the words mean nothing, I am sorry I have kept information from you and Drew. Even if I did not know if the information was valid and true, I should have shared it. There is . . .” She faltered for a moment. “There is so much I need to do, and though I am wrong to ask it, I would ask your help again.” Upala took a step closer to Merin, surprised at the fear she felt as she did so.

      “Guide me when you see me astray. The truth is, since my emerging from the asan rashi in the Under I have looked to you to be my model. On how to treat people with fairness and respect. You have shamed me when I needed it, and I would ask that you continue.”

      “Upala.” Merin turned away to stare across the dark plains. “I cannot say I have no desire to shame you, yet now that I see your guilt and remorse, they do not satisfy me. My choices were my own, as well as Kad’s. You do not own them, nor do you have to atone for them.”

      Upala searched Merin’s strong back for clues and found none. Merin’s words now felt less like rocks falling from above and more like a platform, something that in time she might be able to build upon.

      “I sense a sincerity in what you are saying,” Merin continued. “It will take time. It may take more time than any Rakhum has, to overturn not just what you have been party to, but what we have been taught about you and your brother. You are attempting to change how my people will view the Manad Vhan. Many minds will not be open to that change.”

      Merin turned back toward Upala.

      “You should know I am open to it, Upala. Though my anger and sorrow are great, I do not wish for them to define me. I am open to your change, or I would not have tried to save you. In Sinar’s eyes and Garantika’s, I see a darkness that makes me worry for the future of both our peoples. If we are to survive, it will be through the actions of powerful but decent people, those like you are striving to become.”

      Upala felt tears welling in her eyes. She could not recall the last time she had cried, nor the last time someone other than Drew had stirred such feeling in her.

      “It will be through the actions of both of us, Merin. Do not underestimate your own power.”

      Merin offered a slight smile before turning back to the road. It was a small gesture, yet for Upala it was as wide and magical as any portal.
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      Nima held the crying baby in one arm, frantically paddling with an oar in her other. The ache of fatigue running through her body was as strong as any she’d ever known. In front of her, Val was working just as furiously.

      The sea fought them for each tiny bit of distance they put between themselves and the island, a land mass that seemed bent on self-destruction after whatever Tanira had done to the Pillar. The skies had gone black, the waves now tossing their small wooden boat with increased strength.

      In the past, Nima had felt a chill in her spine when a snowfield looked ready to avalanche, or an ice pillar seemed poised to collapse. That chill had kept her alive in the mountains of Nepal, when she could make the choice. Turn left, turn right. Turn back.

      Here there was no choice, even as that same chill raged through her body, there was nowhere to escape to, no zone free of danger. Like the waves, the risk was all around them, swirling like a maelstrom.

      The fear continued to rise inside her, defying her attempts to stay calm. These were mountains of water, changing and shifting each time she blinked. There was no clear path, no stable route.

      The child continued to cry in her arm, wet tears running from her large eyes, dark pools which never seemed to stop looking at Nima. Asking for a miracle Nima had no power to give. The brilliance of the white crystal made the child hard to look at, sparkles dancing in front of her vision whenever she did so.

      “You said she wouldn’t cry!” Nima yelled over the wind and pounding waves. She was rewarded for her speech with a mouthful of seawater. “You said she would sleep!”

      “She shouldn’t cry!” Val yelled back. “I mean it shouldn’t! I don’t understand, the Scrye should be--”

      His remaining words were lost as another wave crashed over the boat, Nima dropping her oar to hold onto their craft with one hand. She watched helplessly as the oar sailed away with the wave, more water staying in the bottom of the boat. She tightened her grip on the child, its cries continuing unabated.

      A quick look behind her showed only the vague shape of the dying island through the driving spray and rain. It was impossible to tell if the island was sinking or if it had ceased its tremors. The sea and darkening sky dominated everything.

      Tanira, what have you done?

      When the wind died, the change was so sudden Nima kept squinting her eyes against a gale that had vanished in an eye blink. The rocking of the boat dropped from its nauseating pitch to a gentle sway, the waves just falling into the sea like someone had pulled their supports out.

      The sky was still cloudy, lightning still flashed though it was no longer accompanied by sound. Peering into the distance ahead of them, Nima could see rainfall. Just a handful of meters away, it was pouring. She looked behind them, to see the same sight. All around them the tempest still raged, but now they were left untouched.

      The child in her arms had ceased crying and looked at her with drooping eyelids, the crystal still beaming unabated. At the other end of the boat, Val stared out at the impossibility, transfixed.

      The storm was separated from them somehow, still raging a stone’s throw away. They were safe, but the chill running down Nima’s spine continued all the same.

      “Val?” Nima asked, surprised at how loud she was speaking. “What--do you know what happened? Is this normal in your world?”

      “No,” Val said, the oar hanging uselessly in his hands. The boat now floated peacefully in a circle of completely calm water, with not even a ripple crossing its surface. His voice cracked with fatigue and confusion. “I do not understand this.”

      “Is it her?” Nima asked, looking down at the child who had gone back to sleep in her arms, as if they had not been close to a watery death just seconds ago. Peaceful, just like the sea surrounding them. “Could she be doing it?”

      “I don’t see how it could be her,” Val said. “Ah! Spines of coral, Nima. She--I mean it is the Scrye. It is not a he or a she. It is just . . . just . . .” He stared past her, over her shoulder.

      Nima turned and saw what had frozen Val’s speech.

      A round shape had formed on the glassy surface of the water, rising slowly. Composed of a material so thin and clear she could easily see through it as it rose all around them. It was about three meters across and quietly rose just as high. Nima could make out faint shimmers on its surface as it continued to grow, forming a sphere.

      It was like a bubble from the creek by her farm, caused by the glacier water as it flowed quickly over rocks and stones. Except those bubbles popped when Nima had touched them as a girl, ending their journeys down the stream.

      The rising walls met above them, the half-sphere completing as silently as the raging storm outside its boundaries. Nima’s stomach gave a lurch as the sensation of sinking began. She clenched the side of the boat with one hand and the Scrye with the other, too terrified to speak as the waters of the ocean began to climb higher, the bubble falling beneath the surface of the waves.

      Nima was frozen in her seat as the ocean closed over the top of the sphere. Looking over the side of the canoe, she could see a small portion of the ocean’s water filled the bottom of the bubble, allowing the canoe to float pleasantly, even as the strange sphere continued to descend into the depths.

      “Nima!” Val yelled. His words echoed loudly through the confined space. He dropped his voice as he continued. “Maybe this is the result of whatever your friend Tanira has done?”

      “She is not my friend,” Nima said. In contrast to the impossible scene rushing by them outside the bubble, she could feel a small release of tension just by talking about something else.

      She would have thought herself dreaming, but the fear in her chest seemed too real. She felt like her body was collapsing in on itself, just as she feared the bubble protecting them might do at any moment.

      “Tanira was going to that island to do something,” she said, the sound of her own voice steadying her. The words didn’t really matter. “She was there to steal something. She knew something terrible was going to happen, but she did it anyway.”

      “She freed you,” Val said, slowly removing his hands from the sides of the boat. The bubble seemed to be staying fairly close to the ocean’s surface, but was moving forward at an ever-increasing rate. Nima could see fish zoom by in a blur as they passed. “If she had not, we would have perished on the island, surely. We escaped, and you rescued the Scrye. All due to her actions.”

      “Maybe,” Nima said. It was just as likely most of this happened without Tanira caring one way or the other. The woman did free her, that much was true. Free her, seemingly destroy the Thartark’s island, then vanish.

      The bubble slowed slightly as it angled deeper into the water, the darkness growing. Maybe they were caught in some current, something caused by the storm? Perhaps the tremors had opened some fissure on the ocean floor, and they were being sucked toward it. 

      Her hands perspired as she held the Scrye. This was impossible, it was a struggle to keep her mind focused and simply accept what was happening even if she could not understand it.

      The dark waters of the ocean stayed outside the surface of the bubble, somehow. Questioning it would do nothing.

      “Nima,” Val said, pointing ahead of him into the dark depths, his voice filled with horror. “What is that?”

      Directly in their path were two bluish-white spheres of light. Though the distance to them was impossible to judge, to Nima they still seemed very far away. She nearly cried out when the spheres closed, then opened again.

      Like eyes.

      Monstrous eyes, eyes that seemed dozens of meters across.

      The fear that had been building inside Nima’s stomach became icy terror, chills running through her.

      The bubble around them came to a halt, leaving Nima and Val in near darkness save the two blue-white orbs that focused on them, the light narrowing into a brighter beam that shrunk, until the three of them were all it shone upon.

      Nima let go of the boat, shielding her eyes from the brilliance with her free hand. There was a pressure outside that seemed to push against her heart, a malevolence in the dark waters that sent shivers across her skin.

      A voice thundered inside the bubble, Nima crying out with surprise. The child in her arms stirred for a moment. Nima felt the voice as much as heard it, a deep rattling that vibrated her bones as it shook through her. 

      “Curiosities,” the deep voice said, each syllable dragged out slowly, like the tide ebbing in. There was a moisture to the speech in addition to the low tones, like they were being addressed by the floor of the ocean itself, all sand and kelp.

      “I had hoped for the waker, but I was not yet roused. My reach will extend, in time. I did witness you departing me. Curiosities.”

      Nima inhaled, realizing she had not breathed since the light shone upon her. The baby yawned slowly, its eyes open now. The eyes remained fixed on them, evidence of some monstrous creature that had lived under the island, some life that was too massive for them to see through the murky depths.

      Nima struggled to recall the name Tanira had mentioned, who she was looking for on the island.

      “Sessgrenimath?” Nima asked, the word sounding as small as she felt.

      The creature issued forth a sound Nima supposed was a laugh. There was little mirth within it, rather it reminded her of massive logs rolling down a hill, or an avalanche. She found herself crunching down, trying to shield herself and the child.

      When the sound was over, the voice spoke again.

      “A scuttler name,” it said. “A name that can be spoken in one breath. Insulting. Too small a name for so vast a concept as I, but scuttlers are small.”

      Val was kneeling, Nima was not sure if he did so out of reverence or fatigue. He ran one webbed hand through his hair.

      “Are you--are you the island?” Val said. “The island we were just on?”

      “I am no land, no sea.”

      Val moved back slightly in the canoe, bumping into Nima. Together they huddled together, the vibrations from the voice rumbling through them.

      “I am no place to dwell or travel. The crawlers, carvers. I could feel them on me. Prickly and sharp, harsh diggers with little imagination. Were I not imprisoned by the scuttlers so long ago, I would never have allowed the vile sun upon my shell for so long, so long as to allow life to leech upon me. The crawlers will know the sea now, and my hide no more.”

      She imagined the Thartark in the ocean. She had seen evidence of hundreds of them on the island. Were they all lost? What could Tanira have needed that could be worth something so monstrous?

      Something about herself or Val had caused this creature to take an interest in them, and only due to that were they alive.

      For the moment.

      “You said we were curiosities,” Nima said. “Is that why you brought us here?”

      In response, the bubble began to move slowly again, coming to rest so that one of the two eyes dominated the area in front of them.

      The blue light from the eye narrowed to an even tighter beam, a thin rope of light which focused on Val.

      “I have brought you here, because you are curious to me. I know your kind. Water glider, whale speaker. You whisperer to my children’s children. You cross the seas but leave little wake. No crawler or scuttler, you have neither my intrigue nor my annoyance. I have watched your kind, through blinks and shudders. You do not interest me, but what you carry with you does.”

      The beam of light moved, landing first on Nima but crawling down her body to land in her arms, directly on the infant. The baby had returned to sleep, even with the blue light focused directly onto the shining white crystal on her forehead.

      “The tiny link,” Sessgrenimath said. “I have felt your touch, hundreds of times before. A prod and poke. Enough to move me, but never enough to fully rouse. Until now, glorious now, never fully awake. Each time I feel you and I try to respond. I see for moments through your tiny eyes, as you are held and cared for by the gliders. Then darkness, and I slumber too as I await the next poke.”

      Nima pulled the baby out of the light.

      “She is just a child. She is helpless.”

      “She is connected to me, and therefore she is greater than you. Any of you. Certainly, greater than any scuttler could hope to be.” As the voice spoke, the bubble seemed to shudder with emotion, the angry waters of the sea just outside.

      The beam moved from the child and onto Nima’s face, nearly blinding her with its azure light. The child nuzzled closer to Nima in her arms, burying her face in Nima’s chest.

      “You. You have the look of the scuttlers. The imprisoners, the pair from long ago. Those who brought war and chains to my scaled children in far off worlds and then even to me. To me, in my arrogance when I thought I could not be touched. Bringers of sleep, of binds and shackles!” The walls of the bubble shook with the force of the voice’s anger, even as they closed in upon the trio. Nima could see the oily surface of the bubble, the blue light that was pinned to her, reflected on its surface.

      “She is not your enemy!” Val shouted. “None of us are.”

      For a moment, the blue light widened to engulf all of them. In the wider frame, Nima could see that hundreds of fish now swam alongside them, of many colors and shapes. The sides of their sphere increased slowly, the intensity of the azure light fading slightly. It then returned to Nima’s face.

      “No. The glider is correct,” Sessgrenimath said. “You may not be my enemy. Though you have their look, I can see you are no scuttler. Your look is new, as was the look of the one who freed me. Lock breaker and cage ender, was she. Yet she is not you, and you are not her. What are you then, and what is your intent?”

      “I am . . . my name is Nima. I travelled here from another place, another world. I--my intent is only to help my friends. Val, his people, this child.”

      The light deepened as it focused on her, darkening.

      “Curious. You have the essence of the Under about you, small Nima. You seek to help your friends. Tell me, the other who has your look but not your essence, the one who freed me. Is she your companion? What is her intent?”

      “She is . . . I thought she was my friend, and I thought I knew her intent. Now, I am not sure. I do think she freed you, but I don’t know why.”

      “It seems odd to travel with those you know so little about, but that is too small a matter for me to ponder further. Intent or no, your companion did me a great service. She removed the key, perhaps she means to free my children as well? That would undo much that the scuttlers have done, which would be a great day indeed.”

      “Maybe you know what Tanira wants,” Nima said. “You mentioned the Under. Have you been--”

      “You think to question me? You exist at my whim, while the angry sea seethes to crush and consume you.” Sessgrenimath’s reply shuddered the sides of the sphere, the ocean beyond distorting in time with his speech.

      Nima cast a nervous glance at the multicolored surface of the bubble, only this massive creature’s magic allowing them to survive. She struggled to come up with something to say, some way to reassure this ominous being.

      “As to your companion, I care not for the why, and my cares are the only that I am concerned with.” The boat shook with its words, shuddering in the tiny water that had been brought along with them. “I am free again, released to dive and swim, to breed both offspring and plans. Plans for the scuttlers and plans for the worlds beyond. There is a door to the beginning, to your Under. I will breach it again, in time. My hide is strong and my patience great. The right brood, the right moment. My tide will come in, and she will regret.”

      “Regret?” Val said.  “Who will? Sir, I--”

      “Now the glider speaks as well? I tire of this conversation, so it is at an end. I have much to begin, I must recover my strength so I may dive.”

      “Val, the Tempest,” Nima said. “Maybe when he has tried to wake up in the past, it causes the waves. If he dives…”

      “My descent into the depths will cause disturbances, waves and thrashing. You wish to warn the gliders, to save them? I grant you that attempt, to repay the Link. The tiny pokes and prods, they kept my mind from the sands, kept me from the end. Thus, I return you to the surface, tiny Link, with your climber and your glider. You will find my children’s children waiting for you to speed your return.”

      “Soon I dive, to gain strength for my return. The sea will churn with my passage, great waves and storms such as you gliders have never known. Prepare, or do not. It matters little to me. Farewell, tiny link.”
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      Val leaned up against the bow of their boat, the spray washing over him. Above his head the night stars blinked back, with only a few wisps of clouds to block them. Far behind them, he knew the storm still raged, spurred by Sessgrenimath’s waking.

      In the bow of the boat, Nima slept with the Scrye in her arms. The small child had not awoken again since their strange meeting with the gargantuan presence, but it was clear that Sessgrenimath’s interest in the Scrye is what had saved them. On the infant’s forehead, the white crystal gleamed ceaselessly, reminding Val that though the skies looked calm, the Tempest was coming.

      Nima herself had fallen asleep hours earlier, nodding off from exhaustion just as soon as they had been safe on the surface.

      Val had watched her drift off with the Scrye in his arms, unable to conjure words that could capture how much gratitude he felt for all Nima had done. Neither could his mind fully grasp the enormity of what Sessgrenimath seemed to represent.

      Val had chosen to focus his attention then to the two mistwhales that had been waiting for them when their bubble returned to the ocean’s surface.

      Summoned by Sessgrenimath, Val had found he could not fully communicate with either of the beasts as he could a normal mistwhale, but they seemed intent on rushing them back to Caenola at speeds he could not have imagined, far swifter than any mistwhale he had ever seen.

      The sea and waves were the same he had looked at all his life, moonlight dancing upon them as it had a thousand times before, yet it all seemed changed. Below those waves existed something that challenged all the Elders had taught him, something too massive and far-reaching for Val to understand. The unease encompassed more than just Sessgrenimath, though. Like the sea itself, reality was volatile and changing, the fact leaving Val both cold and hopeful. Chaos and change seemed more possible, each in equal measure.

      The craft skimmed along the surface, Val marveling at the smoothness of the ride. In the moonlight he could see the waves still present on the sea, but the whales seemed to find a way to keep them at a level position, even through the heavy swells. Watching them, Val wondered if perhaps these whales were not mistwhales but some variant.

      Nima’s head bobbed slightly with the small movements of the boat, the infant clutched close to her. She was a strange creature, this woman from another world. So full of optimism and hope, so ready to risk herself for people she had only just met.

      She was unlike any female Val had ever encountered, no other had inspired any thoughts inside him such as this one had. In all his life, Val had been content with a future of being alone. Now he found himself wondering.

      His mother had pestered him to join the last two Dances of the Calm rituals, being two seasons into his manhood. His mother had told him she wanted him to find a mate, to stop keeping a hut to himself. Perhaps this was true, but Val suspected she wanted more. She wanted a new generation, she wanted a clutch, no matter what she said. Perhaps she thought the act of the Calm would inspire in him a desire to take a mate.

      Val enjoyed the company of his fellow Caenolans, male and female, yet his interest had always been with the destiny of his people, not his own future. How long would they stay under the feet of the Thartark? How long would they stay in this endless cycle of Tempest and Calm, Emissary and oil? 

      The same grass grew on the beach each Calm when they returned. The same rocks were there, the same kelp in the water. What did any one rock, any one blade of grass matter, if they never any different? Was this all his people would ever be?

      Now, that was all certain to change, and Nima and her friend were at the heart of it, as was his father. Truly, it was his father who had brought the break in the cycle to his people by defying the Thartark. Nima and Tanira had helped Val perhaps repair some of the damage. Val had been exiled by the Elders for his father’s actions, and that was before Val himself had defied them and stolen the mistwhale. What would they say on his return?

      They were returning with the Scrye, that had to count for something. Looking at the small sleeping form in Nima’s arms, he was reminded that here again was change. No Scrye had even awoken, looked upon the world with open eyes, uttered and gave voice. Val had been taught that all of this was impossible, and yet he had seen it happen. Was it possible the Scrye was, in fact, just a Caenolan like himself?

      Perhaps appearances were not as critical as he had thought. Nima’s skin was soft and devoid of scales, yet it was pleasing when she touched his arm or face. Her eyes were white with brown centers, the eyes of a beast in the forest. Yet when those eyes looked at him, he did not feel fear or tension, he felt understood and accepted.

      The vessel swept along through the sea, Val gliding on the waves just as Sessgrenimath had said. He watched Nima sleep for a time, then allowed fatigue to take him as well.
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      Nima watched Val’s eyes open. Since waking, she had been watching him, now he was looking back at her. Nima could not say how long he had been doing so, but she smiled at him and was glad when he returned the expression.

      Her dreams had been dark, filled with knives and betrayal, of lights in the sky and dark gods below the waves.

      The Scrye slept soundly in her arms, as she had since their meeting with Sessgrenimath. The look on her face was of pure peace. Yet Val had said the gleaming white crystal in her forehead signified the coming Tempest.

      Looking over her shoulder, she could see the dark clouds in the distance. The mistwhales that had been summoned were speeding them ahead of the storm, but far behind them, it still lurked over the water, a shadow and a promise.

      Nima scowled at the waves, holding the Scrye a bit tighter. She had seen enough of the ocean, she wanted to be back on the land, to return to a world of stone and sense.

      “How far away do you think Caenola is?” she asked Val, watching as he absently ran a webbed hand into the ocean, bringing the seawater to his face to dampen his skin.

      “At this rate, I think we will be back to the city by sunup,” he said.

      “That’s good. What kind of a welcome do you think we will receive?”

      “I am not certain,” Val said. “I was thinking on that earlier. We have disobeyed the Elders, in a direct way. Even my father did not do that. Yet we will be returning with the Scrye and confirmation a Tempest is coming. We will need to make my people listen.”

      She stopped for a moment, the sleeping form in her arms shifting slightly. There was so much she didn’t know about this tiny creature, this helpless child they had saved together.

      “You said you would explain the Scrye to me, Val. This seems like a good time.”

      “I’ll try,” Val said, allowing a sigh into the night air. The air was cooler now, she hoped that was another sign Caenola was closer.

      “I realize now my people’s customs are unusual to you, Nima. Before meeting you and Tanira, it never occurred to me there was any other cultures but us and the Thartark.”

      “I never imagined there could be other worlds but mine,” Nima said with a laugh. “We’re all learning together. So, I can try to understand and respect. How did this child become the Scrye? Was she born this way?”

      Val shook his head. “It is complicated. I am unsure even where to start. There is one Scrye in each birthing. All others are infants, only one is the Scrye.”

      “Birthing?” Nima said. “Where is her mother? Her father?”

      “Hmm.” Val said, nodding. “Perhaps I understand your confusion. You think we mate and raise young as the animals do. You are looking for her bloodline.”

      Nima stared back at Val in confusion, not knowing which of the many questions flooding her mind to ask first. “Maybe you should explain how all of this works for you.”

      “I can,” Val said. “Though I am surprised. I guess I never thought about it working differently. We mate on cycle, all of the interested males and females of Caenola will mate to produce offspring. It is a great celebration, there are many days leading up to the Night of Lights festival.”

      “You all mate at the same time?” Nima asked, eyes wide as she imagined a tent or field with hundreds of writhing Caenolans in it.

      “Of course not,” Val laughed. “That would be chaotic. On the final eve of the Night of Lights there is a great dance, with many rings of interested males and females. On the last rotation through the ring, we each don a hooded cloak that blocks our vision. This represents the dark between the lights. Then we are paired off and consummate the evening.”

      Hooded cloak? Nima wondered what it would be like to lie with someone and not know who they are. The idea seemed very strange to her, but she supposed her customs would appear just as strange to Val.

      “So, you have no idea who you are with?”

      “You are with one of the village, that is all that matters. The next day, the males will assume the duties of the females as well as their own while the females begin the weeks of preparation. Then when the birthing is near, all the mothers and hopeful parents will attend as the births are performed. The time needed is variable, but generally all the children will have been birthed within a few days.”

      “And one of those becomes the Scrye?” Nima leaned back against the side of the rickety canoe, allowing the speeding ocean spray to pass over her. Val’s culture was confusing, but she remembered how strange Drew’s America had seemed when he first told her of it.

      “The High Elder will be brought into the cave and will randomly select a child in secret. Even the High Elder does not know which child is selected. A special crystal called the diava is used to alter the child’s headcrystal, the infant will become the Scrye by the next morning. Then the attendants will be led in and those desiring to be parents will be given a child.”

      “So your mother . . . is not your mother?” Nima asked.

      “She absolutely is my mother, just as my father is my father.  Or, he was,” Val said, looking down for a moment. “They raised me, they taught me how to swim, how to fish and how to use my crystal. Blood cannot teach that. My blood is Caenolan just as his and hers are, that is the only blood that matters.”

      “And the Scrye?”

      “The Scrye is watched over by an attendant, but the Scrye is not raised. The role of the Scrye is an honored one, the Scrye will protect our village from the next Tempest. It will let us know when the Calm has begun, and when we begin the next festival. There is no greater honor, no greater protector of our village than the Scrye.”

      “So during the Calm, the Scrye must be the center of everyone’s attention.” She imagined the small child she held in her arms, the focus of everyone in Val’s village. “How do you know when the Calm is over and it is safe? When the rains stop?”

      “The crystal on the Scrye, it will shine brightly when the Tempest is coming, and it will keep shining, brighter than any of our crystals can shine, until the Tempest is truly past. Then the crystal will slowly dim, and when it is dark, we know the Calm has begun and it is safe to return to the harbor.”

      “I don’t think I have seen any of your people with crystals that were dark.” No sooner had the words left her mouth than Nima remembered the one dark crystal she had seen, her stomach beginning to clench.

      Val’s father, lying in the river where she and Tanira had found him.

      “Our crystals are lit until we have no life force,” Val said. “It is the same with the Scrye. When the Calm is truly upon the water, we will return to the harbor. The fallen Scrye will be honored in the Field of Calm and the cycle will begin anew.”

      “What?” Nima shouted, standing in the boat. Val sat at the other end of the vessel, looking back at her. Roused by her movement, the Scrye gazed up at her, reflecting the moonlight in her eyes.

      The child was going to die. Even worse, the child was supposed to die.

      Val gasped in surprise at the Scrye’s rousing.

      Nima looked down at the baby in her arms. So much depended on the brightly glowing crystal centered on her forehead. Yet it was only the eyes she saw, her own face reflected back in their helpless ebony interior.

      “Is there no way to save her?”

      “Save the Scrye?” Val asked. “It is the Scrye. It has the form of a child but a different role. Its role would be fulfilled. I do not understand, but I can try to answer your question. Whatever causes the Tempest and the Calm, the diava crystals are connected to it. There always a few of these on the beaches of the harbor when the Calm is over. Some think that it is the power of the Tempest itself, that this burns through the Scrye. If the Tempest were to be prevented, perhaps the Scrye would not be consumed.”

      Nima looked down at the tiny Caenolan she held in her arms one fact becoming clear in her heart, as sudden as if it had always been buried there and was only now revealed.

      She would not let this child die. She had no idea how, but Nima would find a way to save her.
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      The first docking poles of Caenola appeared through the morning fog so suddenly that their small boat collided gently with them before Nima or Val could react, sliding their craft alongside the wet wood. Beyond the dock was more mist, more clouds, and silence from the village beyond.

      Val hopped off the boat onto the wooden beam, Nima amazed with how he could even see the small surface he was leaping to in all the fog. He held out his hand, Nima keeping the Scrye in one arm while she accepted his hand in the other. His skin was warm, a contrast to the cold air around them, and the strength in his grip helped reassure her.

      Around them, they could see vague shapes through the mist, a few were recognizable as tents and huts, but most were just semi-transparent blurs of shadow, dancing out of form whenever Nima tried to pin them down.

      “Shouldn’t there be someone here?” Nima asked, dropping her voice to a whisper.

      “Yes. The approach is never unmanned during the day, someone would need to be here for the fishers and shellers to help guide them in. If not for the mistwhales we would be lost. It’s unlikely I would have ever found Caenola on my own.”

      “This fog!” Nima said, peering down at the thin rods of wood she balanced across, the wispy vapors obscuring them even as she stood on them. “It was foggy here before, but can even the mistwhales do this?”

      “They can if they are asked,” Val said. “The Thartark do not see well, perhaps the High Elder ordered this as some sort of defense. We must--” Val froze, holding his hand up to Nima.

      She stopped moving, placing her hand over the child’s forehead to lessen the light given off from her crystal. Someone was coming.

      A shape slowly appeared ahead of Val. As it came closer, it was clearly Caenolan. Nima poised herself to try and run back to the boat.

      “Yanare,” Val said, even as the figure still appeared as a shadow to Nima. She was disappointed to hear the woman’s name, she had been the most hostile of the Caenolans to them.

      “The Breaker of Rules,” Yanare said. “More so than your father. Much more so. The High Elder will wish to see you.”

      The satisfaction and malice was clear in her tone, but Nima could barely see the woman’s face, only her yellow crystal being clear through the fog.

      “I wish to see him,” Val said. “You, I have no need or time for.”

      Val pushed past her, Yanare scrambling to keep her balance and stay on the wooden scaffold. Nima chuckled as she scurried past, not caring that Yanare heard her.

      She followed Val’s hurrying form along the floating platforms as the buildings of Caenola passed beside them like ghosts. Nima could see some evidence of repairs, mostly in the small patches of hide she saw sewn haphazardly on some of the roofs. Much of the burnt wood on the docks had been removed as well, creating another hazard as she watched her footing around the holes in the platforms.

      She saw very few of Val’s people, no more than a handful of Caenolans, hunched over as they worked on restoring their village. It was an odd echo of what she had seen on the Thartark island, another community beaten down and struggling to recover.

      “Val, we’ve got to help these people,” she said as he continued his relentless path through the maze of ocean-bound platforms.

      “That is what we are here for.” Val stopped outside the tent Nima recognized as the one where they had spoken to the Elders. He looked at her, his expression serious as the intensity of his headcrystal increased.

      “We will help my people,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “With you at my side, I know I can make them listen. Are you ready?”

      Was she ready? Nima had no idea, but she was not ready to let Val face the Elders alone. She would do as best she could, armed with the feeling of confidence Val’s words had given her.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Inside the elder’s hut, Nima found the tension almost as thick as the fog outside. Val stood in front of her, directly before the High Elder, with Yanare on one side of the elder and Val’s friend, Zelquan, on the other. All eyes were upon Nima, or rather what she held.

      “High Elder!” Yanare yelled. She had done little else since arriving, just seconds after Val and Nima had. “This renegade and his family are what has caused all of this. First his father and now--”

      The High Elder Chantez silenced Yanare with a gesture, the woman’s hands curling in frustration. 

      “He is here now, Yanare,” Chantez said, his voice as much of a rasped whisper as before. “He has broken rules, but he has also accomplished much. I would hear him speak, not your words over his. Be silent or remove yourself.”

      “Thank you, High Elder,” Val said as Yanare took a step away from Chantez, shifting her glare from the old man to Nima. Nima favored her with a smile as she stepped forward to stand next to Val.

      “How is it you came to bring back the Scrye?” Chantez asked.

      “There is a tale,” Val said. “Yet there are much more urgent matters we need to speak of. Plain to see that she is here, back among us.”

      “She?” Yanare asked, clucking her tongue and earning another look from Chantez.

      “As you can see from the Scrye,” Val said, motioning to the sleeping child in Nima’s arms. “The Tempest is coming. Yet this will be a Tempest like none before. We cannot be certain of its start, but it will bring with it a wave surpassing all in song and memory. We must begin the leaving immediately and we must find higher caves.”

      Air hissed out of Yanare’s teeth at Val’s words.

      “You speak boldly of what I must do, young Valaen,” Chantez said.  “Of the coming Tempest, I can see the evidence on the Scrye. Your claims of a greater wave, how do you know this?”

      “High Elder I--” Val stopped, rubbing his head with his hand. “It is complex to--”

      “We spoke to a creature.” Nima said. She could feel all the eyes in the room shift to her, Val’s included. It was the truth, so what was the harm? “Something massive and ancient, it called itself Sessgrenimath. The Thartark had been living on it, thinking it was an island. This creature has been woken up. That part is complicated too. But as we were leaving the island, it saved us and wanted to talk to us.”

      “Sessgrenimath?” Yanare asked, a grin forming over her face. “An island that was also a beast? A giant monster?”

      “There are tales of such things, Yanare.” Chantez said. “It is not beyond belief.”

      “Why did it want to talk to you?” Zelquan asked. It was the first time the man had spoken since they arrived. Nima noted that Zelquan stepped closer to Val after he spoke, moving with a slight limp.

      “The Scrye,” Val said. “It was curious about it.”

      “This creature is connected to her,” Nima said, displaying the child and feeling a bit of pride. “He can feel when the child becomes the Scrye, we think that is why you have Tempests. It was asleep, but trying to wake up.”

      “Now it is awake,” Val said. “I can see your expressions, but this is no myth. We watched the home of the Thartark shake itself, probably apart.  We spoke with this creature. It was vast, all we could see was its eyes. It spoke to us, and helped us return so that we may warn Caenola. How else could we have escaped?”

      “If this is true,” Chantez said, absently tracing the side of his crystal with his finger, “then we have been warned already. You, Climber Nima. The other woman of your kind arrived ahead of you. She delivered something of the same warning, though yours had much more detail.”

      “Tanira was here?” Nima asked, her eyes wide. Why would she come back here? Why would she warn the Caenolans?

      “She was indeed, and in great haste. Val, your friend Zelquan here attempted to delay her so she might explain herself better and paid a consequence for that.”

      “I wanted her to tell me if you two were all right,” Zelquan said. “She did not like me blocking her path.” He rubbed his leg, the pants noticeably bulkier below the shin. 

      “This Tanira, a knight I think you introduced her as,” Chantez continued. “She was on her way to whatever destination summoned her, but she did take a moment to warn passersby that the Tempest was coming. She offered no other details; indeed she did not even stop moving, but she recommended as you do. A hasty departure for the caves.”

      “Thus, some who believed her have already begun the departure,” Yanare said with a sigh. “Some of the village is in caravans already and headed to the forest, despite the dire dangers present in the wood. Most though have stayed behind to try and deduce the truth of this. Still that even some would leave without the High Elder’s word . . . The influence of you and your father, Valaen. A poisoning of the structure that has kept us safe for generations!”

      Chantez silenced Yanare with a look.

      “Enough. Alas, the evidence we need is here. The Scrye is here, and Valaen is here with the same warnings as his companion. It is sufficient. We shall begin the leavings immediately.”

      “What of the Scrye, High Elder?” Zelquan said. “There are no attendants left who may care for it.”

      “It seems quite attached to the young lady here, and she has protected it well,” Chantez said. “She will retain that role during the pilgrimage.”

      Nima’s face began to flush as she looked down at the small, sleeping form in her arms. She felt protective of her, happy to not have to turn the child over to these people who seemed to view her as a thing rather than a tiny person.

      Yet she was a tiny person, a person Nima was going to care for, at least in the short term. That was a responsibility she had never considered, a role she never considered to be in her future.

      Chantez acted as though that matter was settled. “Valaen, we can discuss the more extraordinary circumstances of your time with the Thartark during our journey, as well as your future within the village. For now, I remove your expulsion.” The old man held up a hand to Yanare’s impending reaction, her mouth clamping shut. “Whatever opposition there might be, they will be heard as well. I cannot ignore that Valaen has risked his life to bring us both the Scrye and the opportunity to escape this Tempest. In that, you have served Caenola well.”

      Nima put her free arm around Valaen, leaning in to kiss him on the cheek. His skin felt warmer than normal, a small smile on his lips. Her own smile was broad, her feelings of joy and pride in Val welling up inside her.

      “Thank you, High Elder,” he said. “Whatever credit might be due me, it was twofold earned by Nima. It was she who freed both myself and the Scrye from the Thartark.”

      The High Elder stood and bowed deeply to Nima.

      “Then you have our thanks as well, Nima, Climber of Everest, and keeper of the Scrye. Our debt is to you.”

      Nima bowed in return, feeling warmth coming to her cheeks. It was wonderful to see Val get the respect from his people he deserved, but to have all of them look at her like she was some kind of hero was embarrassing.

      Her grandfather would have loved it though, she was sure.

      “Come then, Valaen,” High Elder Chantez said, stepping toward the door. “There is much to prepare, and we will need both you and your friend to help us.”

      “One last question, High Elder,” Val said. “I know she was only here out of courtesy during my last audience, but I was hoping for a short delay to see my mother.”

      Chantez reacted as if he had been injured by the question.

      “Ah!” he said. “My old mind, so much to sort through and order. I should have told you this upon seeing you, Valaen, but your mother . . .”

      “What, High Elder?” Val cried. “What about my mother?”

      Nima could feel the tension rising in Val, his muscles tightening next to her.

      “She is gone, lost.” Zelquan said. “She was one of the first to flee, ignoring our warnings about the dangers, the beasts that walk the dark between the trees. I am sorry Valaen, your mother is in the Wood!”
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      By the time Upala and Merin finally appeared on the dark trail leading from the Yeti’s cave, Drew felt about ready to burst. It had been all Trillip could do to keep him here, healing from Sinar’s attack while the Manad Vhan and Merin had gone to rescue Upala.

      Seeing the two small silhouettes, tiny shadows illuminated by the moon, sent his heart racing. They were safe. She was safe. His legs felt ready to run to her, his arms ready to pull her into his embrace.

      Instead, he gazed back at the far-off peak of Everest. Ish Rav Partha perhaps it was for the people of this world, but it was still Everest to him. Just as the many mountains he and Sinar had glided above were also Everest. Just as the strange, green version was, where Nima was now in danger.

      Focusing on the mountain and Nima allowed his mind to clear, helped keep his passions on the ground where he needed them. He may have been influenced by the rasi sakta, but it was passion all the same.

      Merin came into the moonlight, her face looking weary and pained. Upala walked alongside her, her bright eyes contacting Drew’s, sending a fresh current of longing into his limbs.

      She was only a few yards away, he could close that distance in seconds. He could take her in his arms, powered by the joy he felt at her return he could show her all she meant to him.

      With effort, he kept himself in place, pushing down on the ground with his feet to keep his boots from moving.

      Upala stopped walking, mirroring his restraint. He breathed a sigh, in relief as well as frustration. He could resist her at a distance, but up close he wasn’t so sure.

      “I-I was worried I wouldn’t see you again. Either of you.” He noted Sinar was not with them, but he was not ready to ask what had happened to him. That he might be dead was too much to hope for, even if that would have pleased Sinar as well.

      “I felt the same about you, Drew,” Merin said. “Healing powers or not, it was difficult to leave you despite Sinar’s assurances.”

      He turned a bit, looking off into the plains. Keeping Upala in the corner of his eye made it easier to focus.

      “We need to talk about Sinar,” Drew said. “I don’t know where he is going, but I know what he intends to do and--” He paused, looking around at Merin, Trillip, and longest at Upala. He felt the tear inside was going to split him in two. “I don’t know what to do. I know everything is really crashing down here, I know that you both need me here, but... he’s going after Nima. I don’t know how, but I can’t just let him do that.”

      Just a few days earlier, he thought he might never see Nima again. Now he needed to get to her.

      He’d lost a brother, he wasn’t about to lose his little sister. The only real friend he’d ever had for any length of time. The thought of Sinar doing to Nima what he had done to Drew was too terrible to allow.

      “I do not need the rasi sakta to speak for me,” Upala said. “Your compassion for your friends is something in you that is very special, Drew. To me, and I am sure to all who know you. Fortunately, I do not think you will have to make a choice here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Drew,” Merin said. “Before Sinar left the Yeti cave, he spoke to me of where he is going. It is a world called Sirapothi, a world steeped in the myth of the Manad Vhan. He has found the means to detect the portal to that world, thus we could follow him.”

      “Follow him?” Trillip asked. “We do not know where the vile man’s portal is. You said he left the cave, but we have not seen him.”

      “There are only two concentrations of portals in the valley,” Upala said. “The libraries on Ish Rav Partha--”

      “And Sinar has already been there.” Drew cut in.

      “Exactly,” Upala said, favoring Drew with a smile. He turned away, but not quickly enough to keep his pulse from quickening. “The only other area in the valley with portals in it is my brother’s fortress.”

      “Oh great,” Drew chuckled. “A visit to the house that Kater built. Lovely. I’m sure it has ten-foot tapestries with his face on them.”

      “Likely,” Merin said. “More problematic, it is also likely Garantika will have men there. Though they may not survive Sinar’s approach, Garantika will have forces searching for us once he knows what happened at the cave.”

      Upala stepped closer, Drew feeling a magnetic pull to her as she did so. “Most importantly, I suspect this agent of Garantika is also in Sirapothi. If my understanding of Manad Vhan lore is correct, it is the only place they could obtain the artifacts of the Hero. She means to bring them back to this world and free the dragons from their mountain vaults.”

      Trillip gasped at this. “You suspect that is what this Line is trying to do?”

      “He boasted of it to me,” Upala said. “This order of his means to eliminate the Manad Vhan race, not just myself and Kater. There is nothing but the dragons that could do that.”

      Drew looked down at his boots, allowing the fog in his mind to clear slightly. “Look, I don’t know much about these Dragons, but why would they stop at the Manad Vhan? Won’t they attack the Rakhum too?”

      “A reasonable concern, even considering the hatred the Dragons have for my people, the Rakhum would almost certainly be hurt in the crossfire. I cannot say, but I do not think Garantika will be forthcoming in his plans.”

      “Sinar will be headed to Kater’s fortress,” Merin said. “If he reaches it before us, he will use the portal there to travel to Sirapothi. The one good news I can share is I doubt he will attempt to travel there before resting. He seemed quite exhausted after -” Her voice caught in her throat. “After what he did to the Yeti.”

      “What if we used those digcarts?” Drew asked. “It makes sense they would run to Kater’s fortress.”

      “They do indeed,” Trillip said. “Yet would pass by Nalam Wast on the way, there is Garantika’s Order of the Line to consider. To say nothing of propelling such a craft, Drew. Kater’s people use pack mules, but I have seen none around.”

      “On that problem, I might have an idea,” Drew said. “First though, I need to have a few words with Upala alone. Would you mind walking with me?”

      Upala chuckled even as she looked away. “I think you know there is nothing I’d rather do.”
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      Merin and Trillip had gone to scout farther along the digcart rails that followed the river, allowing Drew a few moments to discuss his ideas with Upala.

      The trick would be keeping his mind on those ideas.

      Drew could feel Upala’s warmth as he sat on the cool grasses of the plain. The mountains formed a cradle all around him, the night sky still clear and filled with stars, though a slight hint of pink crept in from the east. Dawn was coming.

      He could feel her as she sat with her back against his. Her hair rested slightly on his shoulders, the back of her arms against his own. He could feel the desire for her, but it was manageable. A drum beat in the background of his mind, but not an overwhelming urge.

      “This helps with my theory,” he said. “I think at least part of this rasi sakta is visually cued. How are you doing?”

      “Have I thrown you to the grass and ravaged you?” she asked.

      He laughed again. It was good to hear the musical tones creeping back into her voice. “Okay, so I’m going to call that theory strong, if not confirmed. Now, while I was waiting for you and Merin to come back I did some thinking. You’ve already said that you cannot summon fire at this altitude, correct?”

      She sighed. “Yes, that is true. I cannot account for why Sinar and Kater can while I could not, but there are any number of reasons why that might be true.”

      “No matter. It’s not that ability I’m interested in. Back in the Under when we were fighting Kater, trying to free you, he used this red energy shield against us. It didn’t hurt us, but it kept us all back. In the end, only Vihrut seemed to be able to get through it. Is that something you can do? I mean here at this altitude?”

      “I am sure I could, Drew. I guess I have not had a reason to try. I confess that I do not often think . . . tactically. I suppose that would be my brother’s mind, not mine.”

      “Humor me,” Drew said. “I have a few ideas about them. For starters, stand up and put that shield on. Try to keep it as close to you as possible.”

      He felt the warmth of her body leave, heard the soft pad of her feet on the grass as she stepped away. For a moment there was only the sound of the wind through the grasses of the plains, only the light of the stars and moon. Then they were joined by a soft hum, like a bee flying by. The grass around Drew gained a slight red glow.

      He kept his back to her. He wanted to explain his idea, but he also wanted to give himself another heartbeat of hope. If he were wrong about this, he’d eventually have to walk around her blindfolded.

      “When Kater had his shield up,” he said. “I remember noticing he looked slightly distorted. It was like looking at him through very clear, red water. Is it that way from the inside of the shield?”

      “Perhaps slightly,” Upala said, her voice now a little more distant, a touch harder to hear over the hum. 

      “Good. It is my hope that the distortion might pull back the effect of the rasi sakta somewhat, give us a little room to work with each other until we can think up a better solution.”

      Drew paced near the tree they had chosen to sit under, though he had only sat for a moment. So many thoughts crowded his mind, tactical concerns at war with feelings and worries. One at a time, he reminded himself.

      “How did you two learn to make these shields anyway? Did you and Kater just know how to do it?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Her voice pushed past his other concerns, even the ones he had about her. “Our parents were going to teach us, I am sure of it. They just never got around to it, I guess.”

      “How did you know you could do it then? Researching Manad Vhan ruins?”

      “No, we saw them use their abilities for the first time--” Upala paused, a choke coming into her voice. “I am sorry. We saw them for the first time when they were killed. They used them against the dragon.”

      “My god,” Drew said. “Upala I didn’t mean to...”

      “They used the shield against a dragon. We were running from the City of Sands, we never expected to encounter one. Maybe it followed us, or tracked us somehow. Perhaps it was just ill fortune.”

      He kept his back to her as she spoke, her voice carrying through her energy.

      “My father shielded us against the dragon while mother tried to attack with her fire. Yes, like Kater and Sinar they could use fire at lower altitudes. It must be a learned discipline. He shielded us long enough that we could run, before my father’s shield collapsed under the dragon’s attack. My mother must have wounded it, as it flew off after . . . after it tore them apart.”

      Right in front of them. As bad as losing Artie was, he didn’t see his brother ripped to shreds in front of his eyes. No wonder Upala and Kater were obsessed with the dragons and the Hero that--

      The thought ended abruptly as he realized something didn’t add up.

      “I thought the dragons, the Fourteen Fears you called them, I thought they were all imprisoned by your hero in the mountains around here, long before you were born. The legend of Orami Feram, right? If they were all imprisoned, what attacked your parents?”

      Upala sighed. Drew fought the urge to rush to her, to soothe her discomfort. He imagined his boots nailed to the dirt.

      “Kater and I asked each other that hundreds of times, until we stopped speaking. In all the Manad Vhan research I have done, I have never seen a mention of it and neither has Kater, but we cannot ignore what we saw. What tore through our parents that day.”

      “Another dragon,” Drew said. “One your Hero missed. Or never knew about.”

      “A Fifteenth Fear, alive and I suppose free somewhere in the world. Though we escaped, Kater and I both felt someday it would come for us, so our lives became about trying to find answers. In the end, that proved harder than we imagined.”

      Drew sat in the grass, looking out over the plains of the valley. Far off, he could see the smoke from Nalam Wast, and beyond that he knew were the yurts and tents of Rogek Shad.

      Two cultures, subjugated and ripped apart by the fears of two scared kids. Children who were just trying to protect themselves from the monsters that killed their parents.

      It didn’t make it right, but it made more sense.

      “You said you had a few ideas about how to use my shields. Was there another one?” Upala asked. Drew was glad she changed the subject.

      “I do,” he said with a smile. It was good to smile. “But it depends on if you can control how far away from you they are.”

      Somewhere, Sinar was likely pushing toward Kater’s fortress, the urge to just rush there in an attempt to stop him was a strong one, but Drew knew it would be foolish. Sinar was too powerful, they needed to get an upper hand against him as well as remove some distractions.

      “You mean, can I form them around me in a shape other than a circle?”

      The strength was back in Upala’s voice, he could hear the music in it again. It was endearing, more representative of the adult she had become rather than the tortured child she was remembering.

      “That wasn’t exactly what I was thinking . . . but yeah, can you?”

      “Turn around and see.”

      There was a new tone in her voice, mirth. He turned, Upala was now covered in a field of red mist that somewhat conformed to the outline of her body.

      She smiled, walking closer to him, tiny red dots following her in the air, staying just an inch or so off her skin. She was breathtaking, her dark eyes and olive tones as tantalizing as when he first saw her.

      But the uncontrollable urges were muted, nearly snuffed out as he looked at her through the shield. He smiled broadly, happy to be able to look at her without the mad drive running in the background of his mind.

      She was still beautiful, perhaps even more so now. Her shy smile sparkled, the redness of the shield combining with her tan skin to look even more magical. He still felt the love and passion for her, but it seemed more honest.

      “At least now I can look you in the eye,” she said, stopping a few feet away.

      Drew chuckled at how unlikely an opportunity this was, that he would be happy to have her so close while keeping his wits about him.

      “Does it tire you to keep that around you?”

      “No, I have practiced this,” Upala said, smiling. “There were times in the libraries where I would not leave for days. Sometimes the old texts, the Sirapothi ones, they would get me so obsessed I would need something to give my mind a rest. I started to play with my shield, seeing what I could do with it.”

      She took another step closer, it was clear to Drew she was testing the limits of this as much as he was.

      “When this is over,” Drew said. “I’d really like to be able to look at you with this shield down. To be able to touch you without . . . Well without worrying about what happened before.”

      “I do just as much, Drew. I wish I knew more about the rasi sakta, but as you say, when this is over, we will have all the time in the world.”

      His smile faded. “Will we?” He ran his fingers over the scar on his arm, and even bigger wound a few inches away on his chest. “Even if we get this worked out, what is happening to me? My healing, is it like your healing? Am I turning into a Manad Vhan? Is that even possible?”

      “I wish I could tell you. Your changes are not part of the rasi sakta, not according to anything I have read. All I can say is this. This may be a road no one has travelled, but I will walk it with you, Drew. I will not turn aside.”

      He felt heat rushing to his cheeks, his palms sweating.

      “That means a lot to me, Upala,” he said, grateful he could finally look at her when he spoke, so she could see his sincerity. “I want you to know that - whatever you did in the past is in the past. For me, you have nothing to prove.”

      She turned away, the red field offering him a distorted view of her hair, her shoulders that often slumped, but were now set, determined.

      Her voice was steady.

      “I have something to prove to myself, and to the people out there.”

      She turned back to him, the intensity in her eyes undiminished by the crimson shield around her.

      “We need to return to the others. Hopefully Merin and Trillip had luck obtaining transportation.” She began to walk back to the clearing where they had left the pair.

      Drew walked alongside her, the urge to hold her feeling more natural, a desire but not a need.

      Like Upala, he had much to atone for in his life. Perhaps it was time to follow her example, stop waiting for forgiveness and just move on.

      His last memory of his father, the glare in his eyes as he left him at the train station. While there would be no forgiveness there, the memory itself gave him an idea.

      “Upala, your shield,” he quickened his pace. The plan that had begun forming in his mind might work. They might catch Sinar after all. “Can you expand your shield, like push it away from you quickly?”

      She nodded, eyebrows raised. “I am quite sure that I could.”

      “Perfect,” Drew said with a grin. “That’s just what I was hoping you’d say.”
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      Val ran through the Fields of Calm, hoping the Scrye of the past would forgive him for his disrespect. If his mother was in the forest, there was any number of threats she might fall victim to.

      Why had she not waited for him? He supposed she had no idea he was coming back, perhaps her twice grief-stricken mind had fallen to panic.

      Shame and guilt ran up the back of his neck like a tide coming in. He should have told her he was going, at least she would have known where he had gone.

      Nima ran just ahead of him, her legs pounding through the sand and seagrasses of the field, raising a cloud of grit that bounced off his shins. Several steps back, Val could hear Zelquan’s breathing as he tried to keep up with them. Zel was unaccustomed to working with his legs, even if his arms made him one of the better net casters in the village. There were no fish to net here.

      The forest lay just ahead, through the sand he could see the wagon-wheel marks of the caravan that his mother had been a part of. A caravan filled with Caenolans that believed what Tanira had told them, though it ran in the face of the High Elder’s opposition and all their teachings. One season ago, even his father would have not believed it.

      They approached the darkness of the wood , the trees filled with shadows that kept their forms in the midday sun. A maze of humidity and vegetation that hid dangers such as darkeels and grun, threats the Thartark had needed them to sense. To detect them, though, Val would need to walk slowly and focus. There was no time for that, not with his mother deep in the wood during grun mating season.

      “Your mother.” Nima’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. She had slowed her pace, he suspected to allow Zelquan a moment to catch up. “Can’t she sense the animals like you do?”

      “She is elderly,” Val said. There were times when his mother failed to sense him, let alone a grun. “The gift is rare, and in older age the ability can fade.”

      “Can we call to her?” Nima asked. “Would that alert the grun?”

      “No.” Val tried to bring his crystal into focus as he ran, but the area was a blur to his senses. “The grun will not care if we make noise, we are no threat to them unless we disturb mating or feeding. The darkeels though, they know our sounds. We would attract them.”

      “I’d rather face a grun than a darkeel pack,” Zelquan called out from behind them.

      “If we are lucky, we won’t have to face either,” Nima said as she came to a stop at the edge of the field.

      The forest entrance stood in front of them, the first trees just small outliers that blew gently in the breezes that blew in from the sea. A clear path wound into the wood, the route to the caves.

      Worn deep through seasons of retreats from Tempests and returns during Calms, the path was a monument to their culture. One narrow road, one direction with no deviation or change.

      Val sighed. Off the road, the shrubs grew thicker, filled with vines and thorns. The trees seemed taller and darker the farther from the path he looked, more capable of inciting mishap and hiding danger. The path felt safe, a million feet had trod upon it before him.

      “My mother would have stayed on the path,” Val said. “The hard part is keeping us safe while we travel. When walking I can sense both grun and darkeel. While running, it all becomes a blur, it’s too complicated to focus on both.” 

      “I am having the same issue.” Zelquan’s chest heaved from exertion.

      “Then don’t try,” Nima said. “You see them through your crystals, right? They look different to you, each one. So, Val you keep sensing for the grun and Zel can just focus on darkeels. Would that work?”

      Val could have slapped his headcrystal it was so obvious. He nodded with enthusiasm. He began to focus on the pattern he knew to be grun, his crystal reaching out into the depths of the wood.

      “Great thinking, Nima.” Zel’s blue crystal began glowing a bit brighter. “Ready when you are.”

      Reaching out with his senses as his feet crossed the threshold into the wood, Val hoped Nima’s good idea would be good enough.
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      They found the cart overturned on the wooded pathway so soon, Val’s feet had not even begun to tire from running. Nima knelt next to the cart while Zelquan peered down the road, the Scrye strapped to his back. They had begun taking turns carrying the child at Val’s suggestion, making sure it was never with any of them for too long.

      Leaving the Scrye back at Caenola was something he and Nima would not even entertain, leaving the city before the High Elder or anyone else could suggest it.

      The cart was overturned, with several bags and satchels still lying on the road. Large hoof prints filled the pathway, some deep enough to contain rain water. One large foot appeared to have had left a package completely crushed, the fish and milkfruit inside reduced to paste.

      “They ran,” Nima said, still looking at the cart. She pointed to two large holes in the side, the thin wood splinted around the impact. “We had beasts in my world similar to these grun. Yaks they are called. They are smaller and have fewer legs, but the horns are the same. The one we used to have on my farm would have tantrums all the time and would attack the barn. The holes looked just like these.”

      “Anything, Zelquan?” Val asked. He was trying to focus his crystal to look through the forest, but concentration was difficult. His mother’s face kept entering his mind, mixing in with his father’s. His father had died in these woods, would his mother die here as well?

      “No darkeels that I can sense,” Zelquan said, turning and looking into the forest.

      Val looked at the child strapped to the man’s back, seeing the soft face and sleeping eyes underneath the hood. He wasn’t bothering to correct himself anymore, the Scrye was a child. To the tides with the teachings of the Elders, she truly was a little girl, a person given a task she never asked for. 

      “I can see some footprints over here,” Nima said. She had moved away from the overturned wagon and was now walking the edge of the wood.

      At first, the tall trees and dense brush looked impenetrable as always, but then Val caught a glimpse of color in the dense maze of browns and greens. His hand shot out, grabbing a blue cloth. 

      “They went through here.”

      Nima took a branch from the ground and used it to beat a small path past some of the more aggressive brambles as she waded in, not waiting for Val. He laughed softly, Nima’s decisiveness was something his father would have appreciated.

      “Mind the baby, Zelquan,” Nima said, dropping her voice. “If we run into those things, you might need to run quickly.”

      “Running quickly is the first thing I will do,” Zelquan said from behind.

      Val chuckled at his friend, remembering when he, Nima, and Tanira had run from a grun in this very wood. He doubted Zelquan would find the experience as enjoyable as they had.

      Opening a door in his mind to his crystal, he reached out into the forest again, feeling the low murmurs of life that were the bushes, the trees, the small creatures of the wood. Amongst them he could feel a larger concentration, a focus of life with a gravity all its own. The very animal he was looking for.

      It was a grun and it was quite upset about something. He could feel its emotional distress in his crystal, his own heart beating accordingly for a moment. He practiced his breathing, remembering how his mother had taught him. It was too easy to fall in sync if you weren’t careful. Too easy to feel what they felt, instead of just hearing it. Val listened to the beast’s emotion come to him through the crystal, as he guided Nima by pointing. 

      It was afraid and angry. He could feel the two emotions bouncing back and forth in priority and intensity. Something had what the grun wanted, and it was afraid of losing it. 

      He could hear the snorting now, the stomping. Nima had stopped moving forward and was peering through the bushes. Val came up alongside her, letting his shoulder touch hers as he looked through the underbrush. He no longer needed to listen to his crystal to understand the situation.

      Just past the brush was a small bowl-like clearing in the wood, almost perfectly circular. One end of the grassy area was blocked with a large cliff of smooth stone, rising at least to tree height. The first rocky signs of the mountain. The rest of the circle was rimmed by the wood, with a massive boulder rising from the center of the bowl, the somewhat flattened top of the huge stone no bigger than his hut.

      Circling around the rock was the grun, stomping its hooves and shaking its horns back and forth. Looking down nervously, Val’s mother sat on top of the rock formation, three other elderly Caenolans with her, as they all sat clinging to each other.

      At least she was safe, for now.

      “A standoff,” Nima whispered. “It can’t get to them, but they can’t leave.”

      “Likely it chose this spot for a mating site.” Zelquan knelt on the other side of Nima. “Maybe it chased them from the road and then found it.”

      “Or maybe another grun chased them off the road.” Val said. “And they ended up here.”

      “Doesn’t matter now,” Nima said. “Will it give up eventually?”

      Val sighed. “My mother used to call me ‘stubborn as a rutting grun.’ If it has chosen this spot for mating, it might leave to chase a threat, but other than that it will stay here.”

      Nima put her arm around Val’s shoulder, squeezing him tightly. The feeling was an unexpectedly pleasant one, enough to distract him for a moment.

      “Then we will have to give it a threat, won’t we?” she asked with a grin.

      Val looked out at the beast, larger than a mistwhale as it angrily stomped around the frightened women. 

      “A distraction?” he asked Nima.

      She nodded, quickly closing one eye at him as she did so. Val was unsure of the meaning of the gesture, but it made him feel a bit taller, a bit stronger. He was noticing he often felt that way around Nima.

      “Exactly what I was thinking,” Nima said.

      “What?’ Zelquan’s whispered voice squeaked a bit with frustration. “What are you thinking?”

      Val almost laughed. Poor Zel, so at home with a fishnet in his hands but out of his element in fast-moving pursuits. He turned to his friend.

      “Zel, Nima and I will enter the clearing and attract the grun. We will yell and shout until it perceives us as a greater threat than my mother and her friends. We will let it chase us into the woods to draw it away.”

      “That is madness!” Zelquan said. “You plan to enrage a grun? During mating season? That beast will crush you, or impale you.”

      “That is exactly the plan,” Nima said. “Except for the crushing and impaling, I hope.”

      “It is either that.” Val looked his friend in the eye, shrugging his shoulders. “Or we allow the elderly to perish. I know you do not want that, Zel. So Nima and I will distract the beast and lure it away from here. With fortune, we will lose it in the woods. Then we will circle back to you here.”

      “I understand,” Zel said, nodding. “And I will wait here until you get back.”

      “No,” Nima said, smacking Zel lightly on the top of the head. “Once we get the grun out of here, you go get the old people off the rock. You keep the baby safe and the old people safe.”

      Zelquan nodded, appearing tense but focused.  “I see. And I will keep myself safe as well.”

      “Yes,” Val and Nima answered as one.

      Val gave her a quick look, closing one of his eyes as he had seen her do. She laughed. If it was to be one of his last moments, he decided it was a good one.

      Val charged into the field, Nima right beside him. He could feel the fear, but it was different than before. His heart pounded, his skin felt so dry he could feel his scales turning, but he was doing something. Even if he was afraid, he was acting.

      Not knowing what else to shout at the grun, he began shouting a shelling song he had heard Zelquan sing many times. It was a bit off color in its lyrics, but he figured his mother would forgive him. Next to him Nima was simply yelling, shouting strange words he had never heard of, perhaps curses from her own world.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he briefly saw his mother look over, pointing and shaking the Caenolan next to her. He didn’t have time to call to her, but it was good to see the look of hope in her eyes.

      A look he put there by acting. By not standing by and waiting.

      The grun faced him and Nima. It was no longer moving, a cloud of dust still settling where it had planted all six legs and come to a complete stop.

      It stared at them, slowly waving its head back and forth. The horns atop the grun’s skull looked sharper than any hook or trident Val had ever seen, and each seemed twice as long as his body.

      As one, he and Nima locked their eyes on the beast and the whole clearing became silent. The only sounds came from the woods where the insects continued to chant. The grun dragged one front hoof across the ground, its head lowering.

      “What is that a sign of?” Nima asked from beside him. 

      “It is the sign to get ready to run,” Val whispered back. “We have its attention. As soon as it moves, we will run into the woods to the right, next to those cliffs.”

      Val didn’t bother looking at Nima. There was nothing else to discuss or plan. Val tensed his legs, cast one eye quickly to left, where Zelquan nodded back. The elderly women on the rock clutched each other as they waited for the scene to unfold. The next move would be the grun’s.

      Zelquan cried a warning, then all sound was drowned out by a crash through the trees to the left of the grun as a second beast pushed its way out of the woods and into the clearing, its head already lowered, horns pointed at them.

      The newcomer headed toward Val and Nima at a full run, the first now grun to charge at them as well.

      “Run!” Val shouted, turning and heading toward the cliff. There was no time now to make a new plan, no time to think or chide himself for not checking the area with his crystal.

      Val crashed into the wood with his head down, brambles and thorns scraping into his arms and legs.

      A quick glance allowed him to see the second grun furiously following Nima into the woods while Zelquan ran towards the rock, preparing to lead his mother and the elderly Caenolans to safety.

      It worked! He felt a burst of pride, sending fresh energy to his tiring limbs. Now we just need to survive this plan. 

      He heard the beast behind him, trampling through growth and pushing small trees aside in an attempt to reach him. Val was able to dodge and weave through the pines, milkfruit, and birches, while the beast had to barrel through.

      Still, experience told him the grun would catch up to him eventually. This was mating season, Val would surely tire before its rage ran out.

      Ducking to avoid a low hanging branch, he reached out with his crystal hoping to find what he needed. Something that would infuriate the grun even more than Val had.

      The forest was awash in life and movement, emotion and instinct. It was too hard to get a focus on what he was looking for.

      He tripped over something. A root perhaps, or a stone. It didn’t matter. He stumbled to one knee and got running again, the grun close enough that he could hear its breath, the heavy, wet panting sounding like damp thunder.

      Fortunately, he heard something else, faintly from his left ear. He hadn’t sensed it through his crystal, but he was pretty sure it would bring him exactly what he needed. Trickling water. A brook or stream.

      Twisting toward the sound Val plunged deeper into the woods, racing for the water. Behind him, the grun roared through its long trunk, the sound like a horn blast. The ground shook as it turned and resumed its pursuit.

      Val fell as much as ran through a dense patch of blue-bramble, finding not only the stream, but what he had hoped would be resting on its shores, a pack of darkeels.

      He had only a second to glance, but he saw at least four of them sleeping on their backs by the water, cooling in the shade with their legs splayed. Upon hearing him, they began twisting into standing positions, hints of blue sparks arcing across their skin.

      Val ran directly at them.

      He wanted to shut his eyes, remembering all the nightmares he had as a child, being chased by darkeels. Their jaws clamping shut as they paralyzed him and dragged him away. He pushed those memories aside. He did not have time for the fears of a child.

      He was nearly upon the group, the creatures rearing up and readying to strike, when they heard the sound behind him.

      The grun crashed through the forest and into the stream, water splashing as it howled with its trunk again. The four darkeels took their focus away from Val, who took this opportunity to dive to his left, away from the water and eels and into more thick brush.

      Darkeels hated to be disturbed when they were sunning, and they hated grun nearly as much as grun hated them. Normally they gave each other a wide berth. From his vantage point through the thick growth he could see it was working exactly as he had hoped it would.

      The grun already had two darkeels clamped to it, one holding on to its trunk while the other pulled at a leg. The remaining two were at the rear of the beast, following it as it ran down the stream, launching small sparks of blue charge at it.

      The grun and eels continued their combat deeper into the woods, Val completely forgotten by both.

      Experience told him the fight would likely end in an impasse. The grun were too large for the darkeels to take down, the eels to agile for the grun to gore. They would break it off eventually, but it would take long enough.

      Slumping into the brush around him, he allowed himself to exhale, still not ready to believe their plan had worked. Pulling a small thorn out of his leg as he stood, he traced the path back to the clearing in his mind.

      Back to the clearing, that was what he and Nima had agreed. Despite that, he reached out into the wood with his crystal again, quickly locating the grun that had chased Nima.

      He could still sense its anger, and it was still moving.

      Stopping only to splash some of the cool water from the stream onto his face, Val ran toward the other grun.

      Nima needed his help, so that was where he was going. He would just pull his fear along with him.
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        * * *

      

      Long before she had ever climbed a mountain or even a hill, Nima had climbed trees. From her first junipers outside the village that her grandfather had challenged her with, to the tall, thin pines farther in the Khumbu valley, the branches of a tree had become a second home while growing up in Nepal. She had laughed in them, ran away from her mother to them, and even slept in them.

      Never before had she clung to one for her life, her arms and legs wrapped around a small piece of wood five meters off the ground.

      As she had raced into the dense forest with the angry grun on her tail, she knew she wouldn’t evade it for long. She may have been familiar with climbing trees, but being chased through a dense forest was something she had never done until coming to this world. Her calves and arms bore the bloody scratches from the dozens of thorns and brambles she had run through, her cloak’s sleeve ripped from where the beast’s horns had nearly pierced her.

      She had run for the first tree she could find that looked strong enough to hold her. The sticky bark of the milkfruit tree actually helped her scale it quickly. Unfortunately, the tree leaned more than she expected as she scaled its height, her chest tightening with fear with each bend and shudder.

      She had expected the grun to give up once she was out of reach, maybe circle the tree a few times and then move on.

      The tree shook as the beast slammed its head into the trunk again, more of the round, white fruits falling and splattering all around her. She clamped her arms and legs to the branch she hung from, gripping with all her strength.

      She was desperate to get into a stronger portion of the tree, but the beast simply refused to offer her the opportunity.

      The sweat running from her forehead was getting into her eyes, her hands were so damp that if the bark didn’t exude such a sticky sap she might have fallen already. She ground her teeth as her pulse flashed in her eyes. 

      Could this be it?

      The heroes in her grandfather’s stories never ended up hanging from trees afraid for their lives.

      The first time she had seen a grun, she said they reminded her of the yaks back home. Now it was clear she had underestimated these creatures, they were far more stubborn than any yak she had seen, even the horrible one on her Ama’s farm.

      The grun slammed into the tree again, bellowing through its trunk in frustration. It was clear to Nima it was not going to stop, and eventually she would fall.

      The time had come to go on the offensive. If the beast wouldn’t give up, maybe she could drive it off.

      As it slammed into the trunk again, she stuck one hand out and was able to snatch one of the falling milkfruit as they rained past her. Carefully shifting her legs, she twisted her body around the thick branch, lining up a good shot at the beast’s head.

      It had backed up to prepare for another charge, pulling its hooves across the leaves of the forest floor. She gripped the fruit tightly as it thundered forward, aiming for the creature’s left eye.

      She let the sticky white sphere fly, grabbing onto her branch again. The fruit looked like a large egg as it completed its journey.

      It landed uselessly several feet away from the grun, dropping on the ground with a wet splat. 

      The tree then shook again, more fruit dropping past her head as her world vibrated. The branch Nima clung to made a cracking sound by her feet, near the trunk.

      Her breathing quickened, her stomach tightened into a knot. Hanging on as the branch began to angle further she looked frantically for an escape. There were no other tree limbs to climb toward, and the one she was on might snap if she tried to climb closer to the trunk. 

      With a loud crack, it dipped even farther, Nima’s hands slipping as she twisted into the air.

      She now hung upside down with only her legs holding her onto the branch, the failing limb still swaying lower. 

      She could see the forest world below her, the leaf covered ground she would soon be falling to.

      The angry grun backing up again, ready to start the charge that would surely bring her down.

      A green figure ran through the woods toward the grun, shouting her name. 

      Val!

      Her heart began to beat again, one last rush of damp, forest air came into her lungs, and then the impact came. 

      She felt the branch give way, the sudden opening of gravity beneath her as she fell.

      Nima crashed into the ground, landing hard on her back, blasting the air from her lungs. Her eyes shot open as she gasped for breath.

      The thunder of six huge feet shuddered through the forest,  the heat and moisture of the creature’s exhalation washing over her.

      She was stunned, her body completely ignoring her requests to run, to crawl, even to close her eyes. She was forced to watch the end as it came.

      There was then a cry, a voice that rang through the wood. Nima saw a brown-and-tan blur, a swift shape landing on top of the grun’s back from above. The vision was only there for an eye blink, and then it was gone.

      The grun let out a weak wheeze, a feeble sound that hissed from its trunk, stumbling sideways out of its charge. It collapsed, blood leaking from its mouth, then rolled to its side.

      Nima lay on her back in the leaves and mud, the pains she felt in her body meaning nothing.

      The creature lay dead next to her, two silver blades embedded deep within its skull.

      They too meant nothing.

      All that mattered was the woman who walking toward her, bound in leather armor, a white triangle emblazoned on her chest plate.

      Tanira.

      She knelt, offering Nima her hand. Nima took Tanira’s hand, the same hand that had thrown a dagger into her thigh, and allowed the strong woman to pull her to her feet.

      Her body was sore, but she felt nothing broken. Any pain she might have could wait.

      Tanira’s mouth was smiling and saying words, but Nima could not hear them. All she heard in her mind were the words Tanira had said to her in the Thartark prison.

      She did what she had to do.

      For the Line.

      Tanira’s smile never had the chance to leave her face as Nima’s arm shot out, connecting with the woman’s jaw and dropping her to the ground like a broken promise.

      Val came running up to Nima, out of breath. She felt a slight ray of sunshine in the clouds of her heart as she saw him. He was alive. His clothes muddy and wet, he had several small cuts on his face and arms, but he was alive.

      He grinned from ear to ear, his arms wide for an embrace.

      “Nima!” he said. “You are unhurt! I was coming to help you, but I see you gained unexpected assistance.”

      Tanira said nothing, sitting on the ground and rubbing her jaw. Perhaps she was thinking about the Line. Nima didn’t care.

      Nima ran to Val, relief flooding through her as she hugged him. They had survived, and Val’s mother was out of danger. For the moment that was what was important.

      With his arms wrapped around her, she felt safe. Nima wanted to just savor this feeling, stay in this one heartbeat and never leave it. The coming Tempest and Tanira could fade into the mist for all she cared.

      Yet even as she found herself surprised as how comforting his closeness was, she knew they could not they could not wait. Val’s mother and his people were counting on her. When this was all over, there would be time to explore her emotions further.

      For Tanira, as well as Val. When this was over.

      “Let’s get going,” she said. She kept walking, knowing if she stopped she might never start again. Questions pestered her, refusing to be quiet in her mind.

      How was Tanira here, and what did she want? Whose side was she on?

      “Let’s get back to your mother, Zel, and the child. We’ve got to get them to the caves.”

      “Right,” Val said, running to catch up to her. If he was hurt by her walking by, Nima saw no sign of it. “What of Tanira?”

      Nima looked over her shoulder. The woman still had not moved, though she was no longer rubbing her jaw. She sat in the dirt, her eyes looking back at Nima’s.

      Offering no answers.

      “Tanira,” Nima said, “can go to hell.”
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      Noting the slats between the rails were slowing, Upala raised her hands and pushed another wave of crimson shield energy at the ground behind them, propelling the crowded digcart forward again. This idea of Drew’s, a novel use of her abilities, was the only thing giving them a chance at catching Sinar before he reached Kater’s fortress.

      The wind blew through her hair as Upala leaned against the rear edge of the digcart as it sped down the rail system. Squeezed into the cramped confines of the rickety vehicle, she was squashed against the rear wall of the cart, her back pushed in against Drew’s.

      He was half-crouched in the middle, his hands clamped to the sides as he hung on against the speed. Merin and Trillip were sharing the front of the car, the sight would have been comical to Upala in other circumstances.

      Watching the snowy plains sweep by to her left and the mountains to her right, she felt a twinge of admiration for her brother. Kater may have been many terrible things, but he was quite inventive. She would never have thought of this system to move relics quickly from the mountain dig sites off to his fortress on the mountain of Ish Lumori. She was sure it made things more convenient for the people of Nalam Wast, though it was doubtful that was her brother’s intention.

      She could feel Drew’s back against hers, the strength of his muscles pushing against her own as he struggled to stay stable in the speeding cart. A small fire of desire rose in her mind, but she was able to push it aside. Drew’s realization of the visual component of the rasi sakta was proving helpful, even if it was not likely to be a long-term solution. 

      Trillip gave an unintelligible shout at the front of the car. They had asked him to stay behind, to head back to Rogek Shad and safety, but the man had insisted on accompanying them. While Drew focused on watching the stability of the old cart, Merin and Trillip kept an eye on their quarry.

      “How far ahead is he?” Upala called out, pushing another wave of angled shield energy at the ground to maintain their speed. The cart shuddered in response, but held together.

      “It is hard to tell!” Trillip called back over the chaos of clacking sounds as the cart raced along the track. Merin whispered something to the man, apparently nominating him their speaker. “Merin thinks he might be pulling ahead slightly. He is just a dot on the horizon now.”

      “Dammit,” Drew shouted. “Who’d have thought that big beast of his could move so fast?”

      Another exclamation from his world she guessed. She was surprised that one language would need so many expletives.

      “I think,” Upala started to speak, interrupted for a moment by the racket of the digcart’s movement. “I think Sinar had to wait until morning- -he was drained from his attack on the Yeti!”

      Drew grunted in response, his voice barely audible over the rattling of the cart along the track.

      Upala pushed another wave of energy behind them, looking over her shoulder at Drew’s back, which was filled with tension. He had seemed intense since learning about the attack on his friend, but she had been uncertain what to say to him.

      She thought back to those groggy moments after being released from the asan rashi crystal in the Under. Her vision and hearing had both taken time to recover, but she did recall a few moments with the young woman Drew spoke of. Small and stout, she remembered a ready smile even in the face of the grief she and Drew were feeling at the time. Only minutes passed before they parted ways, this Nima to head back to her world while she, Drew and Merin faced off against Kater.

      Even after defeating her brother and in the height of his desire to see them both returned home, Drew had begged her to keep the portal to Aroha Darad open long enough to save Nima from Vihrut. Upala bit her lip at the irony. Trapped away from her own world, Nima had stumbled into a portal to the very place Upala had spent centuries looking for. 

      Sirapothi. Just the thought of it sent a wave of excitement through her, her passion for the world almost a rasi sakta of its own. A land without death, the legends said. The world where the great hero Orami Feram had buried himself with his greatest weapons and treasures. A world where she would be safe.

      And apparently a world her brother had already known how to reach, though he lacked the lore to actually open the portal.

      Ah Kater! Her heart cried out to him, remembering times when things had been different, before the gulf of the world opened between them across the Umbuk river. Why did you not come to me?

      A distant flash of lavender behind them caught her eye, pulling Upala out of her thoughts. She bit her lip harder, tasting blood, then feeling the quick tingle as the wound healed. 

      Another flash, then a third. Small, white figures inside the purple explosions of energy, still far off but getting closer. Yeti, pursuing their former captive and what they’d reasonably assume were the murderers of hundreds of their kind.

      “Dammit,” she whispered, noting Drew’s word did feel appropriate. This could get bad quickly. She increased the force of her shield pushes, the cart lurching forward with additional speed.

      Drew jostled behind her, his arm briefly contacting her shoulder, a momentary shock. 

      “Upala!” he yelled. “Not too fast! We won’t get there at all if this bucket falls apart!”

      “Yeti!” She yelled, making sure it would be loud enough for Merin and Trillip to hear as well. “Porting in behind us. We have to go faster!”

      She pushed another wave of force at the ground behind them, the shimmering, red energy impacting with a crack. The cart began to shudder consistently, a rattling sound joining the clacking of their speeding progress on the rails.

      The pair at the front of the cart made no reply, while Drew let out another expletive from his world. She paid little attention to either, her focus split between launching pulses of the shield and the figures coming from the plains. 

      Seven Yeti, it was easy to count them now. With their natural ability to port without exhaustion they were able to run between magical bursts, huge, powerful bodies growing nearer by the second.

      They were close enough she could see their arms reaching to their backs, pulling small flashes of orange and red into their hands.

      Those flaming crystals would be flying soon. With a growing sense of panic, she wondered if she would have the strength to shield them when the attack came.

      She sent another wave at the ground, the cart’s shudder and rattling increasing, a whine coming from the wheels.

      “Upala!” Drew’s shout was just another sound amongst the noise. “The cart can’t take it!”

      “Find a solution!” She didn’t have the time to be polite or the attention to spare. Her fingers produced a new pulse every few heartbeats, the toll on her lungs began to increase.

      She felt foolish, having bragged to Drew that using her magic didn’t tire her.

      Yet she had never used her magic like this before, she felt like all the air in her was being eaten up as fast as she could produce it.

      She saw a distant orange flash from the Yeti behind them the first fireball came arcing towards them.

      “Turn coming!” Trillip shouted from the front, as if there was anything Upala could do about it. The opening salvo from the lead Yeti landed several yards behind them, yet close enough that she could hear the hiss as it hit the snow. 

      “Brace!” Merin yelled, Upala allowing one last shield pulse before gripping the wooden cart with what remained of her strength. She breathed in whooping gasps as the rickety cart leaned to the right. 

      Hold the rail, wheels, she chanted the thought, as if it would help. Another red flare exploded, closer this time. The Yeti were closing in.

      She felt the cart right itself as they rounded the curve, only for the rattling whine below them to increase. She could see sparks flying from underneath the cart, bouncing on the rails.

      “Wheel axle!”

      She heard Drew’s grunt as he ripped a wooden piece off the side of the cart and began to bang at the wheels.

      She suspected he was trying to slam the axle back into place. Whatever he was doing, it had an effect. The cart began to shake less.

      For the moment, the Yeti were hidden as the tracks curved around the mountain. A scattering of sharp rocks and boulders blurred by, only an arm’s reach to her right. She pushed another wave of the shield energy at the ground, waiting half a heartbeat longer to give Drew more time. His banging on the side of the cart continued.

      “Got it,” he cried, though the whine beneath them did not stop and neither did the spray of sparks. “I think.”

      “I think not!” Upala yelled back, the cart began angling up a hill as the straightaway behind them revealed the Yeti once again. The beasts had gained considerable distance, and she could now see their hands clearly, all filled with flaming crystals.

      Their mouths called to her in a cry of rage she could not hear over the sounds of the cart racing itself to pieces. At a bark from the lead Yeti, they let the fireballs fly. 

      “Incoming!” Drew’s shout rang in her ear. He must have been looking over her shoulder.

      As the wave of flaming projectiles flew in an arc toward them, she could see this time they would be on target. There would be no other option, how tired she was did not matter.

      Upala allowed one last wave of crimson energy to leave her fingers. The cart gave another boost, the axle crying even further.

      She then pushed the energy upward and outward, engulfing the cart in a circular bubble of shimmering crimson. The cart complained even further, its speed suddenly slowing as the edges of her shield sent sparks arcing where they contacted the rails.

      “We are slowing!” Merin shouted from the front, as if only she could see that.

      Upala filtered out the other’s voices and began imagining a framework of red netting intertwining into the shield, strengthening it as best she could.

      As a unit, the crystals impacted her shield, fourteen explosions as one. She cried out as she willed every ounce of herself into the crimson creation, but it was not enough.

      Her shield buckled, then broke. The rain of fire began.

      She felt the heat on her shoulders as one of the crystals passed clear through unimpeded, the hot substance melting into her skin. Upala cried out at each of the impacts. Her ears rung with the small explosions, the world going silent except for a constant thundering.

      One seared into her leg, two burned her left arm. The back of her hair began to singe, filling her nose for a moment with the acrid scent of it burning. Her eyes watered with the pain, though she knew it would heal.

      Unable to see through tears, she dropped the overhead shield and pushed a new wave at the ground behind them, the cart lurching forward. Her worries were not for her own pain, but the others. She had only taken a few impacts, who had the rest hit? 

      A glance over her shoulder gave her the answer.

      Drew stood in the cart, leaning forward over Merin and Trillip to shield them. His back was riddled with burns, his shirt nearly melted away. She could see the heaving of his breath, the pain he was in was obvious.

      Upala said a silent vow to the Hero that Drew’s wounds would heal as fast as hers, and turned back to the rear of the cart.

      With another pulse from her, the cart kept its steady pace, the racketing and whines concerning but consistent. The sparks were gone she noted as her vision cleared of tears.

      The Yeti were also falling behind. Several of them were now simply standing, small shapes diminishing in the mist.

      A few others were continuing to teleport after them, but the distances they were traveling were smaller. She hoped the mass attack of fireballs they had sent had simply worn the creatures out.

      They were not likely to give up the chase, but with any luck, Upala might reach Sinar before the Yeti caught up with them.

      For the moment, Upala hoped, their immediate troubles might be over.

      “Trouble ahead!” Trillip shouted.

      Cursing, Upala let another wave of force fly behind them and looked toward the front of the cart. Fatigue now flowed through her, her muscles feeling as they were on fire.

      Drew was slumped to one side, the burns on his back visibly healing already. The digcart had crested a hill and was about to begin a steep drop. The speed they would gain would be terrific, and there was no way to slow the cart.

      She followed Trillip’s gaze and saw the hill was not the issue. Rather, the congregation of figures piling debris on the tracks that led to Kater’s fortress was the problem. Garantika’s men, no doubt. Followers of the Line, hoping to prevent them from stopping whatever their agent was doing in Sirapothi.

      There was a switch ahead, a lever could be seen halfway down the hill, easily reachable by Trillip or Merin. The Line sought to give them a choice. Throw the switch and be routed toward Nalam Wast and likely an army of Line, or collide into the debris and allow at least Trillip and Merin to be killed.

      Not to mention they’d be stopped in their tracks. Even if they could all somehow survive the impact, their rickety cart would not.

      “Upala!” Merin yelled back as the cart accelerated down the hill. “What do we do?”

      She glanced at Drew, who was still slumped to the side of the cart. There was not even time to determine if he was conscious, certainly no time to get his opinion. Trillip reached his hand out to the left, ready to tag the switch. 

      The snowy ground sped by in a blur. Upala crept forward, nearly kneeling on top of Drew.

      “Trillip!” She had to yell even louder over the clacking of the cart speeding down the hill. “Do not throw the switch!”

      She saw a concerned glance from Merin, Trillip looking between the two. 

      “Trust me,” Upala mouthed.

      Merin nodded, and Trillip kept his hands frozen as the switch sped by to their left.

      Peering past the two, Upala could see the men backing away from the wreckage they had placed on the tracks. They were running to get a safe distance away, no doubt ready to pick at the bodies of the survivors. 

      Upala was not going to let that happen. 

      She put one hand on Drew’s back, the touch of her skin on his sending the expected electric shock through her. She felt his breathing, which was enough. 

      “Grab on and brace with your feet! This will be . . . challenging.”

      The cart continued to race toward the collision, the impact now only seconds away. She could see crates, mining picks, other dig carts, whole boulders. She kept the shield a dome, the fact that she had never used her powers this way before was something she chose to ignore. If she waited until the last second, this might work.

      Trillip and Merin shut their eyes. When she could read the writing on the nearest wooden crate, she completed the shield into a full circle. 

      The force of her shield pushed the cart off the rails and into the air, but it maintained its forward momentum. Her shield smashed into the collection of rubble and debris that the Line had placed in its way, the collision straining its integrity, but she clenched her teeth and held on to the shield with all her strength.

      She heard the cries of the Rakhum of the Line, their cheers turning to anger as her shield held against their obstacles. The debris they had placed was just wood and metal, stone and steel. Unlike the flaming crystals of the Yeti, they contained no innate power, no lore with which to combat her magic. Her will was stronger than the simple materials arrayed against it, and their cart passed through the pile, reducing it to rubble and splinters.

      Focusing, she allowed her shield to open slightly below them as the disintegrating digcart collapsed into pieces. She weaved openings beneath them, allowing the chunks of wood and metal from the cart through, but not flesh.

      Then they were simply a crimson sphere, racing away from the wreckage and Rakhum at incredible speed, headed down the snowy slopes that led into the valley where Kater’s stronghold waited for them. 

      Their velocity would be too great for the Line to follow them, even more so now that there was slick snow underneath them. Unfortunately, being a sphere Upala’s ball of crimson energy began to slide and skid.

      The four of them were flung over and into each other, Upala doing her best to avoid Merin and Trillip and colliding with Drew whenever possible. She tried to push smaller crimson spheres inside their larger one, hoping they would act as bubbles to absorb the impacts. 

      She met with some success, until Merin’s knee came in sharp contact with her forehead. Stars flew in front of her eyes, and it was all she could do to keep the main shield intact as the foursome rolled down the hill, colliding and tossing like twigs in a racing river.

      Then with a shuddering impact, they stopped. 

      Upala’s vision went dark, a great weight bearing down on her chest. She fluttered her eyes, felt the bones of her left hand begin to knit themselves back together. There were groans among the snow around her, the weight moving as Drew slowly rolled to his side.

      She looked up. She was laying in the snow, Drew collapsed next to her. Her ears were still ringing, but she thought she could hear him laughing. Trillip was sitting in the snow, his face a sheet of white. He made eye contact with her, then emptied the contents of his stomach. 

      There was a crunch, and two boots appeared in front of her. A gloved hand reached out.

      Merin’s. Upala put her right hand into the woman’s, allowing herself to be pulled up. Beside her, Drew was already getting to his feet, the ragged remains of his shirt blowing in the breeze.

      “You have done it,” Trillip said, with a smile. “My lady, you have brought us here. To your brother’s fortress.”

      Upala turned, seeing the stony foothills that led to Ish Pulmori before them, a large, stone doorway opening into a dark interior. Two massive doors lay nearby, something having torn them from their hinges and tossed them aside.

      “Sinar?” Upala asked, her throat hoarse. She coughed, the emptiness in her chest feeling like a canyon, exhaustion running through her like tides. 

      “No sign of him,” Trillip said, wiping his mouth with his glove. “Yet I do not doubt this is his work.”

      “The Yeti are surely still in pursuit,” Merin said. “Yet without you Upala, we would have fallen. You have done much to bring us into a favorable position, and with our lives intact.”

      All that remains is to stop Sinar, Upala thought. And find this route to Sirapothi. 

      A new surge of energy ran through her at the thought of her feet stepping onto the grasses of that legendary world. To follow in the path of Orami Feram.

      Drew’s hand alighted on her shoulder, another source of energy. She did not look back, and she knew he understood why. 

      “Nothing left to do but go in there,” he said. “I can see Sinar’s already inside.”

      Sinar. Are we really strong enough to stop him? Is anyone?

      She felt Drew shivering behind her.

      “Anyone have an extra shirt?” he asked.
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      Nima grit her teeth as she hammered her ax into the icy snow, testing the strength of her frozen route. Moving through the powder at a slight angle, it was now knee deep, thick and heavy.

      When she had arrived on this mountain it had been warm and green with life. Now the storms of the Tempest had pushed wave after wave of snow and wind upon it, rendering it far closer to the Everest Nima knew.

      “The storm behind us is growing in intensity,”

      Nima ignored the comment as she broke trail toward the upper caves of the mountain, the whole of Val’s people lined up behind her. Hundreds of Caenolans depending on her to find the right path up this version of the mountain, which Val called Varesta.

      None of that was a problem. If anything, this was the most natural thing Nima had done in days. Judging paths through the snow, testing ice for strength and gauging avalanche flows. There was a large and menacing pinnacle of ice hanging above them farther up the mountain, but there was little Nima could do except keep an eye on it.

      It was a mountain, so it was still life and death, but it felt good to be doing something that made complete sense. 

      The storm raging around them was not the problem either. The maelstrom was indeed growing. Nima certainly didn’t need to look over her shoulder towards the distant ocean to be aware of that. The fiercest weather would likely reach them within the hour and possibly before they made it to the caves. The Tempest created by Sessgrenimath’s awakening could bring winds that might tear them right from Varesta’s face or snow that would simply bury them. It was coming, but there was little Nima could do about it.

      Tanira was speaking again, and that was the problem.

      She pushed through the snow right behind Nima, connected by the rope around each of their waists. Nima had protested being linked to Tanira, but the woman was the strongest person there and, after Nima, the one with the most experience on the mountain. Even Val had agreed the two were the best option to push a trail up Varesta.

      Nima had wordlessly surrendered, but Tanira had been hardly wordless since they started their ascent.

      Comments about the weather. Questions about the snow and ice. Questions about Nima, about her world, about Val.

      Nima had ignored them all, focusing on one foot up, one foot down. Ax in, ax out.

      She wanted to answer Tanira. There were a hundred things she wanted to say, her anger and frustration were boiling inside her. Nima’s worry was that once she started letting that pressure out, she would not be able to stop. There was a job to do. Val and his people were counting on her.

      For them, she endeavored to stay silent.

      She had expected Tanira to realize she was not going to speak, but the woman seemed intent in wearing her down. Like Nima’s own assault on the mountain, Tanira was slowly scaling to the summit of Nima’s patience.

      With each query Nima gripped her ax tighter. Each open-ended statement caused her to kick her boots into the snow with more aggression. If she didn’t release the tension soon, she was bound to make a mistake. A mistake that would cost everyone behind her, who depended on her.

      “I suspect there will be wind and--”

      “Yes!” Nima shouted, slamming her ax into the ice. Little flecks of cold crystal flung back at her, landing on her cheeks. “Yes, the storm is coming! No, I don’t think we will reach the caves in time. Yes, I am impressed with Val’s bravery. No, I don’t have an opinion on the Caenolan’s birthing ritual. And  no, Tanira, I don’t want to talk to you!”

      There was, for a moment, blessed silence. Nima wasn’t fooled, she knew it wouldn’t last.

      “Nima,” Tanira said. “I just want to help you understand.”

      “No, you don’t.” Nima craned her neck, looking up at their path. The angle would increase soon, the way becoming more treacherous. Hundreds of meters above, the outcropping of menacing ice hung over them, casting them in deeper shadow.

      “You don’t need me to understand anything! You want to help yourself. You feel bad about what you have done, and you want me to forgive you.”

      “It is not that simple,” Tanira said, her voice losing some of the strength Nima had been accustomed to hearing. “Nothing seems simple anymore.”

      “Well, I don’t care. I don’t forgive you and I’ll remind you what you told me. You’ve killed people in service to your Line. Killed them. All you did to me was lie, stab me in the leg, and sell me out to the Thartark. You should be apologizing to the people you’ve killed.”

      “Those deaths, they were . . . in the moment,” Tanira said, her voice dropping slightly. “Unavoidable. They died almost before I knew what I was doing. I can’t apologize to the dead.”

      “Too bad you didn’t kill me too then,” Nima said. “It would have been better for your conscience. Not to mention quieter for me.”

      Nima continued on, pushing ahead with her assault on the mountain. The chill of the wind whipped around her, yet the warmth of anger kept her moving.

      Just below, Tanira was matching her pace. The rocks and snow took on a familiar form to Nima, a rocky ledge not far above them catching her eye.

      “It was not far from here that I found you,” Nima said, frustrated with herself. Now she couldn’t be quiet, couldn’t let it go. “I’d say I could have left you hanging there, but that is not true. I couldn’t have left you. I can’t be like that.”

      “That is confusing,” Tanira stopped, her voice turning bitter. “I am not sure there is anyone like that where I am from. I am sorry, Nima, my world does not offer me such options.”

      “For you it is all about your quest. Your mission. I hope it was worth it.”

      “That was my hope as well,” Tanira said. “There is no hope for me now, no home for me to go to.”

      Nowhere for her to go? Nima hadn’t considered where Tanira would go when her quest was complete. Since she knew about the portals, Nima had figured Tanira had a portal back to wherever she came from. Why couldn’t she go back?

      Her question forced itself into the air, Nima’s curiosity getting the better of her. “I don’t understand. What do you mean? You completed your quest. Why don’t you go home?”

      The wind whipped the snow around Nima’s eyes, and she shut them for a moment. She wished she still had her goggles. Jamming the ax into the snow, she pulled herself a bit higher. Her query still hung in the air.

      When Tanira replied, her voice was small and fragile, reminding Nima of a child.

      “That is not possible. The crack in my heart is as wide as a chasm. I did not complete my . . . quest, as you call it. I failed it. Failed it utterly. I travelled to the temple, I had the key. I did all I was trained to do, but the door did not open. I-I do not understand.”

      Nima heard a sound behind her, something that may have been a sob.

      “I have failed my people, Nima, and they are now lost. All who depended on me, living and dead, have been denied. All who sacrificed did so in vain. The Line is at an end. Broken.”

      Nima continued pounding her ax into the snow. She looked ahead, one part of her mind still focused on their path, still evaluating the gullies and snow drifts.

      Other parts of her thoughts rode with the tone of Tanira’s words, the sorrow and guilt she could hear upon them.

      She thought of Wanda, dying to free Upala and save all of her friends in the process. Meeting her end with a smile and satisfaction. Kaditula doing the same, knowing that his actions would allow his wife to reach their children.

      What if they had lived to see their actions fail? What would it feel like to let down those you loved, those who depended on you? What if she had failed to save Pasang? To end Jang’s control over their farm? How would it have felt to look her father in the eye and tell him that not only had Jang defeated her, but that she had also lost his only son in the process?

      Would she have lied to save Pasang? Would she have killed?

      Tanira had said little of her quest, something that had been frustrating to Nima even when she believed in her. She knew nothing of what the woman had travelled to this world to do, but she knew that generations of people had worked to put Tanira in the position to make her attempt. Now she would have to go back and face them all.

      “What you did on the island--that was your quest? To wake that beast? Sessgrenimath?” Nima asked, allowing her anger to be carried by her ax into the snow. She could still be angry at Tanira, but she now she felt more than that. Maybe if she could understand the nature of Tanira’s failure, things might make more sense.

      “It was part of it,” Tanira said. “Sessgrenimath was being subdued by the item I needed and--”

      Tanira’s voice drained away. Nima continued hacking at the snow, the wind now blowing drifts into her face.

      “How did you know about Sessgrenimath?” Tanira asked. She sounded surprised.

      “You mentioned him,” Nima said. “While we were in the canoe. You said you were going to the island to find him. I had thought it would be a man.”

      “I never said why I sought him though. I never said it was a beast, nor that it was going to awaken. It was clear neither the Thartark nor the Caenolans knew of him. At the time, I don’t believe you knew of him either, yet you do now. How did you learn this?”

      Nima heard the increased intensity in Tanira’s voice, and edge that matched the growing bite of the wind. Perhaps she had shamed the woman further. The details of her quest were supposed to be secret.

      “He spoke to us. As Val and I were escaping the island. He . . . brought us before him. He was curious.”

      “Curious about you? That is unexpected. I never imagined he might wake so soon or I might have waited to meet him. Surely, he has sensed Caenolans before. Was it you he was curious about?”

      “He was mostly interested in the Scrye. He spoke directly to her, called her the link.”

      There was a flash of lightning that ripped across the darkening sky, reflecting against the snow crystals on the mountain. The angle of their ascent was increasing further, and Nima hoped the upper caves the High Elder spoke of would not be too far off.

      “The link?” Tanira paused for a moment. “The Scrye was the child? Ah, I would not have guessed. The village must have been grateful for her return.”

      Nima recalled when the High Elder thanked Val after the Caenolans caught up with them on the road. Asking Val to personally accompany him on the climb, Nima suspected Val was to be made an Elder himself. Nima was surprised at the level of pride she felt for Val.

      “Such a small child,” Tanira said. “To be given such import. It is cruel to lock a child into such a role, take away their choices.”

      Nima noticed that Tanira was banging her own ice ax into the snow with extra force, an additional rain of crystals to be showered upon the Caenolan behind her. 

      “What will become of the Scrye now?” Tanira asked. “Her role is to detect the Tempest.” Nima heard another crack of thunder from the approaching storm. “The Tempest is here. I have seen no other Caenolans with her crystal. Perhaps it changes color once the Tempest has come?”

      Nima took a moment to look past Tanira at the line of Caenolans proceeding behind them. The snow had begun to blow with the wind, making it hard for Nima to see more than  ten figures back. They were climbing, head down, hands on their lines. Val was back there somewhere, as was the Scrye. All hoping she’d lead them to safety.

      Nima raised her voice to be heard over the growing storm. “The Scrye will die when the Tempest is over.” Likely they would not be able to speak much longer. The smallness of the words themselves seemed at odds with the depth of what she felt. The child would die, simply because her purpose had come to an end. It was unfair.

      “The intensity of the Tempest,” Tanira said. Nima was unsure if the woman was stating a theory or fact. “It must burn the child out. Perhaps if it could be removed from--look!”

      Nima jerked her eyes up to see what had gotten Tanira’s attention.

      The ice she had been watching above them had broken, triggering an avalanche.

      The snow in front of her was moving, tossing gray over white. It took her mind a second to process what she was seeing, a second she wished she could recover.

      “Brace!” she shouted, hoping the Caenolans would remember the training she had given them on arresting. She threw herself down into the snow on her stomach, jamming her ax into the icy depths as far as she could. She was gratified to hear Yanare’s voice echoing her warning, starting a chain as the word was repeated down the line of climbers.

      Then the snow hit, covering Nima in darkness and pressure so great she felt as if a yak was trampling her. It pounded her into the side of the mountain, both her hands clinging to the ax as if it were the only object left in the world. Her eyes shut and her ears deafened, she waited and hoped the pressure would decrease. She kept waiting for the feeling of openness under her, the emptiness that would signify Varesta throwing Nima off her sides, a plummet to her death.

      Protect me Chomolungma, she prayed. Could the Goddess hear her in such a place? Had she moved even beyond the god’s reach?

      It was only seconds, yet it felt like hours. When the light returned to her, the cold, firm rock of Varesta was still in front of her eyes. Her back felt as if it had been danced upon, but she could feel no injuries. Still gripping the ax handle so hard her hands shook, she looked down the mountain to see how bad the avalanche had been.

      Tanira clung to the mountain a few meters below, sporting a small cut on her head that was likely due to a rock riding along inside the wave of snow.

      Tanira smiled, a small gesture Nima did not return.

      Beyond Tanira, there was a large gap on the line, but that gap had been there prior to the ice breaking. She could see several Caenolan’s still working their way up the rope and beyond that, the remainder of their group was lost to the mist.

      “Not as dire as I had thought,” Tanira said from below. It was possible most of the snow had flown directly over them, arced by the rocky outcroppings Nima could see above.

      Nima agreed, she had expected worse. Still she offered Tanira no reply. She felt bad for the woman’s situation, but the wounds Tanira had dealt to her were still deep and fresh. She was not about to pretend nothing had happened between them. That Tanira seemed to think they could still be friends was annoying.

      Val had told her to look for those stone ledges. They marked the upper caves they were climbing to.

      “Let’s get moving before something else comes loose,” Nima said, pulling her ax out and slamming it up higher. Val was down there somewhere, along with the Scrye. She wanted nothing more than to rush down, make sure they were both all right.

      She pulled herself higher and slammed the ax in again. Those concerns would have to wait. Nima had to lead Val’s people to the caves and simply hope she would see him and the child again.

      The winds blew harsh and strong, pushing her into the cold ice. Mount Varesta and the gales of the Tempest cared nothing for Nima’s worries or concerns.
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      The noon sun struggled to push through breaks in the departing Tempest’s heavy cloud cover, bathing Val in a mix of light and shadow as he looked out over the assembled crowd.

      Once the people of Caenola had rested from the grueling early morning ascent, High Elder Chantez had ordered the traditional celebration be started early, a cheer going up from the men, women and children who had abandoned their homes to run from the approaching storm and the terrible wave that would follow.

      Now they had gathered on a large, snow-covered overhang that faced the far-off sea, the hundreds of people collected in a rough semi-circle as they waited for the figures on the stage to finish assembling.

      Val was not happy to be one of those figures. With Nima on one side of him and Yanare the other, he felt like the eyes of each and every one of his people were upon him.

      “I don’t like this,” he whispered to Nima, who stood to his left on the platform that had been hastily constructed of wooden crates. “I don’t like everyone looking at me.”

      “They’ve been through a lot,” she replied, fresh strength in her voice. He was surprised how quickly she had recovered from leading his people in the climb up Varesta. In her arms, the Scrye looked around with wide eyes, the tiny infant appearing fascinated by every new sight and sensation. “It makes people feel good to thank their heroes, and that’s what you are, Val.”

      A hero? Him? The idea was hard to accept. Just a few days prior, he had been cast out of his society, destined to be a pariah for whatever short time he might have survived in the wood. Now he was a hero?

      “I don’t feel like one,” he replied as the crowd continued to assemble. He could see Zelquan standing near the front of the group, his friend smiling as they made eye contact. “I just did what I thought I had to do.”

      “Silly.” Nima gave him a playful punch on the arm. “That’s what heroes do. Now try to enjoy this, if not for yourself, for them. They need it.”

      

      One person he did not see in the crowd was Tanira. Once Val’s people had been safely brought up the mountain, the mysterious woman had crept into the deeper shadows of the caves, stating only that she needed to be alone.

      Val had thought about asking Nima further about Tanira, but decided against it. There would be time for them to discuss all of the many questions on his mind later.

      Tanira was the least of those, after all.

      Yanare stepped out of her position at Val’s right, moving to stand in front of him. Her dark green hair, braided with the shells Zelquan had given her to mark the start of their courtship, blew wildly as the chilly wind picked up.

      Her eyes had lost the fire they had held in recent days. She looked up, her expression bringing back memories of better times between them, the days when they had been friends.

      “I just want to say.” She stopped, shaking her head. “No, I need to say. I am sorry, Val. I am sorry about your father, about not listening to you. About judging your friends and saying some… some truly terrible things.”

      Val thought back to how Yan had blamed his father for the attack by the Thartark, how she even had accused Nima and Tanira of somehow being part of it. It was easy to recall the angry look in her glare, the zealous passion with which she had verbally attacked him.

      “Those things hurt, Yan. They still bother me, like a hook in the skin. The hook can be removed, but the wound is still there. It won’t be easy to move on from.”

      She sighed as she looked down at her feet, the golden light in her crystal as dim as he had ever seen it.

      “Even so,” he said, pushing more kindness into his voice. “What you are doing now isn’t easy, and I respect it. I may still be angry, but I hope it will pass. Anger is not a good place for my heart to live in.”

      She shook her head, Val seeing the dampness and regret in her eyes.

      “Maybe you should stay angry. If our people had listened to me,” Yan cast her hand across the gathering crowd, “they would have died. The Tempest would have destroyed us all.”

      She looked down at the golden shift she now wore, a sign of her advancement to Elder.

      “I am not fit to wear these robes,” she said, looking past Val and towards the raised platform, where High Elder Chantez waited.

      Val placed his hand on her shoulder.

      “Yan, that is not true. That you can apologize, that you can admit you were wrong. That says to me you have the wisdom to lead. Everything you did, you did out of a passion for our people. Just like me.”

      “Besides,” Val added, smiling. “I will be around to tell you when you are wrong.”

      “Thank you, Val.” Yan laughed softly as she wiped a tear away.

      “If you two are done?” High Elder Chantez had hobbled over, giving them a wry grin. He tapped his walking stick impatiently as he eyed Yan. She nodded quickly, falling back in line next to Val. Nima giggled softly, her smile beaming as bright as the sun.

      Val’s heart began to pound as the High Elder slowly made his way to the front of the platform, raising his hands wide as if he intended to embrace the whole of the crowd.

      Again, it felt to Val as if each person there were looking only at him, fresh heat coming to his cheeks as they burned against the cold air of the mountain.

      “People of Caenola,” Chantez said, his voice possessing a strength Val had not heard in years. “We stand here today, higher and farther than we have ever been on the great mountain Varesta.”

      He stopped, gazing upward towards the mountain’s peak above them. Val followed his stare along with the crowd, the bank of heavy clouds concealing what waited at the top, as they had done for all of Val’s life.

      Maybe someday, I will go up there, he thought to himself. It would be good to see the answers to the mystery of what was at the summit, and now he knew the perfect person to accompany him.

      “Our journey here,” Chantez continued, “was more challenging than any in memory. All of this, to escape a Tempest more violent and powerful than we have ever known.”

      Val cast a quick look over his shoulder. Far beneath them, the great wood sat at the foot of Varesta as it always had, a barrier between the stone of the mountain and the power of the sea. As the great Tempest continued its march west and away from them, the wave would be approaching soon. Val wondered if the wood could survive the force of the imminent water.

      Certainly, their village could not have, and the lower caves would have been just as inundated.

      “Yet,” Chantez said, “We stand here today not because of old thoughts but new ones. Each of us is alive due to the actions of those who were brave enough to break the cycles of the past, doing so the face of exile and condemnation.”

      The old High Elder moved to face them, bowing deeply with his back to the assembled group. He then turned back to the crowd, his arms wide again.

      “We give our humble thanks and praise to these three brave souls, forever more will their tales be told! The rescuers of our people! Climber Nima, the absent Knight Tanira and our hero of Caenola, Valaen a Ola!”

      A cheer went up through the crowd, Val’s people clapping and raising their arms in celebration. He could see hundreds of crystals blazing to life, bringing to his eyes every color he could imagine. Each face was smiling, and carried a look of peace and gratitude.

      No grin was broader than his mother’s, her brilliant emerald crystal shining brighter than he had seen it in years.

      His heart felt it might burst, tears coming to his eyes with the realization this outpouring of emotions was for them. For his father, for Nima. For him.

      Nima threw her free arm around his shoulder, leaning in and giving him a kiss on the cheek, which drew even louder cheers from the assembled crowd.

      Chantez tapped his walking stick on the wooden stage, waiting for the furor to slowly die down.

      “Valaen, it is because of you and your friends that the Scrye was returned to us, that our people are safe, that the future is now and unknown. That unknown frightens many of us, yet you bravely faced the mysterious, the untried, the untested. You have shown us that perhaps these are not things to fear. Our people need a brave mind and a bold heart to help guide us.”

      There were murmurs and nods among the crowd, Val’s spirit lifting again at the sight of his mother’s proud face, seeing in her eyes the end of all the arguments he had grown up hearing. Were he here, Val knew his father would have been along side her. This was his victory too.

      Chantez turned, addressing Val.

      “Valaen a Ola, will you honor this village further and take your place as an Elder?”

      Chantez made the request with a smile, as if he knew what Val’s response would be before asking it. Val’s father had been an Elder after all, and Val had often thought he might eventually be one as well. Still the request was unexpected, Val’s mouth opening in surprise.

      The answer came to him easily, requiring no thought.

      “No,” Val said, to the gasps of the crowd. Across their faces, he saw looks of surprise and even disappointment. Only his mother and Zelquan smiled back at him, Val happy to see they understood.

      He turned to face High Elder Chantez, the red light from Val’s crystal pulsing, adding a crimson tint to his vision. The energy of Val’s crystal had never felt like this before, it seemed to reassure him as each wave of its magic ran through him.

      “I appreciate the honor, High Elder.” He bowed, then faced the crowd. “The honor of all of you. Yet I cannot accept. I have come to believe that our people should not be led by councils or Elders, but rather by our own hearts. Each of us should find our own path, each test our own limits. There are hills and mountains I want to climb, vast seas I want to explore.”

      In his mind’s eye, he could see himself crossing all the ancient thresholds. Going over Varesta to see what lay beyond the great mountain range, charting past the last known island in the sea, looking for what was beyond.

      Yet he did not want to do so alone. Standing beside him was the person who had shown him his path, helped him find out who he really was.

      He cast his eyes across the gathered group, a rainbow of glowing headcrystals shining back at him. Dozens of hues and intensities, a myriad of separate destinies.

      “Yet I will not ask others to do that just because I wish it. The Thartark are gone. There will be no more Tempests, no more Scryes. For good or for ill, the cycle has been broken, and the road ahead of us, as you say High Elder, is unknown.”

      Val thought back to several days prior, when he had first entered the wood beneath this very mountain, in defiance of the Elder’s instructions. Searching for his father, he now felt as if he had helped complete the work his father had begun.

      “My father was frustrated in our people’s willingness to follow a one path, a single direction. Let us become a people of many paths, many roads winding through the woods of our lives. Let each of us place our feet on the route of our own choosing, set our course on the stars of our dreams.”

      Val reached over, gently taking Nima’s hand in his own. His heart beat faster in his chest, unsure of how she would react. Another unknown threshold.

      Her fingers intertwined with his, gripping his hand with a firm and reassuring strength.

      “I have my own dreams to follow,” he said, casting her a quick look. She smiled, closing and opening one eye in her quick odd gesture. He looked forward to asking her what it meant.

      Turning away from the crowd, Val walked off the platform with Nima’s hand in his own and the Scrye in her arm. Ahead of him lay the expanse of snow and stone that comprised the outcropping on which they had all gathered, and where shortly they would watch the great wave come in from the sea.

      Yet he also felt something else was ahead of him, something else that would have seemed impossible only a few days earlier. Limitless possibilities, a life unknown and full of mystery. Something he and Nima had not only given to his people, but also to Val himself.

      He smiled, pure joy filling his heart. Maybe he was a hero after all.
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        * * *

      

      Nima sat on the rocky ledge high up on Mount Varesta, looking out at what, for her, was the Khumbu Valley. The wind and snow still blew, but the stone formations around the entrance to the caves provided a great deal of shelter from the weather, rendering the effects of the Tempest tolerable.

      Val was beside her, watching and peering down the mountain and toward the forest. Next to him, Zelquan knelt in the shallow snow, as transfixed as Val. A wrinkled hand on Nima’s shoulder reminded her of the presence of Kelzin, Val’s mother. Since arriving at the cave, the elderly woman had hardly left Nima’s side, fussing lovingly over her every scrape and bruise.

      It was a stark contrast to the memories of her own mother, and it was nice. It felt like family.

      The ledge itself was a wide stone triangle with its tip pointing away from the mountain, toward the sea. Sheltering them from the impressive drop were several large boulders, allowing them to sit or lean comfortably while they watched the waited for the Tempest’s great wave to come in from the ocean. Behind them, a rough, arched opening led to the massive cave’s interior while a single path off the ledge led higher up the mountain.

      The wave was coming, the three Caenolans were both sure of it based on the reactions of the small child nestled in Nima’s arms, the white crystal in her forehead pulsing slowly. The girl suckled at the milkfruit from one of the attendants, her large, dark eyes looking up into Nima’s.

      It was impossible to look at the child and not think of the fate that awaited her. If the Scrye had any inkling of her future, she didn’t show it. She looked as peaceful as Nima had ever seen her, even as the storm she was connected to raged on in the distance.

      “There it is!” Zelquan shouted, pointing to the edge of their visibility.

      The fog and clouds broke just enough for them to see the great forest, the same collection of trees and bushes where Nima and Val had fought for their lives against rampaging grun. Nima could see many of the trees swaying and shifting with the wind, as if they were walking amongst their kin before the water became more apparent. Nima had expected a wall of water, a wave that might dwarf the forest itself. This rather seemed to be the ocean just moving forward with relentless force, displacing all that might be in its way.

      Pushing forward and ignoring all resistance, the force of the sea was the most powerful expression of nature Nima had ever seen, as mighty in its way as any mountain. Her heart raced with excitement and wonder, her pulse as quick as the frothing waters that approached thousands of meters below her.

      “All those grun,” Val said. “I hope they found somewhere to go. They didn’t ask for this any more than we did.”

      Nima noted that the Scrye turned her head toward the sound of Val’s voice. The infant’s small hand clutched Nima’s while sucking on the fruit.

      “When we return every Calm,” Kelzin said from behind Nima, “the grun are always there. I trust they will be again.”

      The water pushed forward, the forest behind it reduced to just more of the harbor, with the trees swaying just above the waterline like kelp. Within seconds the water reached the base of Mount Varesta, piling onto the rocks and caves with a thunderous impact that Nima could feel as well as hear. The surge pushed itself past the surface and scaled the side of the mountain, coming to rest just below the snow line.

      “The lower caves,” Zel said. “They are completely underwater. That would have been us, had we not sought higher ground. We would have been drowned.”

      “There was no way to know.” Val put his hand on Zel’s shoulder. “The Tempest has never pushed the water past the forest before, let alone into the caves.”

      Kelzin slapped Nima on the back, her frail webbed hand making little impression but bringing a smile to Nima’s face.

      “We never had my boy and Nima before!” she cried, her cracked voice carrying into the wind. “Oh, if only Oli could have seen this.”

      “See the forest underwater?” Zel asked, scratching his head.

      “No,” Kelzin said, keeping one arm around Nima while she put the other around her son. “See that perhaps he was right. Change, events that have not happened before, perhaps they can be a good thing.” She sighed into the wind. “Were he here, my husband. There are things I would say to my Oli.”

      Zel nodded, looking out into the storm. “What happens after this Calm could be different too. I think . . . I think I am happy that I do not know what is next.” He stood, walking toward the cave entrance, folding his arms. “I am getting quite cold, though. I am not as accustomed to air and adventure as you two are. I will head inside, perhaps arrange for some dinner.”

      “Perhaps you could arrange to help an old woman find dinner as well?” Kelzin asked, putting her arm out.

      Zel took her arm with a laugh and the pair walked back into the depths of the cave, leaving Nima and Val alone with the storm and the Scrye.

      “Change,” Nima said, looking down at the small child. Though the wind still blew around them, the baby looked peaceful and safe, as if she felt Nima’s arms could protect her from anything. “I wonder if we can change what will happen to her.”

      Nima became aware that Val was sitting right next to her, his shoulder against hers. He leaned in to look at the child, pulling the cloth hood a bit more over her face.

      “Perhaps, as my mother said. There are many truths I have been taught that have been proven false since I have met you, Nima. Many new possibilities seem open to me now.”

      The Scrye blinked back up at them, no longer suckling on the milk fruit. Nima set the drained rind of the fruit aside, the child burping loud enough to be heard against the wind.

      They laughed together, the Scrye’s eyes moving back and forth between their faces.

      “If we are to change her fate, perhaps we should start with her name,” Val said. “It no longer seems fair to call her the Scrye. To my people, the Scrye is a goddess whose purpose is to tell us when the Tempest is here. It is now all around us.”

      “A name?” Nima said, pushing herself a little closer toward Val, enjoying his proximity. The child continued to look at Nima, the dark eyes showing her own reflection. “A name for a goddess?”

      “We make our own choices, right?” Val asked with a chuckle. “This girl’s options are now as open as yours and mine are. We define our future, so let us help define hers.”

      Nima looked out into the storm, the wind pushing the clouds into shapes that were both dark and beautiful. Beneath them the sea pounded against Varesta’s lower reaches, introducing itself to a new land. Varesta was similar to Everest, home of the goddess Chomolungma, and yet so different. Perhaps Varesta needed a protector of its own.

      “Lhamu,” Nima said, looking down into the girl’s eyes again. Her eyelids were dropping as she continued to stare up at Nima. “In the language of my people, it means ‘goddess,’ just as you said.”

      “I think it is perfect.” Val reached out again, running one finger across the child’s cheek. “Lhamu, it is well to meet you.”

      “Lhamu.” The raspy voice of Val’s mother came from behind them, full of happiness. She held a bowl of steaming vegetables in her hands, the aroma reminding Nima of the stews she used to get in Dorjee’s tent back in Nepal.

      “It is a beautiful name for a beautiful girl.”

      Lhamu looked up at Nima and Kelzin, the infant’s tiny mouth opening in an enormous yawn.

      “Do you think an old woman could hold the child?” Kelzin asked. “There are many good stories I could tell you, Lhamu.”

      Nima smiled and offered the baby up to the old woman, her trembling, webbed hands accepting the child eagerly.

      “It is getting cold out here,” Nima said. “Perhaps you could take her inside the cave and tell her your tales? Tales from our elders have great power.”

      “I would be honored.” Kelzin said with a smile, the crystal on her head brightening. “I know - I shall tell you the tale of when Val saw his first mistwhale, little one.” Lhamu nestled into the old woman’s arms and together they walked back into the cave.

      Val and Nima sat quietly for a time, no sounds save the winds and the waves crashing into the mountain far below them.

      “It may be several weeks or months before the Calm comes,” he said. “What will you do next? I never really asked you why or how you came here, but you have changed all of our lives. Will you leave now, go back to your own world?”

      Nima took a deep breath, feeling the cool evening air filling her lungs. The idea of going back to Nepal, even if it were possible, hadn’t even crossed her mind.

      “Well, I don’t know how to get back to my world.” Nima smiled, placing her hand on Val’s. “But, if your people would have me, I think I’d like to stay. If I am wanted?”

      “It is . . . what I would want, Nima. I would want that very much.”

      Nima looked at Val, seeing the last rays of the sunset peeking through the mixture of clouds to reflect in his dark eyes. She leaned toward him, moving instinctively closer until her lips touched his. She felt his hand on her cheek and he pulled her closer. Losing herself in the kiss, a new warmth passed through her.

      She kept her eyes closed and reveled in the moment. She had never imagined kissing a man, never thought of having the feelings she could sense growing within her for Val.

      She had hoped this world would provide her an adventure, but now she had found something else. Something she had never expected.

      She enjoyed the closeness, the softness and safety of being this near a person who cared for her, new possibilities opening up to her mind.

      Perhaps this could be her future. The people of Caenola had great change in front of them, maybe she could be a part of that change. Maybe together, she and Val could find an answer for Lhamu, maybe that could change too.

      Perhaps she, Val, and Lhamu could build a life here, something she could never have imagined doing back in Nepal. One word kept echoing in her mind as she found herself holding on to Val, leaning into him.

      Perhaps.

      A sound caught her attention and she allowed her eyes to flicker open, just for a moment but it was enough.

      A shape was moving out of the cave and toward the mountain edge. Dark clothed, it kept to the shadows. The shape was heavily bundled and carried a large pack. It was too tall to be any Caenolan.

      Nima broke off the kiss, Val’s hand still on her cheek.

      “Tanira,” she said, directing her voice to the opposite edge of the ledge where Tanira froze in response.  “Where are you going?”

      The cool comfort of Val’s hand fell away from her cheek. Nima could see Tanira had her waist pack on as well, knives sheathed at her belt, and gloves on her hands.

      “I am sorry,” Tanira said. “I did not mean to interrupt. I was simply going to get some air.”

      “You are dressed differently,” Val said, standing.

      Even in the low light of the sunset Nima could see enough detail to note the heavy boots, the wool cap hanging out of her pack. The back of Nima’s neck began to tighten at the sight of Tanira’s obvious unease. Something was wrong here.

      “Val is right. You are dressed for climbing, two full packs, climbing gear. Where are you going?” Nima took one step closer to Tanira, the woman backing up an equal measure.

      The tall woman put up her hands, her gaze shifting to the ground. “I am sorry, Nima. I have to go, I must leave. I did not wish to prolong or complicate things with a farewell.”

      Tanira looked back up from her feet into Nima’s eyes, a look Nima was beginning to recognize. An attempt to see if Nima was accepting what she was being told.

      She did not. She could feel the frustration growing inside her again, her mind bringing her back to the canoe, back to a dagger flung at her by someone who claimed to be her friend.

      Someone she had trusted completely, but she could not afford to do so anymore.

      “No,” Nima said. “You simply wanted to leave without explaining yourself.”

      “Explaining myself?” Tanira’s eyes widened, her cheeks filling with color as she spread her arms wide. “I must explain myself to you now, Nima?”

      “You have not been honest with me before. You never really explained why you attacked me and left us with the Thartark.”

      Tanira took a step closer. “I rescued you from the Thartark! You two would not even be alive if not for me.”

      Val laughed, standing at Nima’s side. “You mean you rescued her,” he said. “She rescued me, and saved the Scrye and got us back to Caenola.”

      Tanira glared at Val. “I warned your people--”

      “And injured Zelquan when he got in your way.”

      “I helped you against the grun in the forest--”

      “And lied to us about your intentions.” Nima took a step closer to Tanira. “Whatever you took from Sessgrenimath--”

      “Sessgrenimath!” Val interrupted from behind Nima. The sun had finished setting, the dim evening light casting the three of them as shadows against the side of the mountain. “That was another thing you did not tell us about! Freeing that creature is what is causing this stronger Tempest, forcing my people higher on the mountain than they have ever been, greater risk than we have ever seen. To say nothing of what happened to the Thartark.”

      Tanira scowled back at Val, her outrage apparent despite the low light.

      “You mourn the Thartark? Your enemy, who has plagued your people for generations is now defeated! Homeless, no longer a threat. The cycle is broken. Your father would have been pleased with that outcome!”

      Val stayed at the edge of the ledge, the sun’s remaining light casting him in a crimson shadow.

      “You did not know my father or what would please him! That is not our legacy, our wish, or our doing! It is yours. We wanted to resist, not exterminate.”

      “Then you are fools!” Tanira spat her words. “Fools to live under their boot. You resist by defeating them, not waiting for them to act! When you see the threat, you respond. That is how you protect those you care for, Caenolan. Not by cowering or by talking. By acting.”

      Nima took another step forward, she was half the distance across the ledge to Tanira. She put her hands out, hoping for some opportunity to resolve this. The fire in Tanira’s eyes was growing, yet she was still here. Was she here because she wanted Nima to stop her, or to win some sort of moral argument?

      Nima needed to change the conversation.

      She looked at the full packs Tanira was wearing, even fuller than she had seen before. This was not a person who was coming back.

      “Tanira, whatever you took from Sessgrenimath, you still have it. I am sure it is in that pack over your shoulder. What is it? Is it something to protect your people?”

      Tanira’s hand went to the large pack, turning away from Nima protectively.

      “No. There is nothing left to say here. I am through arguing with you.”

      Tanira took a step toward the far side of the ledge, where the climbing route to the summit began.

      “Tanira!” Nima shouted, running toward her. She stopped when the woman turned and glared at her, one hand running back to the blade at her belt.

      Tanira’s capacity to hurt people, even her friends, in the name of her Line had been proven.

      What have I helped her do? Who will be hurt next?

      Yet there still might be time. Time to talk to her, understand more about this Line and why it was so important. Maybe she could still keep her from hurting anyone else.

      “Tanira, please.” Nima tried to lower her voice, trying to stabilize the intensity in Tanira’s eyes.

      She felt her own tension rising despite herself, her breathing quicken. She knew her next words were likely the last chance she would have to prevent Tanira from leaving. If she did, Nima wasn’t sure what she would do.

      “I can’t let you leave until I know more about what you plan to do. You are not leaving just to leave, you are still on your quest. What do you intend? Don’t tell me it is for the Line. I don’t want to hear about the Line. I want to hear from you. From my friend!”

      Tanira turned away from the route, taking several steps toward Nima and stopping just in front of her. One hand was on the hilt of her blade now, shaking as it gripped the handle.

      Nima felt a mixture of shame and frustration rising inside her, her hopes to calm the situation fading as rapidly as her heart pounded.

      “You? You cannot allow me to leave?” Tanira’s eyes were wide, her lips pulled back in anger. “You think you can prevent it? I have spared you until now Nima, tried to honor my debt to you. That debt is paid. If you block the Line I will--”

      Tanira whirled suddenly as Val emerged from the shadows behind her, reaching for her belt. Her blade flashed out in a blur.

      Val fell in an instant, clutching his stomach. On the ground around him, the snow quickly turned from white to red.

      “Val!” Nima screamed, rushing past Tanira to his side.

      She knelt in the snow, rolling him onto his back. The whole front of his tunic was damp and red. Gently, Nima moved his head into her lap. Something green was leaking out of his mouth.

      She was screaming, she knew she was, but it felt like someone else was doing it. The crystal in Val’s head was glowing, but the light was dimming quickly.

      His eyes were open, still blinking. She felt his webbed hand take hers, gripping her fingers weakly.

      There were words above her. A voice. Tanira, stammering.

      “I--I did not,” the words from Tanira said. “He was trying to--I did not mean for this--”

      Her words bounced off her, meaningless.

      “Val!” Nima yelled again, squeezing his hand harder. This could not be happening. She was shaking, trembling against the wrongness of it all.

      “Nima!”

      A new voice, not Tanira. Her mind struggled to process what was happening. She looked up, tearing her view away from Val with a lurch.

      Tanira was gone. A lone figure stood in the middle of the snowy ledge gaping at the two of them. Zelquan.

      “Get help!” Nima yelled at him. “Zel, get help now!”

      She turned back to Val as he started coughing, more of the green fluid coming out of his mouth in spurts. She pulled off her cloak, putting it over his stomach. He grunted in pain, the cloth immediately soaking in his blood.

      “Help!” she screamed, looking out into the long shadows of the sunset, not knowing if Zel or anyone else could hear her. Her mind struggled trying to determine what to do. She wished anyone could be here to help. Drew, Wanda, Pasang. Even Ama.

      A hand touched her cheek, she looked down to Val’s smile.

      His face was so pale, the green tints now gone white. His drying scales were clearly visible, thick, emerald trickles of liquid now coming from his mouth. The light from his crystal was so dim it was difficult to see.

      “She was . . .” His voice was weak, muffled and wet through the fluid filling his mouth. “She was going to hurt you.”

      His hand fell slowly from her face. She squeezed his other one tightly, her view of him becoming blurred by tears.

      “I could see it.” He coughed again. “It was like she said. I could not wait. I needed to act, to protect you. I was too slow.”

      “Val, just hang on. Zel is getting someone. Getting help. You’re going to be all right.”

      He made a sound, a small bubble forming in his mouth. It may have been a laugh. He was smiling, his eyes squinting at her.

      “I do not.” He coughed again. “I do not think it matters.”

      She stroked his head, feeling the dryness of his skin under his hair. She was frozen and wanted to run. Trembling with both fury and fear.

      She was losing him.

      “Val, please.” Her voice sounded no stronger than his. Weak and useless against the growing darkness around them.

      There was pressure from his hand again. His fingers interlocking with hers.

      “Lhamu,” he said. “Take care of her. She is part of our journey. Bring her with you, take her from here. As we planned.”

      “I will,” she said. “I promise.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, her chest was heaving. Her mind brought up images in rapid succession, falling on her like an avalanche.

      Wanda laughing with her, climbing through the icefall on Everest. Then her face covered in anger, smashing Kater’s head against the red crystal, shattering it in an explosion.

      Kaditula telling her she would make a good scout, smiling at her as he called the worms. Telling her to tell Merin he loved her as he died to save them.

      Her mother glaring at her through the window of her room, going to tend to Nima’s chores, not knowing she was walking to her death.

      They were gone, and they were never coming back. This was not one of grandfather’s books.

      He coughed again, his face now as white as the snow. His crystal contained only a ghost of light inside; so dim its color was unrecognizable.

      His eyes closed, then opened again.

      “Val,” she sobbed. “Please don’t leave me. Please. I just found you.”

      His hand squeezed hers again, he grunted with the effort. When he spoke, it was just a whisper.

      “This is the time we had. It was good. My best time. There is another shore for me. I leave this one with a good view. Looking upon you.”

      Shaking, his hand reached up to touch her cheek with one finger.

      “My sun,” he said, smiling. “My sun setting over the sea.”

      His hand sank slowly back to the ground. His eyelids closed once, then opened again. The dim light in his forehead went out, leaving Nima alone on the ledge in shadow and darkness.
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      The stars had come out, peeking through brief patches in the clouds as they sped by. Somewhere above them, the moon shined, but the aggression of the Tempest’s departing storm kept it hidden.

      Nima still knelt in the snow. There was a warm cloak around her, someone had placed it thought she was not sure who. Zelquan, perhaps. All around her the snow blew as if the world had not changed. The red spot next to her where Val had died had been covered and erased.

      They had taken his body inside, Zel and Yanare gently removing Val from her arms, by then it was merely a body. The Val she had known, the first person to ever kiss her, to ever look at her with a gaze that had limitless possibilities, that person was already gone.

      She had cried, but she was not crying anymore. She felt empty, more hollowed out than she ever had been in her life. She had lost people before, but not like this. Her heart recoiled at the idea of standing, of taking even one step away from this place. It seemed disrespectful, disloyal to the new flame she and Val had lit only this night.

      A candle now doused.

      She might have stayed there all night, might have frozen to death kneeling right in that spot if Val’s mother had not come running out, shouting her name, Zel right behind her.

      She turned to face them, as they ran toward her. She reminded herself these two had lost someone today too, someone they knew far longer than she had. A friend, a son.

      The old woman was nearly vibrating with panic, not the remorse or anger she expected.

      “Oh, Nima, she’s gone!” The old woman wailed. “First my Val and now this.”

      “What?” Nima’s mind started to clear, pushing the snow and ice inside her head away. She looked at Zel, who seemed more lucid. “Who is gone? What has happened?”

      Zel’s face was a mixture of shame and horror.

      “The Scrye! Nima, the Scrye is missing!”

      Lhamu! Nima felt a cold hand grabbing her heart, squeezing it with tight, bitter fingers. Her mind raced back to the start of all the terrible events of the evening.

      A woman sneaking away with an over-full pack, that she was very protective of. Her hands balled into fists, her legs already moving to get her climbing gear.

      Tanira had Lhamu, and she was headed for the summit.

      The mournful cold inside Nima melted as fresh heat began to blaze in her heart. The path leading to Mount Varesta’s summit was close by, and while Tanira was not a skilled climber Nima was not about to underestimate her.

      Nima stood, moving towards the route, following Tanira’s tracks in the snow, barely aware of Zel still standing in the open space watching her.

      Tanira had stolen Val’s life, and a future that she and Val might have explored together.

      No! Not Lhamu too – I will not allow it!

      She heard the crunch of boots in the snow behind her, turning back to see Zel now following after her.

      “No, Zel,” she said. He would only slow her down, and he was a good man. Val’s people had lost enough. “Please, watch after Val’s mother back inside.”

      They both looked back at the empty patch of snow where Val had fallen, Nima feeling a fresh pang of anger and sorrow. Zel nodded and turned back towards the Caenolan’s cave.

      “Be careful, Nima,” he called back over the wind. “For Val’s memory, for me. For all of us. Come back to us.”

      “I will,” Nima said, wishing she felt like she might keep that promise. She would try, but Tanira felt like a foe beyond anything she might overcome.

      One thing at a time, she reminded herself, the thoughts in her head feeling a lot like Val’s voice in her ear. Let’s catch her first.

      Pulling her ax off her belt, Nima stared up at the icy route that led to the summit. It wouldn’t be easy, climbing in the dark with the snow blowing in her face. Lhamu needed her though, so easy or hard climbing was what she was going to do.
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        * * *

      

      Nima grunted as she slammed her ax harder into the ice, her mind filled with thoughts of Val and Tanira. Her heart pounded faster than she wanted it to, forcing her to keep pausing to steady herself. The oxygen level here was richer than on Everest, but it was still thin, and she felt so tired.

      She needed to keep control, yet that seemed more a struggle than ever.

      So much robbed from her, so much gone in an instant. Why had Val thought he could challenge Tanira, why hadn’t he just left it alone?

      She knew why, it was for the same reason she now pushed her legs and arms, carrying herself toward a confrontation she had no hope of winning. One did these things for the people they cared about, the people they wanted in their life.

      The fog just above and ahead was thicker, she was nearly inside it. Tanira was now invisible, having passed through the clouds moments before. Nima was gaining though, whatever Tanira’s other strengths and training might be, Nima knew she was the superior climber.

      She pushed into the clouds, her boots finding footholds she could barely see. The mist was thick with moisture, different from the drier conditions on Everest. Her eyelashes threatened to ice over, the strange combination of water and cold forming tiny spheres in front of her vision.

      She ignored the conditions, squinting harder as she gripped her ax and continued her ascent. Tanira was up there with Lhamu, and it was only a matter of time before the woman made a mistake and fell to her death, taking the child with her.

      As it stood, Nima would be fine with Tanira reaching that fate, but Lhamu was part of the plans she and Val had just made hours before. She was not going to lose anyone else today, especially not Lhamu.

      Through the low light she saw Tanira’s form again many meters above her. Just a quick glimpse of her through the wind and snow, but it was enough. Nima felt the anger fill her like a vessel, her hands and feet attacking the mountain with renewed energy.

      No! You are not getting away from me!

      Pulling herself up past the final ridge, Nima found herself on a summit, surprised to discover it was a large large plateau, too flat and perfect to be natural. The area was about twice the size of Gyalzen’s tent back in Gorak Shep, she guessed a few dozen people might be able to stand comfortably upon it.

      One end of the plateau had a large wall of carved dark stone, about twice Nima’s height. The stone was rough save for four polished, oval circles, each the same size, and positioned equally apart. Inert portals.

      On the other end was a rough pyramid made of the same stone, into which a dull, golden door had been set. The doorway was sheltered from the worst of the gale, the snow piling up around it.

      The door had a large crystal inserted into its center, which was glowing bright white, the same color as Lhamu’s headcrystal. The energy coming off the white brilliance on the door pushed the mist and snow away from it, and Nima could feel its power from her position many feet away, hear the crackle of the potency inside it over the wind.

      Tanira stood in front of the doorway, slowly pushing its massive bulk open. Lhamu was still attached to Tanira’s back, ensconced in her pack with just enough free space to allow oxygen in.

      “Tanira!” Nima yelled. The woman gave no response, it was possible Tanira could not hear her with the noise of the wind.

      In frustration, Nima reached into the snow, making a snowball her hands and throwing it at Tanira’s as she trudged forth. The ball made a satisfying crunch as it connected with Tanira’s head, and the woman spun around in surprise.

      “You would steal the child? You are that low?” Nima yelled as she slowly pushed through the snow, advancing on Tanira. A sudden gust of wind rose, nearly pushing her back. It was as if Mount Varesta itself were protecting the woman.

      “No,” Tanira shouted back. Her hands were on her blades though they were not drawn. Not yet.

      “One child, or thousands? Her crystal is the key! I realized that was why I could not access the temple before. I need her to open the door!” Tanira unstrapped the satchel from her back, bringing Lhamu across to her chest. “I would return her to you once my task here is complete. If you agree to leave me here, agree not to follow.”

      Nima took another step forward. There was no way to know if using Lhamu in that way would be safe, not that she was considering letting Tanira access the temple anyway. Her quest for the Line had hurt and killed enough people.

      “And if I don’t?” Nima yelled across the snow. “You’d kill her? You want me to believe you are capable of even that for your Line?”

      Tanira looked down at the child for a moment, taking care to pull the blankets shielding the infant’s face tighter. Staring back at Nima, she placed the satchel down in the shelter of the pyramid’s entrance. She stood blocking Nima’s access to both Lhamu and the doorway, her eyes steady.

      “You are angry at me for your friend. For Val. I am sorry. I did not mean--” She looked past Nima for a moment, then her gaze hardened. “He left me no option.”

      No option?

      Anger built inside her, filling her with fire and heat, demanding release. The world began to turn red.

      “You were my friend!” Nima shouted, her tears coming to her eyes. She balled her fists as she took another step. She was almost close enough. “I believed in you!”

      Tanira’s reply was just as angry, the passion in her stare matching her tone. “No, like a little girl you believed in a children’s story in your head. A lie you wanted to be true. Knights and quests, noble people who are always good. None of that is real.”

      Nima strode forward through the deep snow, until she stood face to face with Tanira.

      She had saved this woman’s life on this mountain, risked her own to do so. Tanira had lied, she’d stolen, and then she’d killed the only person in this world Nima had grown to care for. A person who was brave and did risk his life, putting others before him. Caring about more than a quest, or a Line.

      “Knights are real,” Nima said, staring through the blowing snow into Tanira’s eyes, fierce as ever against her dark skin. “Good, decent people are real. It’s you who are the lie.”

      Tanira looked down at her, the woman’s mouth set in a tight line. Her face showing nothing but purpose.

      “Perhaps I am a lie to you,” Tanira said. “It changes nothing. The tasks before me cannot be altered. Whatever obstacles are ahead of me, I will have to dispatch.”

      Lhamu was right there, only a quick grab away. Yet where would she run with her? Even if they escaped, could she leave Tanira to hurt more people, to complete whatever her mission was?

      Even more, could she leave Val’s death unanswered? Val, who had saved his people only to die, bleeding out in the snow, just as he and Nima had begun to consider their future.

      She felt a memory of the warmth of his lips upon hers, then the vision of the light in his crystal fading into darkness.

      He was lost, stolen from her. By Tanira.

      Her anger was an inferno now, the cold of the mountain a tiny element compared to her frustration and passion. Nima balled her fists. She was no match for Tanira, but it didn’t matter anymore.

      “Then for everyone you’ve hurt, you’ll have to dispatch me.”

      With a cry of rage she launched herself at Tanira, the woman’s response be damned.
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      Drew crossed into the stone entryway to Kater’s fortress, the relief from the cold wind of the plains immediate. His back still stung, the searing wounds from the blazing crystals of the Yeti still in the process of healing. Beyond the wide doorway where the massive stone doors had been ripped and tossed aside, a long-carved corridor led deeper into the mountain, Ish Pulmori.

      Upala walked ahead of him, with Merin behind. The rasi sakta kept itself on stage with frustrating persistence, but he was able to keep his focus so long as he concentrated. 

      The corridor was long and dark, and the momentary warmth Drew had gained from being out of the cold wind quickly faded. He was not sure what Kater might keep in the confines of this fortress, but he hoped clothes were among them.

      Trillip’s boots scraped on the wet stone behind him. “Still no sign of pursuit,” the man said. “Neither the Line nor the Yeti. Perhaps the evidence of that mammoth’s approach was enough for them to keep their distance.”

      “I doubt the Yeti will give up,” Merin said.

      “Those Line people may not know we survived,” Drew added. “From what you described, it was a pretty chaotic scene.” Noticing Upala had quickened her pace, he did the same. The corridor continued straight, darker as they moved away from the entrance, a faint glint of light far ahead. 

      “Pretty creative use of your magic,” he whispered ahead to Upala. Her shoulders twitched in reaction, Drew wishing he had said nothing as he had likely provoked the rasi sakta in her. “Sorry,” he added.

      “Do not be apologetic.” Her voice sounded stronger than he had heard it before, the music inside it more confident. “You inspired me, and thus we have lived this far.”

      “The work this required.” Merin’s voice from behind them was filled with contempt. “Decades of Rakhum labor to restore these halls back to the time of the Hero. For what?”

      Upala sighed ahead of Drew, but did not reply. The brightness in front of them was growing, Drew able to make out an opening where the hallway gave way to a larger room, a second corridor opening directly across from where they now stood.

      The room was empty and devoid of furniture save for burning torches on the walls, several empty nooks carved into the stone and dozens of tapestries. 

      “I think this is why, Merin.” Drew looked around at the woven artwork hanging on the wall, swaying slightly in the breeze coming from the outside.

      At first glance, the tapestries were similar to the ones Drew had seen in Upala’s lower library. Each one depicted one of the Dragons, which featured so heavily in Manad Vhan lore, in various states of combat. The colors were more vibrant though, the fraying and decay present in Upala’s artworks missing. These were not ancient, these had been produced recently. Not by Manad Vhan, Drew surmised, but by the Rakhum of Nalam Wast.

      They all featured Kater prominently. The face was younger, but it was unmistakably him. The more of them Drew looked at, the more he realized Kater was in every tapestry, often the only figure present. Some showed Kater in combat with a Dragon, but most showed the Dragons bowing to him or moving forth under his command. In each, Kater was wearing an odd headpiece adorned with crystals.

      “Jesus, I was kidding earlier,” Drew muttered. “The son of a bitch really did decorate this place with pictures of himself.” Drew supposed he wasn’t surprised. “Your brother’s fantasies?” he asked Upala, pointing to the artwork.

      “I suppose. I knew he had planned to fight the Dragons should they ever return, that he had desires to be the next Hero of our people. This always seemed absurd to me, we did not even know if there were more of our people to find.”

      “This space here appears to match that strange helm he is wearing in many of the pictures.” Trillip pointed to one of the empty alcoves, where an empty space was carved into the stone. “Yet it is empty.”

      Merin ripped one of the tapestries off the wall, throwing it to the ground.

      “Why are we wasting time here?” she asked, already moving for the exit. “Someone lit these torches. Sinar is ahead is he not?”

      “Yeah,” Drew said, reaching down to grab the ripped tapestry. He wrapped it around his torso where it provided at least some warmth and coverage. “Yeah, Merin’s right. Let’s go.”

      As if in response, the distant sound of metal upon metal came crashing from the hallway.

      Merin dashed towards the hallway first, Drew close behind.

      His pulse beat in sync with his footsteps as they ran forward. If this was Sinar, it was a chance to stop him before he even got to Nima.

      The second corridor was less well carved from the stone than the first, and Drew found it slowed his progress. It wound to the left and right, seemingly without clear direction, the clang of metal upon metal growing louder. Behind him, Upala and Trillip’s hurried footsteps echoed down the passage. Merin’s aggressive stride was difficult to keep up with. 

      Drew felt a new unease growing inside him. Something was driving Merin, something about this was more personal. He wondered if it was the proximity to Kater’s work, the efforts of the man who caused Kad’s death.

      They stormed down a set of stairs as a third echo of battle came from before them. The stairs were slick with more than water, Drew nearly slipping on what he was sure was blood. If Kater had guards in his fortress, they were making a stand.

      A shout rang through the stairwell as it emptied out into a new hallway, the words unintelligible but the voice clear and familiar.

      “Sinar,” Upala whispered. The surge of energy that ran through Drew was due to more than the rasi sakta. If Sinar was still here, there was still time to stop him. He ran harder, though he was still unable to catch up to Merin.

      She ran into the next larger chamber first, Drew nearly crashing into her as she stopped dead in her tracks, her gasp audible. A pair of bodies, both male, lay dead and sprawled on the floor. Kater’s guards, Drew assumed.

      The smell of the decay turned his stomach. These men had been here for some time.

      Throats cut, they had been killed neatly and cleanly as Upala’s men in her lower library had been. This was not the work of Sinar, but rather the agent of the Line. The one Garantika had sent to Sirapothi. A Rakhum had come here and butchered several of their own, in pursuit of the Line’s mad ambitions. 

      “By the Hero,” Upala cried behind him.

      A new crash and shout, just ahead from the passageway opposite them, pulled Drew out of his horror. He took off running, ahead of Merin this time, already into the next corridor before he realized the voice he heard was not Sinar’s.

      There was a red glow up ahead, and a pulsing sound Drew had become all too familiar with. There was a portal in the next room, at least one, and it was open.

      There was also heat pushing at him from up ahead, a hot damp air washing against his skin. Behind him he could hear Trillip and Merin call out, but he ran on. He needed to reach that portal, stop Sinar before he could get to Nima.

      Entering the space, he could see it was tall and triangular chamber, carved out the mountain like the others.

      Standing at the far side of the room, the small, armored figure of Garantika stood, his squat form facing Drew as it blocked his view of an open portal.

      The swirling, green mists inside the oval revealed an image that looked like the world he had seen Nima on when he and Sinar were in the Over. Sirapothi, Upala had called it.

      As he had expected, the remaining walls of the chamber on every side were filled with portals, all of them inert except the one behind Garantika.

      Between Drew and the platform, the Line’s leader stood upon was a channel that had been dug into the room, filled with bubbling, red lava.

      Where Kater had managed to get access to magma was a question Drew left for another time. Drew supposed it might have something to do with Kater’s planned defense against the dragons.

      He sighed as he locked eyes with Garantika, the small man glaring at him, waves of heat blurring his face. If the Line’s leader was here, then they were too late.

      Sinar was already through. 

      “The one you pursue, I could not prevent him,” Garantika yelled at Drew from across the pit of lava. “But I will prevent you.”

      The man’s legs were spread, as if a wide stance gave him further strength. He held no weapons. The muscles in his broad arms flexed as he smiled at Drew, baiting him to attack.

      It was a challenge Drew was more than happy to answer. He charged forward into the room, leaping over the channel of lava, feeling the searing heat as he sailed over the bubbling liquid.

      Whatever response Garantika had been expecting, Drew could see it wasn’t this. He had the satisfaction of seeing the man’s eyes go wide with panic and surprise as Drew sailed across the gulf.

      Drew had landed cleanly, not losing a step of momentum as he surged forward, happy ten years out of high school hadn’t killed all of his football speed.

      With a roar, Drew crashed into the unprepared leader of the Line, slamming him hard onto the stone floor of the chamber.

      He was small but thick, Drew feeling nothing but solid  muscle underneath the leather armor as Garantika struggled with him. Unable to contain the man, Drew slammed his forehead down onto his foe’s face and was awarded with a satisfying crunch.

      He popped back to his feet, catching his breath as Garantika slowly hobbled into a standing position. Blood was pouring from his nose and running into his dark beard, a few drops landing on the white insignia of the Line on his breastplate.

      Determined to press his advantage, Drew swung a right at the man’s jaw, only to have Garantika catch his fist in one beefy hand, stopping his attack cold.

      Blood stained teeth smiled up at him. Pulling his arm with all his strength, Drew managed to pull his hand from his opponent’s grip.

      “So, you can fight after all,” Garantika hissed. “Good, I have not had to use my skills in a while.”

      Drew spread his hands out, trying to prepare for whatever might be coming next. The shift in Garantika’s demeanor was concerning. Drew’s experience in fights started and ended at the bar, dealing with guys who had usually had a few more beers in them than he did.

      This was the leader of the Line, a man who likely trained for combat all his life.

      Garantika snarled, swinging in with his left. Drew moved to block it, realizing too late the attack was a feint.

      With a whirl the shorter man’s leg swept out, connecting while Drew was off-balance and sending him tumbling forward.

      Garantika’s hand was a blur as a quick strike to Drew’s midsection then knocked the air from his lungs, his own falling momentum adding to the strength of the blow.

      Another shot came from Garantika, a chop of his hand across Drew’s neck. Drew collapsed to the floor, hands on his throat. He landed roughly on the unforgiving stone, his world suddenly a chaotic swirl of pain.

      He could hear the cries of the others, distant. Upala, Merin. Were they here now? He was curled in a ball on the floor, unable to do anything to avoid Garantika’s boot as the man kicked him in the skull.

      The world turned black, he was unsure if his eyes were open or not. His mouth was filled with blood and bile, his head a swimming daze. He thought perhaps he had rolled with the blow, maybe he had seen it at the last second. He blinked once, the room a mix of reds and grays. 

      Garantika was speaking, somewhere above him. He could feel the now familiar tingle in his lower chest, the healing energy going to work as the room continued to swim around him. He placed one hand on the stone, then another. Perhaps he could get to his feet.

      A fist drove into his left ear and he went back down, an explosion of fresh pain. More bile filled his throat, new agony flooding over old like a tsunami. 

      “Outworlder!” Disgust filled the man’s voice. “I did not see you on the bridge for what you were, or I would have killed you then.” Another kick, this time in his side. He may have cried out, he wasn’t sure.

      Where was Upala? Merin?

      “Perhaps I can no longer kill you,” Garantika ranted from above him. “Somehow you have become Manad Vhan, and that makes you my enemy. If I cannot kill you, I can at least take pleasure in hurting you!”

      A huge weight landed on his back. Something snapped and broke inside him.

      He lay flat on his stomach, the cold stone against his cheek. Fluid was leaking out of his mouth. Blood, vomit, maybe both. It didn’t matter. He could feel the healing energy running through his body, but there were too many fires, too many infernos of pain. He was lost, defeated.

      Through blurred vision he could see across the lava-filled canal now. A stone door had lowered into the passage he had entered from. Perhaps he had triggered some old trap of Kater’s, or perhaps Garantika had planned it.

      Beyond the stone he could hear the sounds of combat, the roar of Yeti along with battle cries from Upala and Merin. 

      “When my daughter returns, it will be the end.”

      Garantika was still talking, the portal beyond them still open. The path to Sirapothi and Nima, to Sinar.

      “The end of the Manad Vhan, at the claws and teeth of the Dragons. She will bring about the end of your line. The gods will be dead!”

      Drew felt a heat growing inside him, a boiling of his blood that ran through his veins, firing through his heart like a cannon. Into his legs and feet, his aching skull and shattered back.

      More sounds and cries from the distant room.

      Upala, Merin and Trillip!

      Cries of pain from people he respected and loved.

      More anger and boasts from above him. Garantika.

      A portal that sputtered and spun. Nima.

      All around him were friends that needed his help, problems that needed solving and an enemy that needed defeating. Those needs fed the blaze inside him, building it into an inferno, the whole of his body becoming kindling to its flame.

      The fire seemed to burst from him, jets of flame pouring from his hands, lifting him off the floor in an inferno. He stood, his pain gone, all of his agony burned away by his rage.

      He faced Garantika, the man’s eyes wide as he looked up at Drew in horror.

      In that moment, looking with the eyes of his new power, Drew saw his enemy for what he was.

      An irritant, a minor mote of dust that had been allowed to cause far too much damage. The terror in Garantika’s face fed his rage even further, heat bursting from Drew’s fingers as he balled them into fists. 

      Now finally, he would strike.

      For the victims of all the insects that had come before, for all the evil he had allowed life. For men buried under Everest’s snow by Jang, for Kaditula, Wanda, and Ham lost inside the Under. For a mother destroyed by a grief she could not process, for sailors sitting on the bottom of the Indian Ocean from a torpedo Drew had failed to see. 

      For Artie, he raised one burning hand. More than enough to end a nothing like Garantika.

      Across the lava, the stone barrier exploded as Upala and Merin burst through.

      Drew barely noticed, the cowering man in front of him had his focus. He brought one hand down, the flames licking from his fingers as he gently reached to Garantika’s face and tilted the man’s chin toward him, the dark hairs of his beard curling and singeing with the contact. Drew wanted him to see this coming.

      “Drew! No!” 

      A voice cut through the inferno of his anger, the one voice he could not tune out. Enhanced by the rasi sakta, the chimes and strings of Upala’s words froze him, kept his hand trembling in the air. He fought against the distraction.

      Two feet landed deftly next to him. A strong but loving hand on his shoulder, another closing gently around his wrist.

      “Drew, you do this and Merin’s people will think the Line is right about the Manad Vhan. About people with power.”

      Her words were just debris in the whirlwind of his mind, only the weight his emotions for her allowing this pause, this moment before he burned the life out of this man.

      It was right, to be here and have Garantika’s existence in his palm. The wrongness, the revulsion inside him that Upala was giving voice to, it felt like a lie.

      Still her voice continued, even as the man’s terrified eyes looked into his.

      “I know you, Drew,” she said. “I know what is most important to you. You will not forgive yourself for this.”

      Forgive himself? He was already past unforgivable. What was one more life after hundreds went into the sea? After Artie, after Mom?

      He hadn’t even meant those deaths, he would mean this one. This man who deserved it. Didn’t that make it better, make it right?

      Would that replace Artie?

      “I want to see his plans ended as well, but not like this. Let me.” Upala reached up, pacing her own hand around his clenched, shaking fist. The fire licked against her glove. She looked into his eyes, a woman who had fought challenged the Line and the Yeti alongside him.

      He looked back at her, her face dirty and bruised from her own struggles. Her eyes showed care, just like Artie’s had. She didn’t want this, and neither did he.

      “Let me,” she repeated, her voice betraying none of the pain his fire must have been causing her.

      The light of flame in his heart went out, the darkness taking away the eyes of his brother, his mother, his shipmates.

      He dropped his hand, the flames running out of his body as if a switch had been thrown. Drew looked down at his fingers, at hands that had been ready to murder just seconds before.

      Leaping across the chasm, Merin landed next to them. She turned and punched the cowering Garantika across the jaw, the impact echoing throughout the chamber. The leader of the Line dropped to the floor, unconscious.

      Drew collapsed towards Upala, falling into her arms. He had been there, right at the top of a mountain of anger and rage, ready to murder a man for all the pain and guilt that Drew had suffered.

      She had pulled him back, helped him safely descend from that peak. Her arms were about him now, keeping him warm and protected. Her embrace was the safest place he had ever known.

      Drew was falling again, Upala’s warmth and acceptance washing over him, cleansing him of his pain. Beckoning him deeper, tempting him to simply release himself and drown inside her love.

      “Drew! Upala!” There was a shuddering lurch, a sensation of being ripped away, as if his rope had snapped and he was falling away from her.

      His chest heaving, he opened his eyes to see Merin standing between them, holding them apart with one hand on each of their chests.

      Upala backed away immediately, her hands adhering to Drew’s skin for a moment before she was able to pull them free. 

      “Sorry,” she said. “By the Hero, I am so sorry, Drew.” Her eyes conveyed her dismay, that her very touch might be dangerous to him.

      “It’s fine,” Drew said. “Really, Upala. I know … we can’t help it. It is a good thing you were here, Merin.”

      Upala nodded, eyes watering but a faint smile on her lips.

      Merin gave them a look wrung with intensity and irritation, moving away from them and standing next to the glowing portal, still swirling only a few feet away.

      Drew looked down at his hands, hands that just moments ago had been shooting fire from them like he was some kind of sorcerer. Or Manad Vhan.

      Was that what was happening? Could he handle that kind of power? Could he deserve it?

      There was too much here to question now. Upala had stopped him from murdering Garantika, that would have to be enough.

      “It’s fine,” he repeated, knowing Upala needed more but he had nothing left to offer.

      “Where’s Trillip?” he asked, looking around the chamber.

      The portal continued to fluctuate, but was still open, Sirapothi still clear through the mists.

      “Amazing man,” Upala said, her voice cracking with admiration. “Led the Yeti who found us off on a chase, gave us time to get here. To get to you. I only pray to the Hero that he will find some way to escape.”

      “Then let us not waste his sacrifice,” Merin said. “There is much that waits for us through the portal. The Line agent. Nima. Sinar.” She paused. “Last hopes,” she added, almost a whisper. 

      Sinar was so powerful, how could they face him? It didn’t matter, they had to try. He stepped toward the portal, Upala on his left and Merin on his right. 

      As a trio they stepped into the mists.
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      Tumbling out of the portal, Drew fell onto the snow-covered rocks of the bitter cold mountain, clutching his stomach. Shadows danced on the frozen ground before him, the magical tendrils of the gateway dancing in the air.

      His insides felt tied in knots, a far different experience than the other portals he had been through. Even his first trip from Nepal into the Under had not been as unpleasant. He felt altered, as if someone had taken the pieces of his insides and scrambled them up. Digging his gloves into snow that was up to his wrists, he pulled himself away from the portal exit and toward the edge of the small, rocky outcropping the gateway had placed itself on.

      Drew peeked over the edge of the mountain while his guts slowly recovered. The differences between this mountain and Everest were immediately noticeable, far more so than Ish Rav Partha. While he was cold, he was not nearly as frigid as he had been on Everest, even at lower altitudes. The oxygen content seemed much richer, he suspected they were more than two-thirds up the mountain, yet his lungs felt fuller here than they did on Gorak Shep.

      What was really altered was the landscape. The other parts of the massif were still there, Lhoste and her sister peaks. At first glance, everything else was gone, replaced by water. An ocean that seemed to creep right up to this Everest’s foothills, making the treacherous Khumbu Icefall into a beach. Where there were brief flashes of lightning across the clouds, Drew thought he could see the tips of trees here and there, as if the ocean itself had risen to meet the mountain.

      Behind him, he could hear another figure tumble to the ground. It may have been Merin or Upala, before he had time to ask or summon the strength to look over his shoulder, there was a third pop and another female grunt. Either way, they were both there.

      “Drew.” Upala’s voice, behind him. He turned, looking over his shoulder.

      She sat in the snow, Merin right behind her. Merin looked pale, and there was a little color drained out of Upala’s dark cheeks as well. Upala’s braided hair blew in the wind, her diamond-like eyes looking back into his. Drew looked at her, struck at once by just how beautiful a woman Upala really was.

      Yet the power of the rasi sakta had left him. He saw her with his own eyes, the passion and admiration he felt for her finally truly his own.

      He smiled as the blowing snow melted on his cheeks.

      She opened her mouth, but her words were cut off by a clap of thunder and a flash above them, a yellow-and-orange flash that Drew recognized was not borne of lightning, but rather of magic.

      He looked around the ledge, seeing footsteps that were fresh but not his own. Footsteps that led around the corner to a wall of stone that was riddled with nooks and cracks, an easy climb even for someone who was not accustomed to it. 

      Sinar was here, and he was fighting someone higher up on the mountain. There was a second flash and thunderclap, the wind carrying something that sounded like a cry upon it.

      Drew pulled himself to his feet, pushing through the snow and over to the stone wall. He called out to the women, Merin already moving.

      “Come on!” he shouted, the storm gusts picking up again. “Sinar! He’s up there!”

      He attacked the wall, the mixture of snow and ice feeling like soft clay after all the time on Aroha Darad, finally he was again doing something that came as second nature. As his hands and feet kept pulling him higher, his mind swung back and forth between what might wait for them above and what he had just discovered.

      If it was indeed Sinar at the peak, what could they hope to do against him?

      Drew’s own driving reason for coming here was to protect Nima, to warn her and find somewhere safe. He hadn’t considered many options beyond that, but he reminded himself there was much more at stake.

      This agent of the Line was an equal threat, a danger to every Manad Vhan and Rakhum.

      Would I put Nima’s safety before that of Upala or Merin? Or their people? Nima would not want that.

      He heard Merin’s grunt of exertion behind him. She was keeping pace with him easily, showing the same aptitude for climbing he had seen in her during Kater’s long descent in the Under. Merin had been moving like a woman driven. Driven, Drew was sure, to stop the Line and protect her family. Her children had seen enough loss. 

      Yet Drew could not shake that there was something off about Merin, something had changed since their assault on the Yeti camp. There was a new fire burning just behind her gaze.

      Drew pulled himself up to what he expected to be another ledge, only to find himself at the top of the mountain. This version of Everest seemed to have had its peak shorn off somehow, replaced by a nearly flat and featureless plain of snow dozens of feet across, broken only by a few small hills. It took him a moment to register that there were any other features at all, his mind struggled to process the unexpected sight.

      At the far end of the plain, nearly directly opposite Drew was a structure. Perfectly smooth and triangular in shape, it appeared to be a pyramid about ten feet tall. In the center of one of its walls was an opening, also in the shape of a triangle. Bright, orange light shone from the opening, bright enough that at this distance Drew could not see what might lay inside. 

      Footsteps in the snow led from where Drew stood directly to the pyramid. If Sinar had been here, this was the only sign he had left. There was no evidence of a battle or other magical event.

      Merin crested just after him, he heard her confused gasp. Upala joined them, breaking the silence.

      “By the Hero,” she said, her voice filled with a mix of wonder and awe. “The temple of Orami Feram! It is real. By the Hero, it is real! In truth this is Sirapothi!”

      Snow kicked in Drew’s face as Merin suddenly ran toward the opening of the pyramid.

      “Merin!” Drew and Upala yelled in unison. If Merin heard them, she gave no indication. He put his hand out to help Upala up to the summit.

      Once on the surface, they ran after her. Merin was already halfway across the plain, her figure becoming obscured by the driving wind and ice.

      Drew scanned the snow in front of him, a habit he had developed in the Khumbu even if there was little chance of a crevasse here. As he grew closer to the  orange light of the pyramid opening, his eyes were drawn to one of the small hills of snow, about midway across the plain. There was something about the shape of it that caused him to slow to a jog, then stop completely.

      Drew’s mind clicked the strange shapes under the snow together, the realization that the mound was a person coming to him all at once.

      He ran to it, kneeling down at the snow mound, noticing the figure faintly shivering from within.

      He reached into the snow, grabbing the prone body by its back and pulling it forward, the snow falling away to reveal a face he thought he might never see again.

      “Nima!” he shouted.

      He pulled her close, seeing the blueness just setting in on her skin, her eyes shut. Putting his ear near her mouth, he could hear her faint breath. She was alive, though from the looks of her she had been beaten and then left for dead in the snow.

      Upala ran up next to him and kneeled with him. “Alive?”

      The winds whipping the snow around them as he held the small Sherpa. He nodded. “Not for long though. We need to get her inside whatever that is. The temple of your hero.”

      He saw the concern in Upala’s eyes and shared it. Sinar was in there somewhere, the man who had come all this way just to kill Nima and in the end walked right by her.

      “I can warm her!” Upala shouted over the wind. “But not here. She’s too far gone!”

      Drew looked at the open entrance to the Hero’s temple. He didn’t want to give the Manad Vhan outcast another chance at his target, but there was little choice.

      A second set of prints were fresh in the snow, evidence that Merin had already run into the temple as well.

      He gently picked Nima up, cradling her in his arms. Upala took off her outer cloak and wrapped it around Nima as they walked toward the triangular opening of the temple. The bright-orange interior beckoned even as a golden spear of yellow light streamed into the sky from the pyramid’s tip, bound for whatever purpose, Drew couldn’t care less. 
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      The inside of the Hero’s temple was not what Upala had expected. The ancient texts had been very vague on the actual details, but she had imagined something grand and triumphant, huge columns and sweeping ceilings. Something worthy of Orami Feram and his amazing deeds.

      Perhaps that lay farther inside, but the entry chamber was little more than a large triangular room with an opening out to Varesta on one wall, and an opposite wall with dozens of darkened passages. The light source was coming from a large, orange crystal affixed into the room’s ceiling. It gave off a small amount of warmth, but not enough to help Drew’s friend.

      Drew had quickly taken the woman to the far wall, nearest one of the many dark passages. 

      “Can you produce fire at this altitude? Enough at least to warm her I mean?” his voice echoed through the room.

      Another concern. Upala looked back at Drew, care and worry written all over his face. He was not worried about Sinar or Merin anymore, only his friend. 

      “I do not know.”

      Again, Drew had come up with a use for her Manad Vhan abilities she had not considered. A way to help, not hurt. She took off her gloves and began to focus. She pushed a small amount of energy into her hands, Drew nearly jumping as the fire shot from her fingers.

      That was unexpected. On her home world, she had been able to occasionally call small amounts of fire into her hands, but only at the highest altitudes. Here on Sirapothi her abilities seemed somehow intensified, more powerful.

      Extinguishing the flame, she bit her lip and concentrated, trying to will less energy, less power. She thought of candles with the wicks nearly spent, of the low glow of a log near the end of a long burn. She felt her fingers and palms warm, a slight red glow coming to her flesh but no flame.

      Kneeling down next to the woman, she put her hands upon her, starting with Nima’s own hands. Drew began to remove Nima’s outer clothing, to expose more of her skin to Upala’s warming touch.

      As she ran her fingers over the Sherpa, Upala began to sense more of the woman’s self. It was a slow process, like seeing something out of the corner of her eye.

      Nima was someone who believed in goodness and decency, but she had been hurt recently. A loss marked her, a pain and anger that Upala could sense was in conflict with Nima’s core. Upala wondered if what she was experiencing was a version of what Sinar had done with Drew. His strange ability that allowed Sinar find a path to woman, hoping to travel to her world so that his own might end.

      She heard a soft cough, Nima’s eyes fluttering.

      Drew took the woman’s hands into his own as Upala began to move her heat to other areas. She realized as she looked at Drew, she felt love for him but not the manic passion of the rasi sakta, not the artificial drive that had been pushed into her. She saw the decency in the man and her heart still beat powerfully with the thought of him, but the thoughts were her own. She smiled.

      “Val!” Nima suddenly shouted, making a weak attempt to sit up. “Val!” Her voice echoed through the temple as she repeated the name.

      “Nima.” Drew clasped Nima’s hand with both of his own, his own tone lower. “Nima, it’s Drew. I’m here, little sister. We’ve got you.”

      The woman’s eyes fluttered again, then her lids closed. Color was beginning to return to her face, calming Upala’s nerves slightly. She looked over at Drew, needing him to focus. For the moment Nima was safe, but there was more here to worry about.

      “Drew, Sinar is in the temple somewhere.” She looked over her shoulder, at the wall containing at least a dozen passages. The crazed Manad Vhan could be down any of them, just waiting in the darkness for the right moment. Upala said a silent prayer to the Hero that he hadn’t found Merin. 

      “Yeah,” Drew said, his eyes still on Nima, whose breathing was becoming steadier. Even as a healthier tone was returning to her skin, the bruises on her face were becoming more obvious. If Sinar hadn’t attacked Nima, someone else had.

      “Was Sinar not planning to kill her?” Upala whispered, hoping the unconscious Sherpa would not hear her. “How could he just walk by the only reason he is here?”

      “I got an idea of how his abilities work when he and I were . . . connected.” Drew whispered back. She watched as his eyes bounced between looking at Nima and looking at her. “I think he can sense her if she is awake, he’s drawn to our conscious thoughts. Just like he found me back on your world. Whoever laid Nima out and let her be buried in the snow . . . well, that’s the only reason she’s alive now.”

      “The only reason she is alive now is you,” Upala said, putting her hand on Drew’s. It was cooler than hers due to the heat she was still gently pushing into her flesh, but it was strong. “Merin, myself. We all owe you, Drew. Not only have you helped me use my abilities in ways I never thought of, you have help me see myself and the world differently.”

      He reached up, brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face. His eyes looked sad, though she was afraid to ask why.

      “Nima saved me before,” Drew said. “She’s like a sister to me. You’ve saved me, Merin has too. You’ve all given me a reason, something to move on from . . . from mistakes I made. A new chance.”

      An echo shot through the room from one of the many passages in the far wall, the sound of metal scraping against stone.

      “Sinar will be back there,” Upala said. “We cannot afford to leave your friend alone in her state. When he comes for us, do you have a strategy?”

      Upala looked around the room as Drew thought, trying to see it with eyes different than her own, Kater’s perhaps. No obvious tactics came to her mind, Sinar’s power seemed to be overwhelming.

      “I don’t know,” Drew said. “He’s got more experience at this than you and certainly more than me. There’s two of us though.”

      “Approach him from different directions then?” Upala asked. “He is used to fighting Rakhum, perhaps he is inexperienced fighting someone who can combat him. Still, I was no match for him when I encountered him in the library.”

      “If we’re lucky, he won’t be expecting that I can help you.” Drew laughed. “Assuming I can. I guess we’ll just have to try and--”

      Drew was cut off by Nima’s sudden cry. She sat straight up, her eyes wide and her hand pointing behind them. As a pair, Drew and Upala turned towards the sound, certain what they would see. 

      Sinar stood at the entrance of the darkened passageway, his legs in a wide stance and both his hands aflame. He gave them a wide grin, his white teeth dancing inside the darkness of his beard. All ideas and battle strategies evaporated in Upala’s mind as he stepped forward. She was frozen, uncertainty and doubt flooding her thoughts until she saw the light-blue energy shining from Sinar’s chest.

      He’d been run through with a long blade, its shaft glowing with magical azure light. Sinar locked eyes with Upala, his smile widening further as blood trickled from his mouth.

      “Finally,” he said in a throaty gasp, then slid off the blade and crumpled to the floor at their feet.

      Behind Sinar was a woman clad in what looked like an energy field of shifting colors, conforming to her body like armor. Her dark face wore a severe expression, the intensity of her eyes piercing even the distortions of the shield surrounding her. Upala had seen that intensity coming from similar eyes, on the bridge of Nalam Wast.

      “Tanira,” Nima whispered from behind them.

      Upala watched as the woman took one hand, tracing the shape of a triangle on her forehead as she advanced on the trio, blue sparks cracking from the Hero’s Blade. 

      The agent of the Line had come.
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      Since regaining consciousness, Nima found she could not hear much more than a murmur over the ringing in her ears, but she could still see clearly in the strange, orange light of the room she found herself in.

      She felt safety in Drew’s proximity, even if she couldn’t imagine how he could possibly be here. Seeing the strange woman Upala at his side, some magic of that woman’s world must be the answer.

      She could not make out what was being said, and her muscles felt far too tired to move, leaving Nima little option but to stay slumped against the cold, stone wall and stare at the impossibility in front of her. The last person she ever wanted to see again, looking both the same and completely different from the woman who had killed Val and defeated Nima so convincingly, leaving her to die on the summit of this other world’s Everest. 

      Nima gaped at Tanira as she stood in the darkened corridor leading to the depths of whatever this place was, the fallen body of another man at her feet. The same features were there, the face of the woman she had laughed with while running from grun, and sailed on a mistwhale with, but the look was of a person transformed.

      In one hand she held a glowing, blue blade, the same sword she had run the man through who now lay on the ground. The other held a strange object, it looked like a large, silver ball with several crystals sticking out of it. Attached to her belt was a glowing, yellow plate of some kind, Nima could make out runes and inscriptions upon it. She recognized it as the same item Tanira had stolen on the Thartark’s island.

      While Tanira had on the same dark, leather outfit she had worn before, her whole body was now outlined in some sort of bluish-white energy, small particles that floated like dust around her. Through the azure field Nima could still see the triangle painted on Tanira’s forehead, the symbol glowing with the same bright-blue energy.

      Most important to Nima was what Tanira had laid on the ground. A small brown leather satchel, Val’s pack, upon which she could see the imprint of an island. She stared at the pack intently, but could see no movement. Her heart told her Lhamu was still in there, she had to be.

      Tanira kept her eyes on Drew and Upala, not once did her gaze move Nima’s way. Whether this was because Tanira was ashamed or because she did not view Nima as a threat, didn’t matter. It created an opportunity, and one Nima was going to take. 

      She was going to get Lhamu back.

      Drew and Upala were standing a few meters away, their backs to the same wall Nima sat against. The pair were shouting, at Tanira or each other, Nima could not tell. To Nima’s left, the small opening that led to Varesta blew fresh, cold air in, the narrow space channeling the winds and increasing their velocity. Directly across from them, Tanira advanced out of the darkened passageway, leaving the large pack in the dim light.

      With a cry loud enough that it pierced the chaos in her head, Tanira ran at Drew and Upala, the glowing, blue sword held high.

      Seeing her chance, Nima forced her hands and knees forward, aching muscles pulling her toward the alcove, the first step of inching around the combat. She prayed she could reach the child unnoticed. Val may have died, but Nima would not let his last wish die with him.

      Ignoring the pain in her hands, she took a breath and crawled forward, turning to see a crimson field of energy engulf both Drew and Upala like a shield, Upala projecting the field from her hands while Drew somehow spit fire from his own.

      Had she taught Drew her magic? Nima hoped they all lived long enough for her to ask. 

      Drew’s fire seemed to have no effect on the bluish particles that surrounded Tanira like armor, simply rolling off her like water. With a swing of the sword, Tanira attacked Upala’s shield, shattering it like glass.

      The wind coming in from the narrow opening gusted behind her, snow blowing in as she shifted direction and began to crawl faster.

      Glancing quickly to her left, she could see that Upala had recreated her shield of red energy. Tanira was hammering away at it, shouting. Cracks were beginning to form again, but for the moment, the barrier was holding. 

      Nima peered ahead and began moving forward past a wall of darkened passages. There were so many she could not count them all, dozens of openings that each led to stairs and mysterious depths inside the mountain. Tanira had come here, opening the door by using Lhamu and whatever she had stolen from the Thartark’s Pillar. All to acquire the armor and sword she now wielded, treasures for her Line. 

      Why she was attacking Drew and Upala, Nima couldn’t guess. 

      Her heart began to pound painfully as she approached the shadowed hallway from which Tanira had emerged, leaving the pack with Lhamu behind. One hand in front of the other she crawled, too afraid to look over at the conflict.

      She prayed to Chomolungma to protect her and keep her safe. Just long enough to reach the baby was all she hoped for.

      When she reached the pack, she released a breath she felt she had been holding since starting her crawl. Gently and carefully she pushed open the flap, relief washing over her when she saw the small face inside. Lhamu’s eyes were closed but her cheeks were a healthy hue and her tiny chest rose and fell with a normal rhythm. In the center of her forehead, her crystal gleamed a bright white.

      “I’ve got you, Lhamu,” she whispered. “You’re safe.”

      Nima resisted the urge to take the child out of the satchel and race with her down a hallway, whichever one was closest.

      But there was no way to know where those hallways led. She needed to get Lhamu back to the Caenolans, back down the mountain. The path to the temple’s exit was blocked by her friends’ battle with Tanira.

      She had reached Lhamu, but there was no way to get her to safely back to her people. Not while Tanira’s battle barred the way.

      She gently pushed the pack farther into the passageway’s depths, more out of the light. She could not run, could not leave Drew and Upala to face Tanira alone. Should the knight of the Line defeat them, neither she nor Lhamu would be safe either.

      She had to help Drew and Upala, if they still lived at all. Her heart back in her throat, she pushed her creaking joints into a standing position and turned to face the main room.

      Tanira had Drew and Upala pinned down against the wall near the alcove exiting the temple, Upala just barely able to keep her red shield of energy up against the repeated strikes from Tanira’s sword. Drew continued to shoot fire through the shield, but his flames looked smaller, less potent.

      Through the crimson distortion, Nima could see exertion on their faces, the heaving of their chests. They were wounded and exhausted, they would not last much longer.

      Tanira was hammering away with the sword with one hand while swinging the silver ball on a chain with the other. The crystals attached to the ball were glowing brightly, Nima sensing that if Tanira struck the shield with that weapon the last thing protecting Drew was likely to collapse.

      Tanira had taken Val from her. She was not going to take Drew as well. 

      Somehow, Nima dug inside herself and found the strength to run. 

      She lowered her head as each bone in her body tried to betray her and bring her down. She ignored the pain just as she ignored the rage inside her, fury that wanted to scream in anger as she charged Tanira.

      She had one look at Drew through the shield he and Upala were maintaining, the pain and fatigue so clear in his eyes.

      Then she lowered her head and connected, her head and shoulder slamming into Tanira’s back. The blue particles surrounding the woman compressed and likely protected her from injury, but Nima’s speed and mass were enough to send the pair toppling to the ground, sliding across the slick stone surface and into the narrow cold entryway. 

      Nima scrambled to her feet as Tanira did the same, the woman having her back to the outside world, Varesta’s cold snows swirling around her. Somewhere below, the blood from Val’s body lay Tanira had left it, just as she had intended to leave Nima here on the summit.

      Her legs trembling, Nima placed her feet wide across the stone hallway, blocking Tanira’s access back into the inside of the room and Drew.

      “You will not hurt another person I love!” Nima shouted, dropping down as one knee buckled. She put her hand on the cold stone to steady herself, there was no strength left to stand upright. “You’ll have to kill me before I let you.”

      Tanira stood right in the doorway to the temple, the blue sword in one hand and the swinging chain in the other.

      “I do not have to kill you, Nima,” she said, bringing the silver ball in an arc toward her. “You are already dead.”

      The ball’s crystal-covered surface impacted with Nima’s chest, sending her flying back into the room as if a yak had kicked her.

      She landed hard, sliding a few feet across the stone before stopping. Her vision teared with pain and she looked up to see Tanira step outside, back onto the cold snows of Mount Varesta. 

      The gold disk at her belt glowed brightly and Nima heard what sounded like the crack of thunder. In a flash of golden light, the entrance was simply gone. Only featureless stone remained where the opening back to Varesta had been.

      Nima managed to pull herself back into a sitting position, the pain in her chest pulsing, but slowing somewhat. In the corner, she could see Drew and Upala both slumped over, breathing, but she could not tell how badly they had been hurt.

      Her grandfather’s stories never ended like this. 

      In all, the only one of them that seemed unscathed was Lhamu. They were now all sealed into some strange building on the top of a mountain, wounded and without food, but at least she had saved the baby.

      Nima slumped back onto the ground, letting her exhaustion overcome her pain and take her away into darkness.
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      Drew ran his hand up and down the stone surface, knowing doing so was useless. He had done so a dozen times already, as had Nima and Upala. There was nothing. Nothing but featureless stone, no different than the walls to the left and right of where the entrance to the Hero’s temple used to be.

      Nima sat on the floor right next to him, leaning against what had been open space until the agent of the Line’s magic had changed it, erased it somehow.

      Tanira, Nima had said her name was, though she would talk little more about it.

      Nima held a small child in her arms, an infant with a slightly scaled green face and a bright-white crystal growing out of its forehead. Lhamu, she had called it, a Sherpa name Drew had heard a few times back in Nepal. Like Tanira, Nima had not wanted to go into detail about the child, saying only that she was not ready to discuss what had happened to her.

      Next to Nima, Upala stood looking defeated, and it was hard for Drew to disagree. Both of their injuries from their fight with Tanira had healed, but the fact that this Rakhum woman, this agent of Garantika’s Line had so easily held them at bay was hard to process.

      If not for Nima, they would both likely be dead. As dead as Sinar, whose corpse still lay on the ground just yards away. As dead as Merin likely was, slain or lost somewhere in this temple.

      He put his hand on the stone, hoping it might give him strength.

      “If nothing else, we owe you our lives, little sister.” They were just words, small words that died quickly in the dim orange light of the temple’s entrance, but words he needed to say.

      Nima looked up from Lhamu, a faint smile on her lips. In her eyes he could see the pain she was working to process, she had lost someone. It was a look he had never wanted to see on her face.

      “I would still be in the snow out there,” she said. “I should have known you would come, big brother. Somehow.”

      Upala put one hand on Nima’s shoulder, taking a moment to smile at the sleeping infant.

      “I am honored I could meet you again, Nima.” The musical notes of her voice no longer raised waves of passion within him, but Drew still found her tone soothing. “Though, I wish the events were different.”

      “So do I,” Nima said, her smile fading. Her eyes seemed to be looking at something a thousand miles away.

      Or someone.

      “Tanira will use the portal out there to return to Aroha Darad,” Upala said. “Armed with the Hero’s armor and sword, she will be able to break the seals. Release the Dragons. Just as Garantika and his Line have planned for generations. All because of how Kater and I treated the Rakhum. Now all the Manad Vhan will suffer the Return.”

      Drew pounded his fist against the wall.

      “Listen dammit,” he said, turning to face them. “No, that is not happening. We’re not done, this is not the end. We’ve come too far, and there’s too much at stake. There’s got to be a way out of here.”

      “If you cannot climb out of a crevasse,” Nima said as she stood, “you might as well look for the bottom.”

      Drew snapped his fingers. “Exactly. There could be another exit. Upala, there’s a whole bunch of corridors back there. Where do they lead?”

      Upala looked at him, arms folding. “What makes you think I know?”

      “You studied this place, right? Merin said you were obsessed with Sirapothi and the Hero. Orami Feram, this is his temple, right? His tomb.”

      Upala shook her head.

      “I was obsessed with the Hero because he knew how to get to Sirapothi, the land without Death. I never cared about his sword or armor, his temple. That was all Kater, he was the expert. All I know of the temple is its vast size, it is said to be like a labyrinth under the mountain. These tunnels could lead for days or weeks. We could become lost and never find our way out.”

      “What you are saying,” Nima said. “Is that we’re trapped in an endless maze with no food and no way out, and none of us have any idea what way we should go?”

      Upala sighed her answer.

      Drew pounded the wall a second time, the sound of his hand striking the stone echoing down into the darkened halls.

      The echo repeated and then grew louder, a soft, familiar laughter now joining it from the dark.

      They each stared into the shadows of the passage as a figure slowly emerged, still laughing. Drew’s jaw dropped open at the sight of the wiry beard, the wry grin, and the face he never thought he would see again.

      “Well then,” Kater said. “I guess it is a good thing I am here.”
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