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Chapter One: The Bird of Prey
  
No one ever looked up.
For this reason, a black clothed figure was crouched in the gnarled arms of an ancient tree. In the sparse moonlight she was invisible against the background, waiting patiently for her prey. Her metallic purple eyes, the only visible feature, scanned the ground searching the darkness for every possible detail.
The minutes ticked by slowly.
The whisper of the breeze was chilled by the promise of winter, but she ignored the dropping temperature. Her intense focus even overshadowed the slight ache in her muscles from maintaining her position for an extended period of time.
Every rustle in the underbrush, every stirring of the leaves, brought her sharp eyes around in search for some sign of her quarry.
Finally, a similarly garbed figure passed beneath her tree, slinking from shadow to shadow. She felt a surge of satisfaction as she shifted her weight to the balls of her feet in preparation for the attack.
She dropped down from the branches and brought her prey to its knees before there was any time for her victim to react. She removed the hood and scarf of her opponent, revealing the pale narrow face of a young woman with short sandy hair. Her features were harsh but blunt, giving her the brutish appearance of one who delights in violence.
The young woman looked up at the strange metallic eyes that were flecked with gold. She clenched her fists, immediately prepared to lash out, and her face contorted in an expression of pure loathing. “Adesina,” she spat.
Adesina didn’t need to ask how she had been recognized. She knew her eyes made her easily identifiable. “I hoped I would be the one to mark you, Basha.”
“I had hoped to kill you.”
Adesina didn’t doubt it. The two young women were part of a class of students training for an elite and selective military group, commonly known as the Shimat. The competition was fierce, and “accidents” happened.
Basha was an unremarkable student, but she was vindictive and unrelenting, which some teachers mistook for determination and strength of character. From the moment she had laid eyes on Adesina, some ten years ago, Basha had hated her. That hate only grew as Adesina excelled among her peers.
Adesina was unusually gifted, even for a Shimat. She had the uncanny ability to sense her surroundings and knew how to use that to her advantage. She was exceptionally agile and her endurance levels were far above normal. These traits, among others, were the reason why she had begun her training five years earlier than any other student.
Adesina reciprocated Basha’s intense dislike. Not only that, but she was aware of her own gifts and Basha’s shortcomings. It rankled Adesina’s pride to see Basha gain distinction through the misconceptions of certain instructors.
A number of sarcastic retorts rose in Adesina’s fifteen-year-old mind, but she ignored them. Basha saw the scorn that flashed across Adesina’s face, and her own expression blackened with the desire for violent revenge. Instead of voicing her thoughts, Adesina shifted Basha’s hood and scarf from her right hand to her left, and drew her dagger from the belt around her waist. “I have unveiled you, Shi Basha. Yield or be disgraced.”
Basha’s face twisted in disdain as she debated whether it was worth the disgrace to defy one she despised more than anything in the world. When she spoke, it was between clenched teeth.
“I yield.”
Adesina stepped forward so she was facing Basha’s kneeling figure and placed the edge of her blade against her enemy’s cheek.
“I mark you, so that all may know of your first failure.”
Her stroke was perhaps harder than it needed to be. Basha swore, but let it bleed freely. Adesina took a small square of white cloth from a pouch on her belt and stained it with some of Basha’s blood. She held it carefully in her hand and returned Basha’s hood and scarf to her.
Basha took them and got to her feet. “A day will come when I will make you pay for this mark. You will rue the day you came into this world.”
Adesina rolled her eyes. Basha had always tended to be melodramatic. “Come on. We have to return to the school.”
Adesina began to turn, but her eyes caught the movement of a sleek shadow several yards away. It was hard to imagine that there was anything more black than the woods at night, but something darker crouched just out of sight. Two golden orbs gleamed momentarily but then seemed to disappear altogether. When she looked closer she could see only trees.
It must have been some sort of animal, for Adesina seemed to be the only human with odd colored eyes. Given the size of the spheres, it must have been an enormous creature. There had never been any beast so large this close to the fortress.
She considered investigating further, but an impatient movement from Basha brought her head around sharply. Adesina’s learned suspicion of Basha overrode her present curiosity. Frowning to herself, Adesina continued on her way.
The autumn leaves lay thick on the ground, but the footsteps of the two young women were muted by the damp soil. They were merely two silhouettes slipping through the darkness, hidden among the crooked trees that surrounded them.
As they walked, Adesina’s mind turned back over the events of the night. It had been a surprise to be shaken from sleep and told that tonight would be the final test for their year of training. If they passed they would be eligible to advance to the next year. If not, they would be put through a remedial course of training.
They had been individually led to different parts of the forest northwest of the school and told that their one objective was to find and unveil one of their classmates. Those unveiled were to be marked by the victor.
Now Adesina and Basha emerged from the forest and approached a small camp. It consisted of two small tents set up on the hill overlooking the forest. The three instructors of Adesina’s group of students stood waiting, robed in black. In the darkness they took on the spectral appearance of the harbingers of death, and the young student felt a chill run down her spine at the sight. Beside the instructors stood a spidery device similar to a brazier, but with flames instead of coals.
Adesina looked at the faces of the men that had taught and trained her since she was five years old. They regarded her gravely as the two young women approached. She greeted them respectfully in order of seniority, bowing to each. “Shar Breyen. Shar Jareb. Shar Per.”
They bowed back. “Shi Adesina.”
Basha went through the same ceremony, but did not receive any acknowledgment in return.
Her pale blue eyes smoldered with rage even though she kept them lowered. Breyen indicated toward the brazier. Adesina took the stained square of cloth she was holding in her hand and gently laid it on the fire. The flames licked at the corners of the cloth, blackening them and curling them as if it were contorting in agony. Adesina watched it dispassionately and wafted the smoke onto her face before stepping back again.
This was a symbolic ritual of the Shimat. The stained cloth represented the victory won, and all that the victory had cost. The sacrifice, the skill, the lessons learned. By breathing in the smoke, it all became part of you. The ritual was also a way to honor those who made you stronger.
Per nodded approvingly. “Shi Adesina, take your prisoner to the medical wing and then you may retire.”
Both students bowed again before walking past their instructors. The hill leveled out to become flat ground after a few steps. The grass was grayish-green in color and coarse in texture. In the meager moonlight it took on a sickly appearance. This, in addition to the thin mist swirling over the ground, gave a ghostly feeling to the fortress that served as the school and training facility.
The fortress was set on the edge of a cliff that overlooked the ocean. The great outer wall looked harsh and forbidding at night, but during the day it gave a strange sort of comfort in its solitary strength. There were no other cities or villages near the fortress; no other buildings that might call themselves neighbors. The fortress stood alone for many leagues, and it seemed to take power in that seclusion.
The massive gates stood open, which was quite unusual, but the lapse of security was compensated by several Shimat guards standing watch. Three stood along the wall directly above the gates, and two more stood on the ground on either side. The others were positioned at even intervals along the wall like dark columns, upright and unmoving.
All of them wore the black uniform that Adesina and her peers had been privileged to wear for the night’s activities. Black clothing, knee-high boots, gloves, a high-collared black leather vest, and a hood and scarf that only left the eyes visible. These glittering spheres watched the two young women closely, but the guards remained otherwise still and silent.
Basha fumed inaudibly as they walked. Her burning glare was fixed on the ground and her fists were clenched at her side. When they passed through the gates, she turned to Adesina and said venomously, “I can go to the medical wing by myself.”
Adesina shrugged indifferently and walked away. Less time spent in Basha’s presence was always a good thing, and she wanted to get what rest she could before dawn. Basha took the corridor to the left and Adesina turned right, back to their sleeping quarters.
Each of the rooms that served as sleeping quarters held ten to fifteen students. There were two or three metal washstands per room, and one large mirror on the wall in which they could thoroughly inspect the neatness of their personal appearance.
Every Shi, or student, was instilled with a strict sense of order, which carried over into every aspect of their lives. The uniform had to be meticulous, the hair combed back from the face, proper hygiene attended to, and so forth. All such rules for personal care and general cleanliness were set down in what was called “the code.”
Keeping this in mind, Adesina resisted the urge to simply plop into bed fully dressed in spite of her fatigue. She took off the Shimat uniform she had been given for her assignment, folded it carefully, and placed it on the small chest located at the foot of her cot.
Under normal circumstances, a student wasn’t allowed to touch such a uniform. They were only worn by full Shimat, and had to be earned. For certain tests, however, that rule was waived.
Adesina put on her sleeping uniform, unpinned her hair from its tightly braided knot, and climbed carefully into bed. With a weary expression on her face, she settled down for some much needed sleep.
 



Chapter Two: Lives of the Fortress
  
It seemed to Adesina that she had only just closed her eyes when she heard the bell toll, signaling the time to rise. The clear resonating tones reached every corner of the fortress, keeping every Shi punctual.
With a heavy sigh, Adesina rolled out of her cot and straightened it to its normal tidy state. She walked over to the washstand, splashed some cold water on her tired eyes, and began preparing for the day. She put on her loose, dark gray training clothes and tied back her long straight hair.
Like her eyes, Adesina’s hair was unusual in color. It was a silver so lustrous that it could not be mistaken for gray in any light. The locks that framed her face, however, were black.
A quick glance in the mirror showed Adesina that all was in proper order. She made a small adjustment in the tie of her belt, but nothing else seemed amiss. She allowed her eyes to stray from the details of her clothing and take in the rest of her appearance.
She was a bit undersized due to the extreme physical toll of her training, but she was not disproportional. She was slender but strong, pale but healthy. A light sprinkling of freckles dusted the bridge of her nose, and her almond-shaped eyes were narrowed in a speculative gaze. She tried to decide if she was beautiful, but had no frame of reference with which to judge.
Her gaze lingered on her hair and her eyes, the two features that seemed to isolate her from the rest of humankind. She had never been given a satisfactory explanation as to why she looked so different from everyone else. It set her apart—made her feel like an outsider.
Such social and emotional isolation had hurt her as a child. As she had trained, she had hoped that her growing skills would create some sort of bond between herself and her classmates. Her unique acceleration merely added jealousy to the list of things that alienated her from her peers.
With a heavy sigh, Adesina turned and walked briskly out of the room. She joined the throngs of students walking from their sleeping quarters to breakfast. Most of them had businesslike expressions on their faces, but a few of the younger Shi looked anxious. Adesina could relate, for she remembered all too well what it felt like to be a new student in the Shimat fortress.
She was greeted in the mess hall by a petite girl her own age whose name was Lanil. Her diminutive stature, in combination with her large blue eyes and benign expression, often led others to underestimate her as a warrior. Adesina envied her this advantage. No one who looked at Adesina took her for granted. Her abnormal coloring alone was enough to make people think twice before approaching her.
Lanil glanced at Adesina’s undamaged cheeks and smiled confidently. “Whom did you mark?”
“Basha.”
Lanil giggled in delight and clasped her hands together. “Good! She deserves it.”
Although they were the same age, Adesina had five years of seniority over Lanil because of her early start in training. Lanil and Adesina were both “Shar Children,” meaning that they had been raised in the fortress as opposed to being brought to the Shimat by their parents when they were old enough to train. They had been the best of friends until Adesina was taken away from the nursery—the only friend that Adesina had ever had. They remained closer than most students, but the years had changed them.
Lanil remained caring and sympathetic, in spite of her rigorous training. It was generally assumed that she would take a job in the fortress after she finished her schooling, rather than being given an assignment as a warrior. Adesina, on the other hand, had become more hardened with every year. Her peers treated her harshly due to her youth, and the level of expectation of her teachers drove her to extremes she would not have known otherwise.
Now this unlikely pair stood in line together to receive their rations, one of the few times they saw each other anymore. It was a nutritious but boring meal that was calculated to give them enough energy until their midday meal. Adesina received her wooden tray with a sort of weary resignation.
Lanil smiled at Adesina and hummed to herself. Most of the other students resented Adesina’s youth, but Lanil was genuinely happy for her.
“So? Does this mean you advance?”
Adesina shook her head and held out her bowl for her portion of porridge. “I still have to meet with the Sharifal.”
Lanil’s expression of excitement turned to fear and dismay. There were many Shar, or instructors, at the school, but there was only one Sharifal. She was the leader of the Shimat, and rarely involved in student affairs. When she was, it was usually for disciplinary action. Severe disciplinary action.
“The Sharifal? Why?”
Adesina shrugged uncomfortably. “All students are interviewed by the Sharifal at the end of my year of training, whether they are marked or not.”
Lanil shuddered. “I do not envy you.”
Adesina and Lanil parted ways. Each student was required to eat with the others of their year of training. As Adesina ate her simple rations, she looked down the table to see who had been marked and who had passed. For the most part she wasn’t surprised at what she saw, but there were a few marked who she had thought would pass.
Basha was seated at the far end of the table, a dozen or so stitches in her cheek. She and some of the other marked students were muttering darkly amongst themselves. Basha threw Adesina a look of utter detestation and malice. Her thin mouth was pressed into an almost invisible line, and her eyes flashed with undisguised fury. Adesina could only imagine the tale of treachery and woe that Basha was spinning about Adesina to soften the disgrace of being marked.
There were twelve Shi in her year of training. When they had first begun as children, there had been twice as many students. Nevertheless, yearly advancement was never a guarantee, and proving oneself quickly became a daily requirement.
Adesina felt an all-too-familiar twinge as she reflected on her life as a student in the fortress. Her childhood ideas of what it would be like to train as a Shimat had been far from the reality. Her initial reaction to her early training had been one of excitement. She had been anxious to prove herself worthy of such an honor. That excitement had rapidly been replaced by a form of desperation. Nothing she did ever seemed like enough, even if it was more than what her classmates could do. Her Shar pushed her more and more each year, expecting her to go beyond her best.
Half of her knew that it was merely part of the process of becoming all that she could be, but the other half of her continued to feel that desperation—that secret fear that she would fail. She hid this fear with bravado, but it was ever present in the back of her mind.
Shaking away these dark thoughts, Adesina turned her attention back to her meal.
After breakfast the Shi proceeded with their daily schedule. It was a review day, so most of their morning was spent in a classroom. Over the years, Adesina had been taught a variety of subjects from botany to psychology, tactics to languages and cultures of the world. Adesina retained information very well, and usually found these review days to be tedious.
Today was different, for there was a palpable tension in the air. They were being taught by a substitute Shar, which meant that their Shar were most likely meeting with the Sharifal. Adesina, along with all of her classmates, had a hard time concentrating on their anatomy review.
To get her mind off of her anxiety, Adesina began studying the Shar teaching them that day.
She was a young woman in her mid to late twenties with striking auburn hair and sharp gray eyes. Adesina assumed that she was still training to be a Shar, based on how she reacted to teaching a class of near graduates. Her emotions were kept in very tight check, but Adesina could sense a bit of underlying nervousness.
The Shar walked with a slight limp, perhaps from a broken leg that had been poorly set. She was also quite tall for a woman. Adesina wondered if such height was an advantage or a disadvantage as a Shimat warrior.
Adesina also began to speculate on what kinds of missions this woman would have been sent. Potential Shar were required to give at least five years of service before training as teachers, so this woman must have had some experience.
Perhaps she had been a bodyguard to an important Shimat. Perhaps she had been a messenger. But it was most likely that she had been a spy. Most Shimat were trained to appear as normal citizens and then placed in cities and towns in every nation. The Shimat always knew exactly what was going on in every part of the continent.
Such thoughts carried Adesina over into the midday meal at noon. All the students then massed back into the mess hall where they received rations only slightly more ample than their breakfast. Lanil gave Adesina another friendly smile, which Adesina had trouble returning. Her nerves were starting to wear thin.
After the meal the Shi were sent out to the courtyard for time to practice their skills in weaponry and horsemanship. The courtyard was a large open area, divided into sections that each served a different purpose. There were obstacle courses for those on horseback as well as those on foot, target ranges, circles drawn on the ground for sparring and hand-to-hand combat, etc. The stones on the ground were worn smooth from many years of use, as were the blocks in the surrounding walls. Shimat guards patrolled along the top of the wall like caged panthers pacing back and forth, watching those within the fortress as well as any that might be without.
As usual, Adesina kept a close eye on Basha and her cohorts, who had the unfortunate tendency to “miss” their mark and send some sort of weapon hurtling in her direction. The first few clumsy attempts had been in their youth, so Adesina’s injuries had been minor. As they grew older and more skilled, so did Adesina’s capacity for sensing danger before it arrived. In a way, Adesina was grateful for the unintentional training she had received from those who meant her harm.
Adesina began sparring with one of her classmates. They both held long wooden staffs, and wielded them with precision and force. In spite of this, it was clear that both of them were merely going through the motions, for they each had their minds on what lay ahead. Adesina’s thoughts kept turning to the tallest tower, where the Sharifal lived.
While there were plentiful rumors among the Shi about their revered leader, little was actually known. Those students who were taken to see her never returned, regardless of the reason for their summons. Adesina wondered what the Sharifal looked like and if she had seen her before; for it was said that the Sharifal disguised herself as a Shar and walked among the students.
Adesina’s sparring partner seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “What do you think she is like?”
Adesina blocked his blow and returned with one of her own. “Who?”
“The Sharifal.”
Adesina frowned. “What makes you think I would know?”
He flashed his teeth in an expression that was half smile and half grimace as Adesina brought her staff down on his shoulder. “I did not say I thought you knew. I was asking for your opinion.”
Adesina stepped out of the way of his staff as he jabbed it forward and shrugged. “Why bother speculating? There is no benefit in it.”
He let his weapon drop ever so slightly, as if letting his guard down. Adesina knew he was just trying to draw her in, and ignored the gesture. She continued to circle cautiously and said in a voice of forced indifference, “I suppose we will know soon enough.”
There was a noticeable jump in anxiety as their Shar filed into the courtyard. Every Shi fell silent and their bodies became tense. The students stopped what they were doing and bowed to their instructors.
Per pulled out a list and read the order they were to go see the Sharifal. It alternated between a marked student and the one who had marked them. Adesina was glad to hear her name near the beginning. She didn’t think she could bear the agitation of waiting for hours.
The Shar left with the first student on the list, and the eleven remaining Shi tried to go back to what they were doing. Some gave up entirely and began pacing along the edge of the courtyard next to the stone walls. Adesina bowed to her classmate, indicating that she was finished sparring, and walked over to the range.
She was particularly good at throwing knives and the activity took her mind off the stress at hand. Adesina walked to the end of the range and closed her eyes, imagining her goal. There were four targets on the opposite side of the range: one on each side, one in front, and one behind. The object was to run into the center of this circle of targets and throw the knives without breaking stride.
Adesina took a deep breath and began running at full speed. The calculations of each shot flashed through her mind and translated to action almost automatically. She threw knives at the front and left targets first, then spun and threw knives at the remaining two. She slowed to a stop and inspected each target to see where her knife had struck.
Most of them stood dead center, but one was slightly left of where she had aimed. Her nerves were proving to be more of a problem than she wanted to admit, and she shook her head in frustration. She gathered her knives and started again, this time with more concentration than before.
No students returned from their meeting with the Sharifal, but Shar Per reappeared at regular intervals to call the next name on his list. Adesina felt a twinge of satisfaction seeing Basha leave with Per pale and shaking.
Basha’s interview was longer than the students’ before her, which made Adesina even more nervous. Her mind flew over all of the things that could possibly prevent her advancement, in spite of the victory she won the night before. When Per returned and called her name, Adesina hoped she didn’t look as scared as Basha had.
As Per led her through the fortress to the Sharifal’s tower, the details of her surroundings stood out in Adesina’s mind.
The fortress was devoid of any sort of decoration. The walls were a dull gray stone, lined with torches that were rarely lit. Every so often there would be a brazier that lent a little heat, but not enough to overcome the chill of the season. It was a drab and gloomy place, but Adesina didn’t have much with which she could compare it. The only time she ever left the fortress was to train in the surrounding area, which consisted of the woods and the small strip of grassland along the coast.
They arrived at the base of the Sharifal’s tower, where Jareb was waiting. Jareb dismissed Per and led Adesina up the long winding staircase. At first Adesina silently counted the stairs as they climbed, but the numbers got higher and higher until she finally gave up. She sighed softly and stared at the back of Jareb’s head, wishing he would say something.
They finally reached the top of the tower, where Breyen stood waiting for them. He was standing next to two stern-looking Shimat who were guarding a simple wooden door. Breyen dismissed Jareb and waited until he left to speak.
“Shi Adesina, you have come before the Sharifal as victor of your trial. Enter and be recognized.”
He opened the door and stood back. Adesina walked through the door with as much confidence as she could muster. She found herself in a large circular room that was both meticulously tidy and minimalistic. A good portion of the walls were covered with bookshelves, some of which were bolted shut. There were two windows: one facing toward the courtyard and the other facing towards the ocean. There was a large desk placed next to the ocean-viewing window, which was covered with neat stacks of papers and books.
As Adesina’s eyes turned on the Sharifal, she stopped in her tracks and stared in shock, unable to believe what she saw.
 



Chapter Three: Changes
  
“Signe!”
The woman sitting behind the desk was the same woman who had raised Adesina when her mother died in childbirth. She had been a second mother to the young Shi, always encouraging her to go beyond her best. Adesina had assumed that Signe only served as a nursemaid for the Shar Children. Yet here she was, the leader of the entire Shimat order.
Signe was dressed in the black robes of a Shar, but with a heavy gold chain and pendant around her neck. She was a middle-aged woman with a strong build, raven hair and piercing blue eyes. There was a very businesslike feeling to her gaze, and a deep determination that showed she was a woman to be reckoned with.
She patiently waited as Adesina struggled to find her voice. “You are the Sharifal?”
Signe indicated toward the chair in front of her desk. “Sit down, child.”
Adesina did so, numbly. “Why did you not tell me?”
“You know the answer to that question,” Signe said with a brief smile.
Adesina was completely dumbfounded by this revelation. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it, let alone how to react. Ignoring Adesina’s obvious discomfort, Signe pulled a stack of papers toward her and began glancing through them.
“Your Shar have all rated you very highly.”
Adesina knew this. She had always been among the best.
“Your opponent was not very complimentary of your performance.”
This didn’t surprise Adesina either. She knew that Basha would do everything in her power to discredit Adesina’s victory.
“She seemed to think it dishonorable for you to drop from the trees.”
Adesina made an exasperated noise. “Every fifth year Shi should know to use the environment and every advantage it offers.”
Signe pushed the papers aside. “What I really want to know is how you think you did.”
Adesina thought over the previous night carefully. She was dissatisfied with what happened, but for entirely different reasons than Basha. She looked at the face that was so familiar to her and felt that she could speak without restraint. “It was…too easy.”
Signe raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
Adesina shrugged uncomfortably. “I was just expecting something more challenging for our final test.”
Signe’s expression was unreadable. Adesina felt the need to explain herself further, but waited for the Sharifal to speak.
“A challenge.” Signe mused quietly. She raised her eyes to study Adesina’s face. “Do you think yourself above your training?”
This question caught Adesina off guard. She answered carefully. “No, but I have not felt truly challenged since my third year.” When Signe did not dispute this statement, Adesina went on boldly. “We both know that I have long been the best among all Shi. I have always had the most potential. That is why you began my training in my fifth year of life rather than my tenth. Yet I am continually placed in the same training program as every other mediocre Shi.”
Adesina stopped abruptly, afraid that she had overstepped her bounds. It was true that Signe had practically raised her, but she was still the Sharifal. Adesina lowered her eyes respectfully and sat in silence.
Signe was lost in her thoughts for several moments. When she brought herself out again, it was with some effort. “What do you suggest?”
This was the part that gave Adesina trouble. She had often thought about her restlessness, but had no idea what changes to suggest. She let her breath out slowly and shook her head. “I do not know, Signe.”
There was silence for a few minutes while they both thought about the situation before them. Signe clasped her hands on the desk in front of her. “Do you remember the question you always used to ask me when you were a child?”
The sudden change of subject momentarily confused Adesina. She had to think for a second before replying. “I…would ask you about my father.”
Although she wasn’t sure why, Adesina had always felt a strong need to find her father. As a child she had strange recurring dreams that urged her to find this man she had never met. These dreams usually consisted of her hurrying through the woods, pursuing a figure that she somehow knew to be her father. The feeling of desperation to catch up to him grew with every step, until she woke up in a cold sweat.
Sometimes she dreamed of the story she had been told of her mother. Signe once told her about how a beautiful young woman had been found wandering in the woods. It had been a harsh winter, and the woman was clearly reaching the end of her pregnancy. The Shimat took her in and cared for her until she had her baby. Before she died, just minutes after giving birth to Adesina, she said that her husband would come for their daughter.
But he never did.
Adesina had always wondered why he never came. Finally, at the age of five, she decided that if he could not find her, then she would find him.
Signe broke through Adesina’s reverie. “And do you remember what I said?”
That was much easier to answer. Signe’s words had been a driving force in Adesina’s life. “You said that if I wanted to find my father I would have to train very hard. That only the best of Shimat would have the means of finding him.”
Signe inclined her head. “Do you feel you have done this?”
Adesina nodded fervently. She had pushed herself harder than any Shar could have. This driving ambition, along with a great amount of skill, had shot Adesina to the head of her class at a very young age.
The Sharifal leaned back in her chair, giving Adesina a calculating look. “It has been recommended that your training be specialized.”
Adesina was astonished. Specializing was an option given to students who had graduated, but Adesina wouldn’t graduate for another year.
“Really?”
Signe’s expression was once again unreadable. “Yes. All of your Shar agree.”
Adesina furrowed her brow. She was excited, but felt a sudden surge of concern as well. The words of ready acceptance stuck in her throat.
Signe raised an eyebrow expectantly. “Are you willing to specialize your training?”
Adesina merely nodded. Signe’s smile was now without humor. “Good.”
She stood with a small folded piece of paper in her hand. Adesina also got to her feet, her gaze fixed on the paper in Signe’s hand. She had to remind herself not to be so presumptuous as to reach out for it.
Signe hesitated as she studied the young woman before her. Adesina could not read her expression, but did her best to appear confident. Whatever it was that the Sharifal saw, it seemed to satisfy her. She extended the paper to Adesina, who took it with a sort of reverence.
“You are excused.”
Adesina bowed and turned to leave.
“Adesina.”
She turned back. “Yes?”
“Do not prove us wrong.”
Adesina nodded slowly and went out the door. Breyen did not take note of her as she walked past, nor did the two guards. As she descended the stairs she heard the bell tolling for the evening meal. She unfolded the paper given to her by Signe and read the words carefully.
They were instructions on where she was to go for her new training, and the passwords necessary to get there. She was also admonished not to delay by going to her quarters for any personal items. This brought a grim smile to Adesina’s face. She had no belongings other than what she was wearing. Adesina put the paper on the first brazier she passed and made sure it burned before moving on.
Following the instructions given to her, Adesina went deeper into the fortress than she had ever been before. The northwest section of the fortress was off limits to students; and to ensure that no curious student got “lost” and found their way to that area, guards were posted at the door that led to it. The guards eyed her suspiciously, but let her through when she gave them the password.
Adesina studied her new surroundings and was somewhat disappointed with what she saw. There were many rumors as to what this area contained, but it looked very much like the rest of the fortress. The walls were the same gray stone, the braziers were the same blackened metal, and the hallways were the same dimensions as in the other parts of the fortress.
The corridors of the fortress were set up like a maze as part of the defenses. Everything was uniform, there were numerous doors, the lighting was dim, and it was incredibly easy for one to get lost. Even if an enemy were able to get past the outer defenses and into the center of the fortress, it would be almost impossible find the way out again. It was a common joke for older students to send the younger ones down wrong halls and make them late for class. It wasn’t very amusing for the student who was punished for their tardiness, but they eventually found themselves doing the same thing to younger students in a few years time. Adesina knew the student corridors blind, but walking down the halls of this new section of the fortress, she felt as disoriented as a new student.
Adesina focused her thoughts on her instructions and she hurried through the halls to a courtyard almost identical to the one used by the students. At the far end of the courtyard stood a black-robed Shar, proud and tall as an obelisk.
His hair was jet black and his eyes were almost as dark. He had a strong, serious face that was remarkably handsome. Adesina guessed he was in his mid-twenties. He was quite a bit taller than her—Adesina estimated she would only come up to his shoulders. There was a deadly grace in his air, which defied his rather muscular build.
As she approached him, their eyes met and there was a subtle change in his expression. It was something akin to surprise, but slightly different. Adesina was accustomed to people regarding her abnormal coloring with astonishment, but this was not the same. There was a glint of admiration, or at least something akin to it.
Within seconds the well-trained neutral expression returned to his face. “Shi Adesina, I am Shar Kendan. You are to be my charge for the duration of your training.”
Adesina bowed to her new Shar, which he did not return. Kendan indicated for her to follow him. He led her to a room that was set up like the student quarters, only this smaller room was meant for one person rather than a dozen or so. There was a washstand and a small mirror, a small trunk in which she could store her clothing, and a cot in the corner. Kendan pointed to a set of black training clothes folded neatly on the bed.
“This shall be your room while you train, and you are responsible for keeping it up to code. Change into those and bring me your old uniform. You will wear black from now on.”
Adesina nodded. Color was one of the ways used to differentiate training ranks. Years one through four wore white, five through eight wore light gray, and nine through eleven wore dark gray. Black was reserved for Shar and graduated students.
Kendan walked out of the room with a few bold strides. “I will be waiting for you in the courtyard.”
Adesina looked around her new room as she changed her clothes. It was barely bigger than a cell, but she had never had a room of her own. Adesina allowed herself a small smile before gathering up her old uniform and leaving the room.
As Kendan had said, he was waiting in the courtyard. He turned to face her and she detected the same brief, subtle change of expression. Adesina bowed and handed him the clothes, which he took and passed to a small servant boy who seemed to appear out of nowhere and disappear just as easily. Kendan ignored the servant, keeping his eyes on Adesina.
“You are missing an essential year of training to specialize, Shi Adesina. To compensate, the main points of that year will be added into your training here.”
He began to walk through the corridors and down a set of stairs. Adesina followed him silently.
“This year you will learn advanced weaponry, languages and cultures of the world, medicine, survival in extreme conditions, accelerated problem solving, and carpentry.”
Adesina looked at him in surprise. “Carpentry?”
“Yes, carpentry.”
The stairs led down until it was clear that they were deep underground. A strange, earthy scent filled her nostrils, and felt unusually heavy as she breathed it in. Faint echoes could be heard from the distance, giving Adesina an eerie feeling. Kendan led her through another maze of corridors. The stone was strangely damp and the halls were lit by smokeless lamps. She stared at her surroundings in amazement. She had no idea that all of this existed beneath the feet of training students.
Kendan continued listing the planned curriculum. “In addition to all of this, you will be reviewing all that you have learned thus far as a student and there will be severe tests of your endurance. You will periodically be allowed less sleep and given less food…among other things.”
They stopped outside one of the many doors. Kendan looked at Adesina with a challenging gleam in his eyes. Adesina knew that he was trying to intimidate and overwhelm her. She lifted her chin and stared back.
He smiled at her response. “Are you ready to begin?”
Adesina didn’t smile in return. “Yes.”
Kendan opened the door to reveal a short, stocky man sitting at one of three long tables that lined the walls of the room. He looked up at their entrance. “Ah, Kendan. I think I-” He saw Adesina and stopped abruptly.
Kendan spoke smoothly over the awkward pause. “Zadok, this is Shi Adesina.”
He nodded quickly. “Of course, of course. One vial?”
Kendan frowned thoughtfully. “Three.”
Zadok looked surprised. “Three? Is that really necessary?”
Kendan ignored the question and turned to Adesina. “Give me your arm.”
Adesina held out her left arm. He pushed back her sleeve, drew a knife and cut the crook of her arm. She resisted the urge to flinch. Zadok handed Kendan three small vials, which were filled with Adesina’s blood and carefully sealed. Zadok took the vials over to one of the tables and bent over them, ignoring Kendan and Adesina as they left.
They made their way back to the ground level, passing other pairs of students and teachers on the way. They were ignored, just as Kendan ignored them.
He showed her a room filled with a large variety of minerals, dried plants, live plants, and other things used by apothecaries. There was also a cupboard filled with medical supplies standing next to a small fountain at the far end of the room.
“From now on you will treat your own injuries.”
The challenging gleam was back in his eyes. Adesina stiffened her back and walked over to the fountain. She picked up a shallow bowl sitting at its edge, filled it with water, and began to carefully wash the wound.
Her knowledge of medicine was limited, for she had only been studying it for a year. However, treating a simple cut, such as the one on her arm, was done easily enough. Adesina dabbed a healing salve on the wound, wrapped a clean bandage around it and pushed her sleeve back down. Kendan watched without comment and then led her back to the courtyard.
Another small serving boy stood at the end of the yard holding two scabbards. Adesina felt a wave of apprehension as she saw Kendan draw one of the two swords. Practice weapons used at the school were the exact image and weight of real weapons, but they were mostly made of wood and usually caused no lasting damage. The weapon in Kendan’s hand was very clearly a real sword. He offered it to her. “Here we practice with real weapons, not the ones to which you are accustomed.”
Adesina took the sword and spun it experimentally. Yes, it felt the same, but she was still disturbed by the idea of using it on her Shar. Kendan drew the other sword and bowed. Adesina barely had enough time to bow in return before he attacked. Startled by his speed and ferocity, Adesina immediately took a defensive stance. Form followed form, and Adesina found herself being pressed harder and harder.
She knew that Kendan was testing her limits and was surprised to find that she was getting angry. It had been a trying day and Adesina was tired of tests. In a burst of energy, she did a quick feint, jabbed him in the side with her fist and knocked the sword from his hand.
Kendan pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Some would criticize you for attacking without your sword.”
Adesina lowered her guard. “Only if they were the one who had lost.”
Kendan suppressed a smile. “Perhaps.”
Then, with movements so fast even Adesina was surprised, he wrested her sword from her hand and brought it to her throat.
Adesina stared at him in shock. “That is not allowed. I won, you must yield.”
“Do you honestly believe that your enemies will follow the rules you have been taught?”
Kendan sheathed the sword and did the same to the one that had fallen. He handed them to the serving boy with an almost careless expression on his face. He then motioned for her to follow and led her to her next lesson.
  
 



Chapter Four: A New Path
  
It was a full year before Adesina was called back to the Sharifal’s tower. The time seemed to pass like an eternity.
The amount of information she had received daily was almost overwhelming. It took constant effort to retain it all. Every time she won a victory, Kendan would twist it and take it from her. She never got the same amount of sleep two nights in a row and sometimes she went for days without food. Yet, through all of this, Kendan continued to push her harder and harder.
There was no regularity in her schedule, which was something every Shi was accustomed to having. Some days were spent on only one subject, and others covered them all. Adesina also struggled because her body was still changing as she matured. Every day was an adjustment physically, and a battle to remain disciplined and unemotional through the ruthless pace of her studies.
Adesina’s sixteenth birthday came and went without note. Her only consolation on that day was that she was allowed three meals; however unlikely it was that her birthday was the reason for that.
In spite of all of this, her life was not without its pleasant moments. There were times when Kendan was sweet and understanding. Unfortunately, he seemed to be nothing but extremes. When he was harsh his words and actions would border on cruelty, and when he was kind he treated her with tender affection. His inconsistency was, to Adesina, the deepest cut of all.
His was the opinion that she sought in all things. His approval meant more to her than she even cared to admit to herself. Most of all, she felt a warm admiration for him that she often hoped he returned.
They strictly adhered to the code of conduct between a Shar and a Shi, but Adesina was closer to him than she had ever been to anyone else. The hours upon hours that they spent together every day made it difficult for them not to grow close, in spite of the days when Kendan treated her sharply.
It was now mid autumn, and Adesina sat in the Sharifal’s office reflecting on how her life had changed since the last time she had stood in that room. Signe walked into the office and sat down across from Adesina.
“I have been watching you closely, Adesina. I am pleased with the progress you have made.”
Adesina stared at her hands. She did not feel she had made very much progress. The past year had seemed like one failure after another.
Signe studied Adesina’s grave expression. “Is something wrong, child?”
Adesina slowly shook her head. She didn’t think she could put into words what she felt, let alone how to make Signe understand. When Signe saw that Adesina wasn’t going to give more of an answer she sighed quietly. “I have an assignment for you.”
Adesina looked up, almost unable to believe what she had just heard. “What about my training?”
“You have received sufficient training for what I must ask of you, and this cannot wait.”
A brief nod was Adesina’s only response.
“There is a northern organization that threatens the southern lands of Tunith. Essentially, it is a cult of magic-users who try to force others to submit to their rule. We have been fighting against them covertly for several years. Certain political considerations have prevented open warfare. I need you to position yourself in a place where you can be of use to our resisting forces.”
The young Shi shifted in her seat nervously. “How am I to do this?”
Signe handed Adesina a stack of papers. “There is a city in the central lands that locals refer to as the High City. It was founded by a group of people who felt the world was too corrupt and sought to cease any sort of association. They built the city so that it is practically impenetrable and set a strict standard of living for those within the walls. Few are allowed into the city, but if you can establish yourself as a citizen there, you will be untouchable from those outside. This is the first step of your mission: to establish a solid alibi as a citizen at the High City. Everything you need to know is in those papers—a detailed background for the identity you are to assume, how to contact the local faction, and so forth.”
A wave of uncertainty washed over Adesina. The past year of training had proven to her how much she still had to learn. More importantly, she was aware that she had never put her skills to use in a real life situation. Her only associations had been with those at the Shimat fortress. How could she possibly pass herself off as a normal citizen?
Adesina did her best to keep these doubts from her face, but Signe sensed that something was wrong. “What is it?”
She quickly shook her head. “Nothing. Is there anything else?”
The Sharifal gave her an appraising glance before replying, “Yes.”
She placed a beautifully carved wooden box in front of Adesina and opened it. Lying on a bed of deep red velvet was an exquisite sword. It was slender and slightly curved, with intricate engravings etched down the center of the blade with the greatest skill. Beside the sword was a simple sheath with the image of a diving falcon near the top.
Signe smiled at the stunned expression on Adesina’s face. “Upon graduation every student is given a special weapon made specifically for them. The weapon is infused with a few drops of their blood, making it truly theirs and no one else's. This is your Blood Sword, Adesina. I have never been more proud to present one to a student than I am now.”
Adesina picked up the sword with a sort of awe, the importance of this moment falling upon her shoulders. She tested the balance of the blade, which was flawless, and twirled it experimentally. It was the perfect weight and length for her, and in her hand the gleaming metal seemed to come to life.
She placed it back in its case somewhat reverently. “What does the falcon mean?”
A slight smile played at the Sharifal’s lips. “It is to be the symbol by which you shall be known—one who attacks from above. Now, child, kneel before me.”
Adesina did as she was instructed. Signe turned her penetrating gaze on the budding young woman before her. “Do you, Adesina, swear eternal loyalty and unquestioning obedience to the Sharifal of our order, even should it cost you your life?”
“I do.”
Signe smiled. “Rise, child. I declare you a Shimat.” She indicated to the sword and stack of papers. “Go and prepare for your mission. You leave tomorrow night.”
Adesina hurried back to her room, where she found a pleasant surprise. Folded carefully on her cot was a Shimat uniform exactly like the one she had worn for her final test the year before. Next to it sat a set of nondescript travel clothes that she was to wear the following night. She was tempted to try on the uniform immediately, but she resisted the urge. Instead, Adesina made a detailed list in her mind of everything she would need for the journey. As she was assembling a kit for her medicine she heard a tentative knock at her door.
It was Zadok. “The Sharifal said I am to give you whatever weapons you want.”
She jotted down a list and handed it to the bulky man, who left as quickly as he came. Adesina was uncertain what kind of preparations would be needed because she still didn’t know the specifics of her mission. She tried to account for every situation when putting her things together.
When she had done all that she could, she settled on her cot to read the stack of papers Signe had given her. She read each sentence repeatedly until all of the information was ingrained into her memory. Once she had done this, she tried to get some rest.
Zadok returned at first light with the items she had requested, which Adesina hid carefully in her bags. She checked and rechecked her mental list of preparations, anxious to take care of everything.
A sudden thought occurred to her, and she hurried to the courtyard where she usually met Kendan to begin her lessons. He was standing with his arms folded expectantly.
Adesina bowed respectfully. “Forgive me, Shar Kendan, I did not know if I had a lesson in light of my new assignment.”
Kendan raised an eyebrow. “Why would you not? All who are resident to the fortress are students. All students have lessons.”
Adesina nodded. “Of course, Shar Kendan.”
He beckoned to her and walked down the corridor that eventually opened up to a large training area. As she followed him, she had an unpleasant feeling that he was going to make her pay for keeping him waiting. Her fears proved to be well founded.
Kendan took her to an obstacle course he had set up on the range. It was arranged in such a way that Adesina could only see the obstacle immediately in front of her, and the rest was hidden from view. The wooden walls formed a kind of maze around each of the puzzles she was to solve.
He turned to face her with the familiar challenging gleam in his eyes. “There are guards patrolling the area. You are to neutralize them without harming them. Each obstacle in the course is to be dealt with in a manner of your choosing, but you are not to influence the servants assisting on the course. At the end of the range is a box you are to return to me. Do you understand?”
Adesina nodded, her mind already working on the task.
Kendan pointed to a raised tower that overlooked the entire obstacle course. “I will be watching you from there.”
He walked away, leaving Adesina to her exercise. She entered the maze on velvet feet, making no noise even though the ground was covered in gravel. The first obstacle was a wall of wooden boards. There was enough room at the bottom for her to squeeze under it, but it also was a height that Adesina could climb over. She crouched by the wall, closing her eyes and focusing on what was on the other side.
Adesina could hear two guards breathing. They were standing stationary, and there was a third guard patrolling.
She pursed her lips thoughtfully. It would be tricky getting all three at once. She reached into her belt and detached three darts, which were coated with a special compound that Adesina had invented during her sixth year of training. The result of the mixture was almost immediate unconsciousness.
She jumped lightly and grabbed hold of the top of the wall, raising herself up slowly and silently. Peering over the edge, she verified the positions of all three guards. Then, gathering her energy, she vaulted over the wall. While in midair she threw a dart at the patrolling guard with pinpoint accuracy, then she landed between the stationary guards, jabbing both of them in the shoulder with the remaining darts.
Not one of the three guards had time to react before the drug on the darts took effect. Adesina gathered the darts and immediately turned her mind to the next obstacle.
Just beyond the fallen third guard were a series of moving targets and a small servant girl standing on the path that led out of the enclosure. The girl looked to be about seven or eight, and was holding a bundle of various weapons. Adesina walked over and took the bundle from the girl. As she did so, the girl looked up at her with undisguised admiration glowing in her young eyes.
Children who were brought to the fortress between the ages of five and nine were put to work as servants. If they were younger, they were taken to the nursery. The fortress rarely accepted children over the age of nine because at least one year of service was required before training began. Being that Adesina had begun her training so early, she never went through that particular process. This was yet another part of what engendered the feelings of hostility between Adesina and the other Shi. All of them had paid their dues, except for her.
Adesina rummaged through the bundle of weapons and picked out a bow. The girl smiled and handed Adesina five arrows—one for each target.
Adesina stood and faced the targets. They were small, round wooden shields painted with a red circle and an X through the middle. Their movements were reasonably paced, but it was also clear that their course was random. Adesina knew that this would take a bit more time and skill than if they had had a clear pattern.
She drew the bow and took careful aim. The arrow was released with a soft twang. Adesina didn’t need to look to know that she had hit her mark, but she checked just in case. The arrow stood quivering in the center of the red painted X.
Adesina drew her bow again, and dealt with the other four targets in a similar manner. A brief smirk crossed her face, but she quickly banished it. The course was far from done.
The young girl took the bow from Adesina and stepped aside to let her pass to the next section of the challenge.
The path led to an open area that looked a lot like part of the final test of her fifth year of training. The ground was spread with a yellow substance that showed clearly on any clothing. The objective was to cross the area without touching the ground. Adesina studied the course, mapping out a path in her mind. When she decided on the best strategy, she began.
The entrance where Adesina stood was in the corner of the open area. High up on the outer wall that ran away from the entrance hung a sturdy draping fabric. Adesina braced herself in the doorframe and climbed up slowly in order to reach it.
There was still quite a bit of distance between Adesina and the fabric when she reached the top of the doorframe. Focusing all of her energy in her legs and feet, Adesina jumped toward the fabric with all the force she could muster.
She hit the wall much harder than she anticipated. Her slender fingers automatically clutched at the fabric, even though her breath had been knocked from her body. It took several moments for Adesina to steady herself. Her hands were beginning to ache by the time she was able to breathe normally again.
There was a trick that Adesina had learned when she was very young. If she focused hard enough, she found she could trick her mind into thinking her body was incredibly light. Adesina closed her eyes and did so now. Years of practice made it fairly easy. She immediately felt the pressure on her hands ease.
She began climbing along the wall, careful to control her momentum so as not to lose her grip. The fabric ended after about fifteen feet, leaving her no direction to go but out into the open area.
Ten feet away from the wall stood a series of tall wooden poles. Adesina pushed off the wall with her feet, leaping to grab the closest rod. From there she jumped to another, and then to another. The fourth pillar had a tiny platform nailed to the top. Adesina climbed onto this platform and paused to reorient herself. There was a rope strung tautly from the small platform to another on a pillar twenty feet away. Adesina balanced herself expertly and slowly crossed the rope.
From there, there was a section of many thick wooden rods that varied in height and size and were placed fairly close together. Adesina found herself jumping and climbing from pole to pole with relative ease.
At the end of this section was a platform and a rope hung from a rod high above. There were about half a dozen ropes hanging at intervals that led across to another platform, but the first one was the only one that touched the ground. She would have to climb straight up the first one, and then swing to reach the next rope. As soon as Adesina began to do this, three young Shi appeared on the far wall with bows in their hands. They immediately drew their bows and began shooting at Adesina as she climbed.
The tips of the arrows were dull, but they were coated with the same yellow substance that covered the ground. Although a hit would not be physically harmful, it would be clear that she had been careless.
Adesina quickly began to swing the rope as she climbed, making sure she never was stationary. Luckily, the archers were still fairly inexperienced and also a good distance away, giving her a split second longer to move out of the way.
Arrows whizzed past her ominously. As soon as she was high enough, she leaped to the second rope. Adesina had just enough momentum to get her hands around the rope. She knew she would have to swing harder to reach the next one safely.
Adesina soon discovered that each rope was further away than the last. Each one took a little more time and strength to reach, all the while dodging the arrows that flew past. In spite of this, she landed on the platform as gracefully as if she had been doing nothing more than a dance. One last arrow shot in her direction, which she dodged with an expression of contempt.
The platform led out of the open area and into a small room. As soon as she entered, the door slammed shut behind her. It was completely dark, and Adesina was not equipped with anything to produce light. The soft sound of falling sand led her to the right side of the room. She searched the wall with her sensitive fingertips, finally coming across the shape of an hourglass.
She was being timed.
Adesina’s mind kicked into high gear. Based on the size of the hourglass, she only had about ten minutes to solve this problem.
Before the door had closed behind her she had seen that there was a door on the opposite side. She made her way over there and began examining the door by touch. There were a number of knobs on the door of various shapes and sizes. Some had carvings in them, others had bumps in different patterns, and some were smooth. Some of the knobs turned with a soft clicking noise, others had notches that allowed them to be pulled out to different lengths, and some were set in a slot and could be moved to different positions.
As Adesina began experimenting with the different knobs, she discovered that certain knobs would lock into place according to how she positioned other knobs. She also found that some knobs would lock some in place while releasing others that had previously been locked. Adesina turned the puzzle over in her mind, looking for patterns and trying out various sequences. She also listened carefully for the sand in the hourglass, using the tone of the falling sand to judge how much time she had left.
Six minutes.
There were so many knobs, and several that refused to lock into place no matter what Adesina did. She knew what she had to do to solve the puzzle, and her mind raced over the fastest way to find the correct series of motions.
Four minutes.
Some of the knobs could only be locked in place by a single one of the others, but the movement of any other knob would unlock them again.
Two minutes.
Almost there. Adesina was fairly certain she knew the sequence needed to lock all of the knobs in place.
One minute.
The last knob locked into place and the door swung open. Adesina took a deep breath to slow her heart rate. That had been much closer than she liked. A Shi was usually given more time for a puzzle of that complexity, which was probably why Kendan had given her less.
It took Adesina’s eyes a moment to adjust to the light before she stepped out to the last section of the obstacle course. The door from which she emerged was obscured from the rest of the open area. In the center of that arena stood a pedestal, on which rested a small wooden chest. Patrolling around the chest were four guards.
Adesina ducked out of sight and mulled over the problem. She only had two unused darts in her belt. That left two more to be neutralized without being harmed. Adesina muttered darkly under her breath as she peered around the corner to check the guards’ positions. After marking the two on which she felt it would be the most advantageous to use her darts, she took a steadying breath and moved into action. The darts flashed out of her hand, flying straight and true. Adesina launched herself from her hiding spot, sprinting across the uneven ground to the two remaining guards.
She misjudged her footing as she ran and stumbled slightly. It wasn’t enough to throw off her attack, but the pain in her ankle hindered her agility. She did her best to push her discomfort to the back of her mind as she came to her human targets.
The first one received a sharp blow to the side of his head, rendering him unconscious before he had finished drawing his weapon. The second guard proved to be harder.
Adesina had to move quickly to evade the sword wielded by the remaining guard, clenching her teeth against the pain of her twisted ankle. They circled each other slowly, each assessing their opponent. Almost as if by luck or fate, the guard’s footing on the gravel gave ever so slightly. Adesina was moving before he could blink. She took advantage of this momentary loss of balance to sweep the guard from his feet entirely. Another sharp blow rendered him unconscious as well.
Once again, Adesina had to repress her smile. The triumph she felt didn’t last very long, as her throbbing ankle brought her back to reality. She retrieved her darts, limped over to the chest and picked it up. It was quite a bit heavier than she expected. Curious as to what it held, Adesina undid the latch and looked inside.
There were two crystal-like stones, each about the size of her fist. When the light fell upon them, they slowly turned from a soft pink to a deep red. Adesina furrowed her brow thoughtfully as she closed the lid to the chest.
She turned and walked back to the puzzle room, expecting the door to close behind her again. This time, however, it did not. On the opposite door there was a small plaque with four words engraved on it next to a set of four dials. Each of the dials was numbered to one hundred.
Adesina’s eyes quickly scanned the words in front of her. They were written in one of the more obscure dialects of the far south. Her knowledge of those dialects was limited, but she did recognize the words: moon, child, anagallis, butterfly.
The moon has a twenty-eight day cycle. She spun the first dial, and stopped on the number twenty-eight. There was a faint click as it settled into place. Adesina felt a bit disappointed at how easy this door would be.
It took nine months for a child to be born. She turned the second dial to nine, but nothing happened. She thought about what she had learned in her anatomy classes. Technically a woman was pregnant for approximately forty weeks. She tried again, this time stopping on the number forty. There was another faint click.
Anagallis was a flower with five petals. Adesina turned the third dial and heard it click on the number five.
A butterfly’s life span was six weeks. Adesina tried the number six on the fourth dial, but to no avail. Six weeks was forty-two days. She tried again with the number forty-two.
The door swung open. Adesina walked through and continued onward. The way back through the rest of the obstacle course was more difficult with the chest in hand and with her injury. She had a couple of close calls with the arrows as she crossed the first area. Clutching the chest between her legs, she swung carefully from rope to rope, all the while trying to keep her motion random enough to avoid getting shot.
The closely set poles were easy to get across, as was the tight rope strung between the two platforms. The individual poles and the draping fabric, however, were very difficult to manage. Adesina had to do them one-handed, using the other to hold tightly to the chest.
The last area seemed empty, but Adesina had the feeling that something was amiss. The three unconscious guards lay where they had fallen, but the small servant girl was nowhere to be seen. As soon as Adesina stepped into the open, three guards sprung from their hiding places with their weapons drawn.
Without a moment’s hesitation, Adesina hurled the chest at the head of the nearest guard. It struck him with a sickening thud and he dropped to the ground. Undaunted by this, the first guard tried to come up behind Adesina while the other slashed with his sword from the front.
Adesina dodged the stroke, and the sword cut into the first guard instead. While the guard was distracted by this unexpected wound, Adesina roundhouse-kicked her, sending her crashing into the wall. The agony in Adesina’s ankle resulting from this attack, however, was enough to mar her focus momentarily.
The final guard lunged again, bringing a heavy fist across her face. Lights exploded in Adesina’s eyes, disorienting her with pain and dizziness. She staggered for several steps before she was able to catch herself and reel back with a counterattack.
He was bringing his sword around, and didn’t expect her to recover so quickly. She grabbed his hands and spun, disarming him and bringing his own sword to his throat.
He spoke in a deep, rumbling voice. “I yield.”
Adesina nodded and returned his sword to him. She limped over to where the chest lay and picked it up. It seemed to be undamaged, so Adesina tucked it under her arm and walked out of the maze. Due to the pain and fatigue she felt, Adesina decided to go under the fence instead of over it. After nonchalantly dusting herself off, she handed the chest to Kendan, who was waiting for her on the other side.
Adesina recognized the expression in his eyes and braced herself for the verbal fencing that was sure to come.
“You were told not to harm the guards.” 
“Nor did I, Shar.” 
Kendan raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
She hated when he did that. She took a breath and reminded herself to stay calm and unemotional. “No lasting damage was inflicted.” 
“Blood was drawn.” 
Adesina raised her chin defiantly and said in a cold voice, “I am not responsible for the carelessness of other Shimat.” 
He smiled, and there was a brief pause as he looked at her admiringly. “Very well, then.” 
Her breath caught in her throat when he smiled like that. She quickly lowered her eyes to compose herself. Kendan had a knack for reading her thoughts through the subtle expressions in her eyes.
He held up the chest. “Did you open this?” 
Adesina frowned slightly. “Were you not watching?” 
Kendan didn’t answer, but looked at her expectantly. 
“Yes, I did open it.” 
“And what did you find?” 
She was confused by this line of questioning. “Two stones, Shar.” 
Kendan seemed satisfied by this answer. He nodded and set the chest down. “Come. Your weaponry could use some work.” 
Adesina stifled her feelings of indignation at this slight on her skill. Sometimes it felt like he was incapable of letting her have a single moment of triumph. It was not enough that she had overcome the obstacle course he devised; it was not enough that she was pushing herself to exhaustion. None of it was enough.
She swallowed back the tears she suddenly felt forming and lifted her chin in a gesture of confidence she didn’t feel. “Yes, Shar Kendan.”
They practiced first with the spetum, then daggers, then axes. None of which were really favored by Adesina, but were still wielded with great amounts of skill. After he was satisfied, Kendan made Adesina run at full speed until she was gasping for breath and her eyes were filled with tears from the pain in her ankle.
When all of this was done, Kendan surveyed Adesina with a passive look on his face. “You may go to your room now. Finish preparing for your journey and get what rest you can. You will be summoned when it is time.”
Adesina nodded, not trusting her voice. All of the physical exertion as well as the lack of sleep were catching up with her. While walking back to her room she went over her mental checklist. By the time she reached her door she was reassured that she had taken care of all of her preparations. The time was hers to get some sleep.
Adesina wrapped her injured ankle tightly, and assessed that no lasting damage had been sustained. She washed herself thoroughly before laying down on her cool, welcoming cot. She blew her breath out in an audible sigh and closed her eyes, instantly falling asleep.
  
***
  
High in the Sharifal’s tower, Signe gazed out the window at the training students below. She felt a wave of satisfaction as she watched the sixth year Shi going through their maneuvers. These were the students who were halfway through their education. There was much that they had learned, and even more that they would learn in time. So much talent. So much potential.
There was a soft knock at the door. “Enter.” Signe did not need to turn around to know that Kendan had walked into the room. His quick, deliberate step was easily recognized. “Well?”
Kendan required no clarification. “Adesina is in top form. There was some blood drawn, but not by her.”
 “And did she open the box?” 
Kendan hesitated before answering. “Yes.” 
“You verified this?” 
A quick nod went unseen by the Sharifal. “The stones were already red when I opened the chest.” 
Signe sighed and turned to face the young Shar. Kendan’s expression hardened slightly. “She freely admitted to opening the box. That is something, is it not?” 
The Sharifal raised an eyebrow. “That does not change the fact that she took matters into her own hands. She was not given permission to take that action.” 
Kendan scowled at the floor. “I do not think that this exercise should be held against a Shimat’s promotion.” 
She studied Kendan’s handsome face intently. “You did not feel so in the past. Why is this different now?” 
Signe, who knew Kendan far better than any other being, watched the almost invisible signs of emotion flicker across his face. She could see clearly the inner struggle that would have been hidden to anyone else.
“Adesina is naturally inquisitive. I did not order her to not open the chest.” His voice was suddenly defensive.
Signe smiled softly. “I will take that into consideration. What of the other matter?”
Kendan’s expression became strangely guarded. “I will see to it. I intend to begin immediately.”
There was something in Kendan’s tone of voice that didn’t ring true. Her eyes narrowed slightly, becoming speculative. “What is it, Kendan?”
Neither spoke for a few minutes. His eyes had returned to studying the floor. “You are sending Adesina to the High City?”
It was more of a statement than a question. Signe could hear the discontent in his voice. “Yes.” 
Kendan’s gaze flashed upward. “Do you think that wise? The war is most apparent in those lands.” 
She waved a strong hand. “The High City is neutral. They have always been very firm on that point.” 
He snorted quietly. “That means nothing. The political intrigue is stronger there than any other land. You are thrusting a brand new Shimat into a war zone.” 
Signe was unmoved. “She has been trained, Kendan. She knows how to handle herself.” She studied his face for a moment before continuing. “That is not what is troubling you.” 
He stiffened ever so slightly, but merely shook his head. “It is nothing.” 
The thoughtful silence persisted for another few moments. “Very well.” Her tone was indifferent, but she kept her sharp eyes on the young man before her.
Kendan took a deep breath. “I must go prepare for my journey.” 
A tilt of the Sharifal’s head indicated dismissal. “May fortune favor you, my nephew.”
“Thank you, Aunt Signe.”
 



Chapter Five: The Shadow
  
About two hours after sunset, Kendan knocked on Adesina’s door and informed her it was time to leave. He was also wearing simple traveling clothes, similar to the ones that had been given to her. Adesina thought it strange to see him out of his Shar robes, but decided that it suited him. The black robes made Kendan seem intimidating and unapproachable, whereas the dark green and brown of his travel clothing gave him a more relaxed and friendly look.
She did her best to keep her voice casual. “You are coming with me, then?” 
Kendan smiled. “Of course. Do you think to find the High City by yourself?” 
Adesina lowered her eyes self-consciously. “No, Shar Kendan.” 
Together they gathered her bags and took them down through the maze of underground corridors to a large room that appeared to serve as a stable. There were two brown horses standing in the main area, saddled and waiting for them, and a couple of smaller pack horses. Kendan’s bags were already strapped to the saddle of one of the riding horses.
They secured Adesina’s bags to the other riding horse and then mounted. Kendan led the way through a series of tunnels that angled downward and eventually led to an opening in the cliff face on the coast about a league southwest of the fortress.
Two guards stood just inside the entrance of the cave that led to the tunnel, ensuring that no unauthorized persons entered in this hidden way. They acknowledged Kendan with a nod as he and Adesina rode past, but said nothing.
The travelers rode out onto the rocky beach and were met by the brisk ocean breeze, which tossed Adesina’s lustrous hair and momentarily caught her breath. She found the scent invigorating and impulsive, and it brought a brief smile to her lips.
From there they turned north and followed the coast for another three leagues before the cliffs ended and they proceeded inland.
Adesina looked at the grasslands before them in awe. She had never seen so much open space before. The night sky was clear with a bright moon to illuminate the path. They continued north but began angling east.
Hours later, Kendan stopped and set up a makeshift camp. Adesina started to dismount, but stopped suddenly when she saw the figure of an enormous cat appear twenty feet away. It was about four feet tall, with smooth black fur and large golden eyes that shone with remarkable intelligence. The same eyes that Adesina had seen in the forest during her final test the previous year.
Adesina spoke in a strained voice. “Shar Kendan?”
Kendan smiled up at her. “We are no longer in the fortress, Adesina, you do not need to call me ‘Shar.’ I am no longer your teacher. We are equals, at last.”
She was a bit flustered by his last statement, but chose to disregard it for the moment. She pointed to the beast that watched them with a detached sort of curiosity. Kendan looked where she pointed and frowned in confusion. “What is it?”
“Do you not see that animal?” 
“What animal?” 
The cat sat down and cocked its head to one side. Adesina lowered her hand and spoke in a subdued voice. “The large cat...” 
Kendan was starting to look worried. “Adesina, there is nothing there.” 
“But...” she trailed off, perplexed. 
Adesina was certain that she was not seeing things, but she was afraid to bring it up again.
Kendan was already regarding her dubiously. “Perhaps you are overly tired,” he suggested. “I am sure you will feel better in the morning.” 
She didn’t say anything as she dismounted, but averted her eyes and set to work. The camp was set up, and Adesina immediately unrolled her bedding and draped it over her. As she pushed all disturbing thoughts of large cats and Kendan’s unusual behavior from her head, she thought she could hear the distant sound of music. A low, rich string of notes unlike anything she had ever heard. She listened until the sound drifted away on the light breeze, and felt herself drifting away with it.
The travelers were up again at dawn, eating cold rations as they packed their things and mounted their horses. Much to Adesina’s silent dismay, the large cat was laying where it had been the previous night. As they prepared to leave, it got to its feet, ready to follow but keeping a safe distance. Adesina said nothing, but kept a close eye on it.
They kept a steady pace throughout the day, heading northwest. The cat kept with them easily, sometimes walking right beside Adesina and sometimes as far as twenty feet away. It paid no attention to the two travelers, almost as if it couldn’t see them.
Kendan rode so close to Adesina that their knees were often almost touching. He chatted amiably over a variety of subjects. Adesina mostly listened, confused at the sudden change in her former Shar and distracted by the large animal on her other side.
“My parents died when I was young,” Kendan said, “so I was a Shar Child as well.” 
“Oh?” 
He didn’t seem to notice her lack of attention. “It is difficult growing up in such an environment. The expectations are high.” 
She nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. His expression became wry. “I promised myself that if I ever became a Shar, I would never treat my Shi the same way I was treated as a student.” 
Adesina’s brow furrowed. “Do you?” 
“Do I what?” he asked. 
“Do you treat your students the same way as your former Shar?” 
Kendan’s voice was tinged with regret. “Yes, I do. I find myself doing many of the things that I swore I never would.” 
Adesina stared at him, bemused. “Why? Why not stop, if you dislike it so much?” 
He rearranged his horse’s reins, not looking her in the eye. “The world changes one’s perspective. After a few years as a Shimat warrior, I realized why things are done the way they are at the fortress, and have accepted that they are for the best.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “I suppose what I mean to say is that I am sorry for the way I have been treating you this last year. I hope someday you will understand why I did it.”
Adesina turned his words over in her mind, thinking about what he had said. She wasn’t entirely sure if she understood, and that bothered her. It was clear that he assumed she knew what he was talking about, but she had never felt what he described. Although she didn’t always like the way she was treated, she had never questioned the reasoning behind it. Her assumption had always been that there was a greater purpose that she could not yet comprehend. It had never occurred to her that things should be done differently.
She considered all of these things silently, not listening when Kendan began to speak again. He wandered from one subject to another: life as a Shimat, before becoming a Shar; personal triumphs; his expectations of the future; the jealousies of his peers. Very few responses were required of Adesina, leaving her the opportunity to examine her thoughts and feelings.
When they stopped to camp that night, so did the enormous cat. It watched them from a distance, as before, and Adesina fell asleep to the strangely soothing music.
At the end of their second day of travel, Adesina asked Kendan again. “Are you certain nothing is following us?”
His expression showed that he was clearly concerned by her query, and Adesina didn’t wait to hear the answer she knew would come. She quickly walked away from the small camp, feeling vexed and confused. Looking at the far-reaching horizon, she folded her arms and took a deep breath.
The large cat came up and sat down beside her. “He cannot see me.”
For several moments Adesina could not believe that that deep, rich voice came out of the animal next to her. She stared at it in shock, at a complete loss for what to say.
The cat turned his golden eyes up to study Adesina’s face, his lips moving carefully to form his words. “Nor am I an animal. I am a member of the Rashad.”
Adesina struggled to find her voice. “What are the Rashad? Why can he not see you?”
“The Rashad are simply another race of people. Not so different from yourself, other than the fact that I am not human, of course. As for why he cannot see me, it is because I choose for it to be so.”
Adesina frowned, her well-trained calm slowly returning. As this happened, a realization came over her. The Rashad had been speaking to her in the language of the Shimat.
There was a common tongue spoken by all people, and various dialects of the common tongue found in regions throughout the north and south. There were only a handful of cultures that had a language completely unique from the common tongue, and the Shimat were one of these cultures. It was a language that only other Shimat knew. In fact, it was a crime against the entire Order to teach the language of the Shimat to an outsider.
“How do you know that language?” Adesina demanded, switching to the common tongue. 
The Rashad cocked his head slightly and studied her thoughtfully. “Does it matter?” 
Adesina’s eyes narrowed. “I would not have asked if it were unimportant.” 
He considered his words for a moment before answering. “I speak the language of every being. I merely vocalize what you are accustomed to hearing.” 
Adesina was about to question him further but changed her mind. There were more important issues at hand. “What do you want?” 
The Rashad had a hint of a smile about his eyes. “I lack nothing.” 
“That is not what I meant,” said Adesina in a slightly frustrated tone. 
“It was a poorly worded question.”
Adesina felt a flash of anger at this criticism, but pushed it down. Her curiosity had precedence over her wounded pride. “Why are you following us?”
“The Dreams brought me to you, Ma’eve.” 
Adesina furrowed her brow in confusion. “What?” 
This time a real smile appeared on the Rashad’s face. “Now is not the time for such a tale. Now you must return to your camp and sleep.” 
Adesina wasn’t willing to give up so easily. “Will you at least tell me your name? My name is-”
“Ma’eve,” he interrupted. “Yes, I know.”
She shook her head slowly. “Perhaps you have me confused with someone else. My name is Adesina.”
The Rashad looked at her with his soul-searching eyes. “Perhaps that is the name given to you, but it is not your own.” He got to his feet and started to walk away. “My name is Ravi. Now go to sleep. We shall talk again tomorrow.”
Adesina slowly walked back to the camp, deep in thought. Kendan was waiting for her with a bowl of hot stew. “Are you all right?”
Adesina nodded, her expression carefully neutral. “I am fine. The shadows have been playing tricks on my eyes.”
Kendan still cast suspicious looks in her direction, but she ignored him as she ate her meal. She quickly went to bed, once again lulled by the mysterious music, which she now recognized as Ravi’s voice.
During the next day of travel, Kendan chattered on as usual, but Adesina wasn’t listening. Instead, her attention was on what Ravi had to say.
“As I told you last night, I was sent here by the Dreams. Dreams are a form of divine guidance given to those with destinies to fulfill.”
“Visions?” Adesina asked quietly. 
“Yes. And, as I said before, you are the only one who can see or hear me.” 
Adesina frowned. “Then how do I know you are not simply a figment of my imagination?” 
Kendan paused mid-sentence. “Did you say something?” 
Adesina shook her head and turned back to Ravi, who was giving her an arch look. “You do not know. Perhaps I am.” 
Ravi said nothing for the rest of the day, nor for the next several days. He calmly walked along beside Adesina and did not react when she asked Kendan about the Rashad. 
“The Rashad?” Kendan asked in a startled voice. He had been talking about something else, and was confused by her sudden interruption. 
“Yes.”
A few thoughtful moments passed as he searched his memory. “No, I have never heard of them. Why do you ask?”
Adesina shook her head in a distracted manner. “It is just something I heard in passing. I was trying to remember its significance.”
He nodded slowly. “Am I to take that as a hint to stop talking about myself?” 
She looked up in surprise. “What?” 
There was a rueful smile playing at the corner of his lips. “Clearly, you are not listening.” 
A faint blush colored her cheeks. “No, you can keep talking. I just...” 
“No, you are right,” he insisted. “We should be talking more about you.” 
Adesina was mortified. The last thing in the world she wanted to be talking about was herself. Kendan fixed his dark eyes on her. “Tell me about yourself.” 
She turned her own gaze to her hands, which were twisting the reins tightly. “Please, Shar Kendan, go on with what you were saying.” 
He quirked an eyebrow. “I asked you to simply call me Kendan, Adesina. I am no longer your Shar.” 
After a few moments of determined silence, he asked, “Do you dislike talking about your childhood?”
She gave a halfhearted shrug. “There is not much to tell. Especially to a fellow Shar Child.”
He inclined his head. “We both may have been raised in the fortress, but your childhood was very different from mine. I was in the nursery until I turned five, then I did my years of service before beginning my training. You, on the other hand...”
Adesina’s jaw set bitterly. “Yes. I was special.” 
“You say that as if it were a bad thing.” 
She gave a short laugh. “It is a bad thing. In an environment where the competition is fierce to begin with, one student with an unfair advantage turns everyone else against her.” 
His expression was sympathetic. “It is only their ignorance that leads them to feel that way.” 
Adesina frowned. “Their ignorance?” 
She could see that Kendan was doing some quick thinking before he answered. “Well, they could never understand the sacrifices you have made to get to where you are today. The majority of them would not have been able to make it, even if they had been given the chance.”
There was admiration in his voice that made Adesina look away self-consciously. As she did so, her eyes turned to a strangely forbidding forest they were passing. Ravi’s midnight form could barely been seen against the deep shadows of the woods behind him, even in the broad daylight.
“Ma’eve,” the Rashad called softly, “there is something in this forest for you.”
Adesina slowed her horse to a halt. Kendan did the same, looking at her with a puzzled expression. “What is it?”
An unexpected wave of apprehension washed over Adesina, but Ravi’s eyes were strong and reassuring. She addressed her former Shar, “What is in that forest?”
Kendan furrowed his brow. “I do not know. It is generally avoided. People who enter that forest do not come out the same.”
Normally such tales would not bother Adesina, but there was something about this forest that filled her with dread. It was not merely the unnatural darkness, but there was a deathlike hush that filled her with fear. Even the surrounding area was affected by the presence of this forest.
It took a strong force of will to keep the tone of her voice offhanded and her facial expression mild. “Would it be faster to go through it?”
 “Yes,” Kendan answered slowly, “but from what I have heard of this forest it is hardly worth the few days saved.”
Adesina gave him the challenging stare that he had so often fixed on her. “Surely you are not frightened, Kendan.”
Kendan’s expression hardened and he turned his horse to ride into the forest. With a slight smile on her face from this small victory and her chest constricting at the fear of what lay ahead, Adesina followed.
 



Chapter Six: Whispers and Dreams
  
As soon as they entered the trees, the light seemed to vanish as if it had never been. Shadows flitted in and out of Adesina’s vision, and incoherent whispers sounded in her ears. Ravi appeared at her side, his golden eyes like a beacon in the dark.
“Dismount your horse, Ma’eve. Walk beside me with your hand on my back.”
Adesina followed his instructions, moving stiffly to keep herself from trembling. As soon as she touched him she felt a strange comfort warm her body.
“Tell your companion to follow you.” 
She beckoned to Kendan. “Follow me, Kendan, I know the way.” 
In spite of the perplexed look on his face, Kendan did not question her. He climbed down, took the reins of both horses, and reached over to take Adesina’s hand. 
Adesina felt a thrill shoot up her arm. She looked into his powerful eyes and saw a strength of emotion that she had never seen before. She lowered her eyes shyly, but didn’t pull away.
Ravi began to move forward quickly, as if they were walking along the most brightly lit path. Adesina buried her fingers in his thick silky fur, and tried to move with equal confidence. Kendan led the riding horses along, and the packhorses followed obediently.
The whispers grew louder and more understandable the further into the forest they walked. The voices were chaotic, each speaking over the others, and they all spoke in tones of poignant longing.
“...lost child...” 
“...pure bloodlines...” 
“Never to be found...” 
“...to the advent...” 
“...of this people yet not of this people...” 
“Fear, like a caged beast...” 
“...stands on the threshold.” 
“...will lead my chosen...” 
“...waiting to be set free.” 
Adesina had never been superstitious, but these disembodied voices struck her with deep terror. “What is it?” she asked their guide in a shaking voice. 
Ravi’s response was firm and soothing. “Do not be afraid, Ma’eve. They cannot hurt you.” 
Adesina wondered if Kendan was hearing the same things she was. She looked back at him and saw him pale with fear. He clutched at her hand, muttering at the voices he heard. “No, you are wrong. I am not!” 
Adesina put aside her own fear and gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “Kendan?” 
Ravi glanced back. “He cannot hear you. He hears only the voices in his soul.” 
“The voices in his soul?” asked Adesina.
Ravi nodded. “In truth, this forest is silent. The only sound most people hear comes from inside themselves. This is a magical place that gives voice to one’s innermost soul.”
They walked for several minutes more without speaking. Bit by bit, Adesina took strength from Ravi’s confidence and slowly put her alarm behind her. She was still far from being comfortable, but her anxiety became more manageable. She began looking for things to talk about, just to keep her mind preoccupied.
“You said there was something in this forest for me.” 
“Yes.” 
“What is it?” she asked. 
Ravi shook his head. “That is not for me to reveal.” 
Adesina pursed her lips in irritation. “What is the use of having a prophetic companion if I still have to find everything out on my own?” 
A deep melodious chuckle rumbled in Ravi’s chest. “Yes, I would imagine that could be rather frustrating.” 
Adesina rolled her eyes. “Rather.” 
Time seemed to lose meaning as they walked through the black forest. When Ravi said it was time to sleep, Adesina found a small clearing where they could set up camp. She let go of Kendan’s hand as she set to work. 
He was still quite pale and a bit unresponsive. She had to ask him to build a fire a couple of times before he nodded in understanding. His face was covered with a sheen of sweat and he was shaking badly, but he set to work immediately.
Adesina took care of the horses and made sure that they were well tied to a tree. After everything was set up in the camp, she made a simple meal of bread and soup. When a bowl was offered to Kendan, he sipped it slowly and distractedly, still muttering under his breath. Adesina, who was famished, got a bowl of her own and sat down next to him.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
After a heavy pause, he shook his head. “How can you stand it?” he said in a strangled voice. “The voices...”
She shuddered slightly. “I know. I do not like them either.” 
“You seem so calm,” he whispered. 
Her glance turned to Ravi, who laid down next to her with the softest hint of a purr. He sensed what she was thinking and shook his head. “I cannot take credit for that.” 
Kendan’s tortured eyes fixed on hers. “They know things about me...things I wanted to forget. My parents...” His gaze jerked to rest on the fire. “I saw them die when I was only a child.”
Adesina suddenly felt a pity for her former Shar that she had never experienced before. The whispers that followed her were disjointed puzzles that filled her with apprehension. The voices he heard, however, made him relive his darkest memories.
She wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and encouraged him to rest. He obeyed and fell asleep quickly, due to the fatigue of his high emotions. Adesina tucked her knees under her chin and studied the feline face of their guide.
“Will he be all right?” 
Ravi looked unconcerned. “That really depends on him. If he chooses, he will be fine.” 
She sighed in aggravation. “What does that mean?” 
“It means that he has more control over what happens to him here than he realizes.” 
Adesina still didn’t understand, and it was apparent by the blank expression on her face. Ravi paused for a moment as he searched for the right words. “You were afraid when we first entered this forest, but you did not allow yourself to be overcome by the fear. Kendan is choosing to be swallowed up by the darkness he has experienced rather than letting it go.”
She bit her lip as she turned this over in her mind. “What can I do to help him?” 
“Nothing,” the Rashad replied. “It is something he has to learn to do for himself.” 
The young Shimat was not willing to give up so easily. “How much longer until we are out of this forest?” 
“A day or so.”
She nodded in relief. “Then we will just have to travel as quickly as possible.”
Aside from her concerns for Kendan, the constant whispering was really starting to get to Adesina. Ravi seemed to sense this and began sing softly. It was not in any language that Adesina recognized, but she focused on the soothing sound.
There was no doubt that he had the most beautiful voice she had ever heard. Its tone was rich and deep, just like when he spoke, and the notes seemed to swell up from the heart of his being. As her attention fixed on the unearthly music, she discovered that the whispering voices were dimming.
Adesina pulled a blanket around her own shoulders and curled up next to the fire. With the warmth and the soothing music, she began to doze into a peaceful sleep.
It was the sudden silence that jerked Adesina awake. She sat up and looked around, her hand resting on the throwing knives on her belt. The fire was out, but bright moonlight filtered down through the trees. Adesina frowned in confusion, wondering how the moon could be so bright now when it had been invisible only moments before.
Other concerns soon invaded her thoughts as she realized that Ravi and Kendan were nowhere to be seen. Adesina jumped to her feet, but remained crouched, ready to defend herself. There was a soft rustling just in front of the young Shimat, and the figure of a woman moved into the moonlight. 
She was arrayed in a flowing white dress that was belted with an elegant silver chain. Her thick hair fell freely down her back, occasionally tousled by a slight breeze. The tresses were jet black in color, but the locks surrounding her face were a rich chestnut.
Adesina stood slowly, not quite ready to let her guard down. The woman beckoned for her to come closer. “Come, Ma’eve. Walk with me.”
Adesina stared at the woman in confusion. “Who are you?”
The woman smiled and began to walk away, not choosing to respond. At first Adesina wasn’t sure what to do, but after a moment of deliberation, she followed her cautiously. They walked in silence for several feet before entering a meadow filled with thousands of flowers. The woman stooped to pick a few.
Now that she was closer, Adesina could see that the woman’s face was remarkably like her own. There were a few small differences other than the hair coloring. The woman’s eyes were a pale metallic yellow with flecks of purple, and she did not have Adesina’s light sprinkle of freckles. Overall, the woman’s face had a more delicate look to it than Adesina’s own features. Standing side by side they were almost exact in height and build. Adesina, however, had the look of more physical strength, while the woman exuded feminine grace.
The young Shimat had a strange feeling growing in her chest as she studied this stranger before her. The woman knelt down among the unseasonable blossoms and indicated that Adesina should do the same. “Are these not lovely?” 
“Who are you?” Adesina repeated. 
The woman smiled again. It was a warm, enchanting smile. “Do you not know?” 
Inexplicably, Adesina did know, but she hesitated to voice what her heart told her. “Mother?” 
The woman nodded. “Sit with me, Ma’eve.” 
Adesina did so numbly. “I am still asleep.” 
Her mother nodded again. “Yes, you are.” 
“This is only a dream,” said Adesina in disappointment. 
Her mother tipped her head slightly to one side. “Are dreams not real?” 
Adesina paused in uncertainty, then shrugged her shoulders as if asking to be told the answers. Her mother waved a hand as if to brush it aside. “That is for you to decide, but not in this moment. There are things we must discuss.” 
Adesina felt a strange mix of apprehension and longing. “Like what?” 
“You, my daughter.” 
The feeling grew stronger. “What do you mean? What about me?” 
Adesina’s mother’s gaze was direct, not unlike her own. “Why are you here?” 
This question took Adesina by surprise. “I…am going to the High City.” 
Her mother gave an encouraging nod, but said nothing. Adesina continued. “My assignment was to go there, and I shall fulfill my duty.” 
The last comment brought a raised eyebrow. “Duty? And what duty is that?” 
Adesina’s answer was almost automatic. “I am a Shimat. My duty is obedience to the Sharifal.” 
Her mother’s sweet smile became sad. “To what end? To what extent?” 
Adesina became defensive. “This is the life that you gave me! I have always done what was asked of me—far better than my peers, I might add. My entire life I have worked and struggled, all to achieve what was expected of me.”
Her mother shook her head. “It was not my choice. I knew that this was not your path.” 
“Then what?” the young Shimat asked in an almost pleading voice. “What do you want of me?” 
“It is not what I want that matters, dear one. Not now.” 
Adesina’s frustration was growing. “Then what does matter?”
“The answer to my question.” 
She furrowed her brow. “What question?” 
Her mother replied patiently, “Why are you here?” 
Adesina bit back an exasperated sigh. “I answered that question. I am on my way to the High City.” 
There was a gentle shake of the head as the older woman leaned forward. “That is not what I meant. Why are you here in this Dream?” 
“You would know better than I,” responded Adesina a bit tartly.
Her mother’s expression did not change with Adesina’s lack of manners. “You are the one who called me to this place, Ma’eve, not the other way around. Everything that happens in this forest is of one’s own making. That is the gift of its magic.”
A confused frown crossed Adesina’s face. “I do not understand.”
“You are not here because of me, I am here because of you. Why have you called me to this place?”
The young woman was speechless. “I…do not know…” 
Her mother prompted her gently. “Was there something you wished to ask me or tell me?” 
Adesina could do nothing but repeat herself. “I do not know.” 
With an understanding nod, her mother got to her feet and began walking back towards the woods. Adesina followed; hanging on the soft-spoken words of the woman she had spent her whole life imagining.
“Do not trouble yourself, my daughter. When you find the words, I will still be here. Understanding will come in time.”
Adesina saw they were approaching her camp. “Are you leaving?” 
Her mother’s smile became sad again. “It is time for you to awaken.” 
“Will I see you again?” 
The older woman gave her a significant look. “I have answered that question, Ma’eve.” 
She felt a bit childish, but pressed on. “I just want to hear your promise.” 
Her mother reached up a slender hand and caressed Adesina’s face. “I promise.” 
Somewhere a pan clattered, and Adesina jerked awake. She opened her eyes and saw Kendan stirring the fire and preparing some breakfast. She sat up with a start. “Kendan! How are you feeling today?”
He was still quite pale, but he looked much more calm. “I am doing better. I heard music last night. Singing. It helped to quiet the voices I hear.”
Adesina glanced at Ravi, but he was preoccupied and did not return her look. “I am glad to hear it.”
Kendan shuddered slightly as he put more wood on the fire. “I will be relieved when we leave this cursed place. I wish we had never come.”
Adesina dropped her gaze to the ground and muttered quietly, “Yes, well. We do not have much farther to go.”
He turned to face her with a worried expression on his face. “I have been so preoccupied with my own struggles that I have not checked to see how you are doing.”
She waved aside his concerns, trying to appear unaffected. “I am fine. I suppose an advantage to having a sheltered childhood is that there are few memories that can be used against me in a place such as this.”
Kendan folded his arms tightly against his chest. “I envy you that. My childhood was…rather violent.”
“Your parents?” she asked gently.
“And the rest of my family,” he replied. “I really only have the Shimat order left as far as people who are close to me are concerned.”
Adesina didn’t really know what to say, and so she settled on what she had heard others say in similar situations. “I am sorry.” 
He pressed his lips together. “It would have been worse if I had been left on my own rather than being brought to the fortress.” He glanced up at her. “In spite of all of our troubles, we are more fortunate than most of the people in this world.”
She could see that Kendan was embarrassed by this show of emotion. He cleared his throat and broke eye contact with her, finishing his preparations for their morning meal.
They did not speak anymore throughout breakfast or as they broke down the camp. Just as before, Kendan took the horses’ reins in one hand and held on to Adesina’s hand with the other. She rested her free hand on Ravi’s back, and they walked purposefully through the trees.
The voices returned full force as soon as they left the sanctuary of their camp. Kendan had a sharp intake of breath and squeezed Adesina’s hand painfully. The young woman sighed softly and did her best to shut out the noise.
“You were given a Dream last night, were you not?” asked Ravi. 
Adesina frowned. “How did you know?” she whispered to keep Kendan from hearing. 
A smile flitted across Ravi’s feline face. “One learns to recognize these things.” 
They walked in thoughtful silence for a few moments more before Ravi spoke again. “Will you tell me about your Dream?” 
Adesina was actually relieved to be asked. She wanted to talk about it with someone who might be able to tell her what it all meant. She described the Dream exactly how she remembered it and waited for Ravi’s response. When he continued to be silent, she prompted him impatiently.
“What does it mean, Ravi?” 
“That is something only you can decide. That is part of what makes Dreams what they are.” 
Adesina blew out her breath in frustration. “I should have known you would have nothing useful to say.” 
Ravi chuckled. “You are still young, Ma’eve. Understanding will come in time.” 
His words struck a chord with Adesina. “My mother said that in my dream.” 
Ravi nodded slowly. “Yes. Your mother is a good and wise woman.” 
Adesina almost stopped in her tracks. “Is? My mother is alive?” 
Ravi considered his answer thoughtfully. “That depends on what you consider to be alive.” 
This time Adesina did stop. “No more riddles, Ravi. Is my mother alive or not?” 
Ravi turned his golden eyes on Adesina’s purple ones. “Her mortal body no longer lives, but her immortal spirit will never die.” 
Adesina could not quite get her head around this way of thinking. She shook her head stubbornly. “It was just a dream.” 
“No, it was a Dream.” 
Adesina couldn’t keep her anger out of her voice. “What is the difference?” 
“A dream is a thing of fantasy—a creation of your mind. Dreams, however, are real. They are glimpses into other times, other worlds. The sooner you can accept that, the sooner you will understand.”
Both of them stood still and silent for a few minutes. Adesina’s inner struggle was only made more chaotic by the words whispered to her by the incorporeal voices. Part of her wanted to believe what she had been told over the past several hours, but it felt so wrong when placed next to all that she had ever been taught. Part of her said that it was all inconsequential anyway and to just let it go, and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that this was part of something bigger. Something deeper.
Ravi stood patiently for a while before walking back over to the young Shimat. “Keep walking, Ma’eve. We still have a long way to go.”
Adesina forced herself to move forward. She knew Kendan needed to be led out of the forest as soon as possible. The day dragged on like an eternity, and both Kendan and Adesina were relieved to stop for the night. She set up the camp, persuaded Kendan to eat some food, and curled up next to the fire. Ravi began to sing quietly, and soon Adesina’s eyes became heavy.
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she felt herself being pulled far away from the world that she knew.
She found herself standing in a corridor similar to the ones found in the Shimat fortress, only the walls were made of white marble and there were arched windows that lined the wall high up next to the ceiling. Moonlight streamed through, illuminating the corridor with a mystical glow. The hall opened to a columned walkway that lined some sort of courtyard. Within the courtyard, Adesina saw something that took her breath away.
A utopian garden lay before her. Large exotic-looking flowers bloomed in brilliant grandeur, displaying shades of color that Adesina never knew existed. These were offset by smaller, more demure flowers that gave the garden a pleasing sense of balance. Many tall, beautiful trees swayed to the soft breeze, and the ground was carpeted with the greenest grass she could have ever imagined.
In the center of the garden was a fountain made of pure white stone that glowed in the moonlight. It made the white marble of the corridor and columns dull and gray in comparison. Engraved in the stone were several strange symbols that were defined by the luminous glow of reflected light. The crystal water heaved upward in the center to form a pedestal for a shimmering orb the size of a man’s head.
Seated on the edge of this fountain was Adesina’s mother. Their eyes met and a shy smile appeared on each of their faces. Her mother patted the stone next to her. “Come and sit with me, Ma’eve.”
Adesina did so, fairly bursting with questions. “What is your name?” 
Her mother smiled her sweet smile. “E’rian.” 
The word sounded slightly musical. It settled into Adesina’s heart like a warm liquid. “Am I to call you that?” 
E’rian raised her eyebrows. “If you wish. Or you may simply call me ‘mother.’” 
This had a strangely strong appeal to Adesina. “Very well, mother.” 
The young Shimat studied the stunning garden that surrounded them. “Where are we?” 
E’rian joined her in looking around. “It has many names in many tongues in many worlds. I simply call it the Garden.” 
“Did you call me here?” 
There was a hint of sadness in her eyes as E’rian shook her head. “No, child. You called me.” 
Frustration bubbled up inside Adesina. “I still do not know why.”
E’rian reached over and took Adesina’s hand. “Do not trouble yourself, Ma’eve. It will come to you in time.”
“And in the meantime?” Adesina asked with a harsher edge to her voice than she intended. 
E’rian stood and pulled her daughter up with her. “We shall make up for lost time.” 
They walked around the Garden for the rest of the night, holding hands and talking about Adesina’s childhood. For the first time in Adesina’s life she felt like she could speak freely and know that she would not be reprimanded or ridiculed. Even Signe and Kendan, both of whom were closer to the young woman than anyone, did not inspire such a lack of restraint.
When the morning light began to dilute the darkness, Adesina turned to E’rian with an unsettled expression on her face. “Ravi says we will be leaving the forest today.”
Her mother nodded serenely.
Adesina found her words were sticking in her throat. She cleared her throat and spoke in a more brusque tone. “When I find the answer am I to come back to this forest?”
E’rian looked puzzled. “Why would you need to do that?” 
It was Adesina’s turn to frown. “To see you. To Dream.” 
The older woman laughed softly, a lovely musical sound. “Ma’eve, you do not need the forest to Dream now that you know the way. The door has been opened and you can enter whenever you choose.”
Adesina felt a flood of relief and ducked her head in embarrassment when she realized how clearly it must have been showing on her face. “So, I will see you again?” she mumbled.
E’rian took Adesina’s chin in her slender hand and tipped her face upward again. “You keep asking that, my daughter. Why so uncertain?”
She searched for words that would downplay the abnormal amount of emotion she was feeling. “I just do not understand how all of this works.”
A thoughtful expression came over E’rian as she looked at the young woman before her. “Dreaming is a skill, in a way. You have been taught and aided by this forest in your Dreaming, but that skill will remain with you when you leave. If you have trouble, Ravi will guide you.”
Adesina nodded. E’rian released her daughter’s face and stepped back. “Close your eyes, Ma’eve. It will ease the crossing.”
The young woman frowned, slightly confused, but did as she was asked. When she opened her eyes again she was lying in the camp. Ravi was lying next to her, his head resting on his front paws but his golden eyes wide awake. Kendan was curled in the fetal position next to the fire.
She sat up, and Ravi raised his head to look at her. “Tell your companion we will be leaving the forest today. He needs some reassurance.”
Adesina moved over to Kendan’s side and put a hand on his shoulder. “Kendan, we will be leaving the forest today.”
A shiver and a sigh escaped from Kendan’s motionless body. Adesina repacked all their gear and followed Ravi through the trees. Kendan gripped her hand as if it were his only link to sanity.
Around noon the trees began to thin, and Adesina could see sunlight filtering down through the foliage. The whispers also grew more faint, and it became possible for the young Shimat to tune them out entirely. She could see the end of the trees just ahead.
As they stepped out into the sunlight, the voices stopped abruptly. It took a moment for Adesina’s eyes to adjust, but she was immediately scanning the area for any prominent danger. Kendan, too distracted to remember his training, heaved a deep sigh of relief. He closed his eyes and focused on breathing in and out, almost as if trying to keep some strong emotion under control.
Ravi waited patiently a few feet from where Adesina stood. He nodded his head to the north. “The High City awaits.”
 



Chapter Seven: The High City
  
It took almost ten more days for them to reach their destination. They approached the High City from the northwest, circling around and passing through a dense forest not far from the city gates. They stopped in the middle of the forest and dismounted.
Kendan held up two curiously made bags. “These have false bottoms where you can conceal your Shimat belongings.”
He helped her to transfer everything from her saddlebags with an amused expression. “With all their high morals, they are still a very nosy group of people. Be careful of that.”
Adesina nodded in acknowledgment.
He gave her some clothes to change into and made a small tent out of their blankets to give her some privacy.
Her cover story was that she hailed from one of the northern tribes. They were mostly nomadic people and there were over a hundred different tribes. Both of these facts made it an ideal fictional background because it made verification difficult. She had been given all the information necessary to impersonate a tribe member. Now all she needed was to look the part.
Adesina repressed an incredulous snort as she held up the clothing given to her. She had never worn a dress before, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to start now. The skirt was a rough brown material and the bottom was lined with a frayed, multicolored fringe. The bodice was cream colored and lined with the same fringe as the skirt. The laces down the front of the bodice and on the sleeves were a vibrant green. Adesina struggled with the clothing, hoping that nothing was out of place.
She twisted her silver and black hair into an elaborate braid and pinned it up, in the manner of the northerners. A piece of green ribbon matching her laces was worn across her forehead as a headband. When all of this was done, she took a deep breath and moved out from behind the blankets.
Kendan smiled when she reappeared. His first real smile since before the whispering forest. “You look…” he paused, then his expression became sad and he cleared his throat. “From here you must go on alone. Remember your instructions, and report here in one month’s time. If there is an emergency, send the signal.”
Adesina nodded, her mind was racing with all of the information that she needed to remember. She slung the two bags onto her back and began walking towards the city gates, leaving Kendan and the horses behind her. Ravi kept up with her pace easily, humming quietly to himself.
“How do you plan on getting into the city?” she asked her invisible friend.
Ravi smiled at this question. “Does this mean you have decided that I am not merely a figment of your imagination?”
Adesina laughed softly. “No, I am just being practical. An imagination such as mine would have an answer.”
“Hmph. Well, in that case, perhaps it would be a better question to ask how the city could keep me out.”
She didn’t have an answer to this query, and discreetly let the subject drop. As she came to the edge of the forest, she got her first look at the outside of the High City. 
The walls around the city appeared to be constructed from the logs of large trees. The walls were quite a bit taller than what was usually seen surrounding a city and they had been painted white. Sentinels were stationed along the top of the wall every few feet, keeping a stern eye on anyone who might approach. There was a single steel door set into the wood that served as the gate. There were also a series of small huts that served as waiting rooms for those hoping to get into the city.
The guards spotted Adesina the minute she stepped away from the cover of the trees. She moved through the tall yellowing grass like a whisper, and Ravi made even less noise. The sentinel above the gate eyed her suspiciously as she approached.
The guard wore a uniform that was modest in cut and material, and rich brown in color. He had a black sash draped from his left shoulder to his right hip and a bow in hand. When he spoke, it was in the common tongue. “What do you want, young woman?”
His tone made it sound like he was much older than her, but Adesina doubted he was more than nineteen years old. He had chestnut hair and mischievous hazel eyes that openly appraised her.
She assumed a meek expression and reminded herself to speak in his language, but with the accent of one from the far north. “I wish to live and work in the High City.”
The guard looked skeptical. “Why would one of your kind want to do that?”
Adesina frowned in confusion at the way he asked the question, as if there was more to it that what she was aware. “My kind? Do you mean a northerner?”
Before the guard could reply, he was distracted by someone below him on the other side of the wall. They conversed for a moment before the gate slowly began to rise. An elderly man dressed in a simple black uniform and a light blue sash greeted her and showed her through the gate.
“Come along, young one. Do not dawdle.”
Adesina did as she was told and walked through the gate. Ravi followed her quickly and silently. The large room on the other side of the gate was filled with tables and chairs, but was otherwise bare. The old man led Adesina to the center of the room, but Ravi seated himself by the wall where he could observe more easily.
The man offered Adesina a chair and sat down across the table from her. “Please forgive Nordin. He has a strange fascination with…the north.”
The man noted Adesina’s bewildered expression and asked, “You are from the north, are you not?”
Adesina nodded slowly. “I was raised in the Northern Tribes.”
The old man’s wrinkles became more pronounced. “Well, I assumed…that is to say…you bear an unusual likeness to a certain group of northerners of which we in the High City are rather wary.”
Her curiosity was immediately piqued, but she did her best to keep it from her face. She had never borne a “likeness” to anyone before. She made a mental note to find out more as soon as she was within the city.
“I am an orphan. I have never met anyone who looks like me.” 
His face cleared with this information. “Ah, I see. What is your name, child?” 
“Adrie.” 
He leaned back and rested his fingertips together lightly. “As I am sure you know, Adrie, we of the High City are very selective of whom we allow through that door.” He pointed to the door on the far side of the room, opposite of the gate. “You claim to be a member of the Northern Tribes, but even if that is true there is no way we can verify that story. Do you know someone within the city who can vouch for your character?”
Adesina shook her head. The old man smiled and spread his hands. “So you see, there is nothing I can do for you.” 
The young Shimat did some quick thinking. She had to find a way into the city. “Surely there must be some way that you can determine my character.” 
The old man hesitated. “Well, yes, we do have people who interview prospective immigrants, but that is only done after someone of established character vouches for you.” 
Adesina carefully arranged her expression to one of disappointment. “I have no family or friends.” 
She saw his face soften with pity. Adesina lowered her glance and forced her eyes to fill with tears. The old man reached across the table and patted her hand. “There, there, child. No need for tears! I am certain there are many other places you can go and find work.” 
She made her breath shaky as she drew it in. “But I will not be safe anywhere but here!” 
He frowned in confusion. “What do you mean, young woman?” 
Adesina forced more tears out of her eyes and spoke in a quavering voice. “Ours was a peace-loving tribe, but our possessions were coveted by our enemies. They attacked us and killed everyone! My mother, my father, my baby sister…”
The old man’s eyes were filling up with genuine tears, but Adesina pressed on with her tale of woe.
“I suppose they only kept me alive because of how I look. They were going to sell me into slavery,” she sobbed.
He gasped in horror, and she hid her face in her hands, lowering her voice to a pained whisper. “I escaped and fled to the High City. I knew I would be safe once I reached here.” She paused for effect before going on. “If you turn me away, I will surely be captured again!”
The old man now had a firm hold on her hand and was squeezing it as if he would never let go. “Now, now, dear. I am sure there is something we can do for you! I think we may forego that formality, if I get permission from my superiors.”
Adesina thanked him while wiping her already dry eyes. The old man excused himself and left the room. She glanced over at Ravi, who had an amused expression on his face.
“You are quite an actress.”
She gave him a sarcastic look, but didn’t reply. She kept her focus on the information she had been given to prepare her for her entrance into the High City.
When the old man returned, several minutes later, he was followed by four more men in black uniforms with light blue sashes. They seated themselves across from Adesina and began asking her questions.
The man directly in front of Adesina seemed to be the one in charge. He had iron-gray hair, but his face was surprisingly youthful. His dark blue eyes had a very somber feel to them, and his thin mouth seemed to say the same.
“Your name is Adrie?” 
Adesina nodded, lowering her eyes deferentially. The man looked pleased with her manner.
Adesina kept her face neutral as she watched the various hints of expression that crossed his face. He was the key to her entrance into the city, and she knew exactly how to manipulate this man.
“I am called Ston, and I am the head of the Entrance Council.”
She widened her eyes and looked at him with exaggerated respect and a hint of awe. “I hope I have not inconvenienced you, sir, with my request.”
Ston waved a hand magnanimously. “No, no. It is no trouble. However, we do need to ask some questions. We must be thorough, you understand.”
She nodded quickly. “Of course, sir.”
The next several hours were filled with the drone of Ston’s arrogant voice, the scratching of several pens, and the flawless performance of Adesina’s facade. The questions began with Adesina’s origins—the type of family she came from, the occupation of her parents, her childhood, her education, and so forth. They took special care to make sure that her presence in the High City would not endanger any of its citizens.
When they were satisfied that her background was benign, they moved on. They questioned her on her opinion over various subjects, asked her reaction to hypothetical situations, and drilled her for details about her future plans.
Adesina answered in a way that she knew would flatter the self-importance of the man in front of her. She kept her expression one of youthful innocence, and her tone well mannered. When the question of her occupation was brought up, Adesina assured them of her skills as an apprentice carpenter. A gleam of excitement flashed through five sets of eyes.
At the end of the interview they excused themselves and left the room to discuss their decision. The young Shimat sat motionless for more than a half hour, her mind going over several contingency plans. When the door opened to readmit the first man she had met, she had a number of ideas on how to get into the city if this course of action failed.
The old man gave her a grandfatherly smile. “Well, I think we can find accommodations for you here in the High City, young woman. We have been looking for carpenters for quite a while. We have only one in the city now, and he is quite overworked. You will begin as his apprentice. When he feels you are ready, there will be other options available to you.”
He handed her a book of laws and social mores to study. “We are contacting your host family right now, and it will probably be settled by morning. You may read this while you wait.”
Adesina took the book and followed him out of the room, with Ravi close behind. The man showed her to one of the small huts just outside the city in which she could stay the night. He offered his services, if needed, and bowed out of the room. 
The young woman was unable to think of anything else to do, so she curled up on the simple cot and began reading. Ravi laid down on the ground and went to sleep.
There were many rules associated with living in the High City, but Adesina was certain that it would not be a problem. Being raised as a Shimat definitely had its advantages when it came to following outside rules, for there was no society more stringent.
When she finished reading the book, Adesina closed her eyes and tried to sleep. She found it strangely difficult and could not understand the reason. Perhaps it was her nerves. Perhaps it was the unusual silence. After all, she had grown accustomed to Ravi singing her to sleep.
In spite of these struggles, Adesina was finally able to get the much needed rest. Morning arrived far too quickly, but she skillfully pushed her exhaustion to the very back of her mind. A timid knock announced the arrival of her aged guide. 
“Come,” he beckoned. 
The old man led her and Ravi back through the gate and through the room with the tables and chairs. He opened the door to the city and stepped back, motioning Adesina through. She walked past him and into the busy main square of the High City.
The city was bright and clean, but everything from the buildings to the streets was in strict, straight lines. Every building was whitewashed and uniform, and every street was paved with cobblestones that were also painted a dull white. There were neat rows of well-behaved flowers that lined the streets, walkways and houses. As she was led through the main square, her eyes darted around her, taking in as much information as possible.
The merchants were all dressed in the same simple uniform as the guards and the Entrance Council, only their uniforms were green in color. They all stood by orderly kiosks, assisting customers in reserved voices. At predictable intervals a brown-uniformed guard with a red sash would stroll through the square, nodding amiably to the citizens he passed.
Everyone walked in an unhurried fashion, stiff with dignity. There was not one surprise to be found in sight, and Adesina practically stared in disbelief. She could have overthrown the city single-handedly and no one would think to object. She glanced at Ravi in the hope of finding similar dismay on his face, but he walked along as sedately as the citizens, as if such sights were common to him.
She was led through the business section of the city and into the residential. Each home was white, but the shingled roofs were various pastel colors. Women in light brown dresses worked industriously in their yards, occasionally accompanied by a small child. Adesina tried to ignore the curious stares that she was getting, but it became more and more difficult the farther into the city they went.
When they arrived at the cottage that was to be her home, her guide turned her over to the small family waiting at the gate. The house was white, of course, and the roof was a pale green. The front of the house was lined with flowers, as was the path that led to the street. The man looked to be in his early forties and the woman was only slightly younger.
The man wore a dark blue uniform with a white sash, and his graying brown hair was neatly cropped. He had a full beard, also neatly trimmed, and jovial black eyes. The woman wore a simple light brown dress with white flowers embroidered on the bodice. Her white-blonde hair was pulled back in a simple bun, but a few stray hairs escaped to curl pleasantly around her plump face. Their daughter, a girl of nine or ten, hid shyly behind her mother. Her honey hair was plaited into an orderly braid, and her brown eyes sparkled with excitement.
The man extended a large, calloused hand. “Welcome to our home, Adrie. I am Hass.”
She looked at his hand with an air of uncertainty. Adesina was familiar with the custom of shaking hands, but Adrie was not.
Hass smiled kindly. “Do they not shake hands in the Northern Tribes? Well, no matter. It is just a little custom we have here.”
He presented his wife and daughter. “This is Jelana, and our child, Fia.”
Adesina smiled hesitantly at them while Hass approached her. He took her two bags and beckoned to her. “Follow me and I will show you to your room.”
Jelana, followed closely by Fia, made way for them to pass. Hass heaved the bags over his shoulder and walked up the path towards the house. The white door stood open, and upon closer inspection Adesina could see that there were no locks.
The front room was bright and cheerful. Pale yellow curtains hung from the windows and potted flowers stood on each sill. A conservative fire danced in the stone fireplace on the left side of the room, not far from another wooden door. A table and four chairs sat opposite of the fireplace, and a loom was set up against the far wall. Opposite the loom were a couple of chairs, a small stringed instrument, and a shelf with a small stack of parchment.
In the center of the far wall was a doorway that led to a set of stairs. Hass led Adesina up these stairs to a narrow hallway. There were three doors along this hallway. Hass gestured to the first as he passed it.
“This is Fia’s bedroom.” 
He did the same for the second door. “This is a storage room, of sorts.” 
Hass stopped at the third door and opened it wide to reveal a sunny, meticulous room. It was easily twice the size of her room back in the Shimat fortress, but that still wasn’t saying much. The window, shielded by the same type of curtains as the main room, faced the street. A small desk sat near the window, directly across from the door. A bed occupied the far left corner of the room, which had a patchwork quilt laid over it and a trunk at its foot. The near left corner of the room had a mirror and a washstand, and a screen with birds and flowers painted on it.
Adrie sucked in her breath and drew her hands up to her face. “It is so beautiful!” she exclaimed.
Behind the act, however, Adesina was taking careful mental notes as they had walked through the house. She spotted good places to hide things in her room, quick escape routes, possible places for ambushes, which floorboards and stairs made noise when stepped on, and so forth. Adesina was genuinely pleased with her arrangements.
Ravi, who had been following them silently, settled himself at the far end of her new bedroom and looked at her expectantly. She returned the look and then turned her back on him.
Hass set down her bags on the floor near the bed, a bit flustered by her compliment. “It is not much, but we hoped you would like it. I suppose you want to get settled in. Come downstairs when you are finished, and Jelana will see to you. I need to get to work.”
He gave her a brusque nod and shut the door behind him. Adesina took a deep breath and let it out audibly. She turned to the window and opened it to let in some fresh air. There was a small group of girls huddled across the street whispering to each other and pointing to the house. Adesina ignored the instinctive suspicion that rose in her mind and turned her back on the window, letting the curtains fall back into place.
She began unpacking her things. She first pulled everything out and laid it on the bed. The things she needed to put away first were the items hidden in the bottom of her bags. Her weapons, the medical kit, a store of ingredients for various concoctions, private documents, and so forth. All of these she put underneath her mattress for now. She would find a better hiding place later that night.
All the while, her mind turned over all she had seen and heard, trying to figure out how she would be of the most use to the Shimat order during her stay in the High City.
 



Chapter Eight: Lives Without Color
  
Adesina had just finished unpacking when she heard a knock on the door below. She moved closer to the window, out of sight but within hearing range. Jelana’s voice was recognizable.
“Hello, girls. How are you today?” 
Now a younger voice. “Oh, we are fine-” 
She was cut off by another young voice. “We saw the girl come here. Are you hosting her?” 
A slightly more mature voice reprimanded the second. “Gainor!” 
Jelana brought order back to the conversation. “Yes, we are hosting a girl. She is from the Northern Tribes. I will introduce you, if you wish, but you cannot stay long. She needs to settle in.”
Adesina did a quick check of her things, making sure nothing incriminating was in sight. Ravi casually moved so he was sitting in a corner out of the way. Her sharp hearing followed their step as they crossed the main room, climbed the stairs and walked down the hall.
There was a soft knock at her door and Jelana entered with three girls about Adesina’s age. In a split second, Adesina’s eyes took in various details about each of her visitors and could see the dynamics between them.
The foremost girl was clearly the leader. She had light blonde hair and laughing blue eyes, a heart-shaped face and a slightly stubborn set to her jaw. She stood stiffly upright, eager to be noticed and admired. The second girl was tall, with dark curls framing her round face. She had intelligent hazel eyes and a hint of humor around her mouth. Her dusky complexion was clear and smooth, touched only by a healthy glow on her cheeks. Adesina could see that she was a calming influence over the high-strung leader. The third girl seemed to be hiding in the background. This was the follower. She had honey-colored hair and an uncertain expression in her brown eyes, and her button nose was lightly sprinkled with freckles. All three girls were dressed in the same light brown dress with a darker brown apron covering the front.
“Adrie, these girls would like to meet you.” Jelana gestured to them in the exact order that Adesina had noticed them. “This is Gainor, Deasa and Rina.”
Each of them nodded politely when their name was said. Gainor looked as if she was dying of curiosity, but Jelana continued with the introductions at her own leisurely pace.
“Girls, this is Adrie of the Northern Tribes.” 
Adesina reminded herself to smile shyly. “I am pleased to meet you.” 
Jelana looked quite satisfied as she walked out of the room. “I will leave the four of you to get better acquainted.” 
Gainor let out a dramatic sigh of relief as soon as the door was closed. She threw herself on the bed, paying no mind to Adesina’s possessions that were spread there. “I am always glad when the adults leave! Now we can talk without having to mind our manners!”
Deasa frowned slightly as she gracefully knelt on the floor next to Adesina. “Gainor,” she said with a rebuke in her voice.
Adesina absently noted that Deasa smelled faintly of the most pleasant mixture of spices. It was an exotic and invigorating sort of scent. Adesina wondered what it was that gave off the fragrance.
Rina looked as if she couldn’t make up her mind where to be seated. She hovered for several uncomfortable moments before collapsing next to Deasa. “Yes, Gainor,” she chided in a timid voice. “What an impression you will give Adrie about the High City!”
Gainor surveyed them with a superior expression on her face. “Who cares? She shall see for herself soon enough. Besides, being shockingly honest is quite fashionable right now.”
Deasa rolled her eyes and gave Adesina a sympathetic smile. “Please forgive Gainor. She is often caught up in the winds of ‘fashion.’ She would walk around in boys’ clothing if someone told her it was fashionable.”
Rina giggled nervously at the idea. Adesina assumed an expression of polite incredulity, all the while wondering what kind of a world she had entered.
Gainor tossed her hair contemptuously. “Do not be ridiculous, Deasa. Only Outsiders permit those kinds of fashions.”
Rina glanced at Adesina with an alarmed look in her eyes. “Not that we would think such things about you, Adrie. We are pleased to see that you have a proper sense of decorum.”
Deasa decided it was time for a change of subject. “Where in the north do you come from, Adrie?”
Adesina shrugged casually. “Our tribe was nomadic, so we traveled quite a bit. Have you always lived in the High City?” she asked, shifting the focus away from herself.
Gainor snorted in disgust. “Goodness, yes! The same old city for sixteen years. My parents would have a stroke at the very idea of leaving the city walls!”
Adesina smiled softly as Gainor continued to chatter. She had no problem carrying the conversation by herself, but she was occasionally aided by Deasa. Rina said very little and Adesina said even less. When questioned, the young Shimat found that a simple vague comment would turn the conversation back over to Gainor. For this reason, Adesina could tell that Gainor would be a valuable companion in the coming months.
Near the close of an hour, there was a quiet knock at the door and Jelana entered the room. Gainor hastily sat up and smoothed the skirt of her dress.
“All right, girls, that is enough visiting. Adrie still needs to finish unpacking, and she could also use some rest after her long journey.”
The girls seemed reluctant to go, but they all stood and straightened their clothing primly. Rina looked at Adesina with a hopeful expression on her face. “Will you be attending school?”
Gainor gave her a condescending glare. “Of course she will be attending school! It is the city requirement, Rina.”
Rina flushed in embarrassment. “Oh.”
Inexplicably, Adesina felt the urge to comfort this painfully shy girl. “I have never attended a formal school before. Will you show me around tomorrow?”
Rina smiled gratefully as Gainor launched into raptures over the idea.
“Oh, yes! What fun it will be! You will love our school. We have the best teachers in the city, and everyone is so friendly. We will be quite the center of attention, you know. We have not had a new student in ages!”
Deasa smiled in genuine pleasure. “We will meet you on the street tomorrow morning and we can walk together. We are all neighbors, you know.”
Adesina nodded and waved as the girls walked out of the room. Instead of getting back to her unpacking, she stood at the window to eavesdrop on what they were saying as they walked away.
Deasa was the first to speak. “Well, she seems very nice.”
Gainor broke over her with an enthusiastic objection. “Nice? Why, she is absolutely adorable! And so pretty as well! She will make a nice addition to our group. How shocking to be friends with an Outsider! Everyone will be talking about us, and quite jealous that they were not friends with her first!”
Adesina could see them making their way down the path and into the street. Their voices were starting to fade.
Deasa sighed. “You know, Gainor, sometimes I think that you view your friends as nothing more than fashion accessories.”
Gainor’s indignant response was lost as they walked down the street. Ravi chuckled in amusement over her first encounter with girls her own age, but said nothing. Adesina ignored him and thoughtfully turned back to her belongings to finish putting them away. She was surprised to see that her room looked like it belonged to someone. It had a strangely human quality to it.
Some of the decorations she had added herself were merely props. A small statue of a northern deity stood on the desk. An elaborate braid of material was attached to the doorframe, supposedly lending protection from evil spirits. A bunch of feathers hung over her bed to protect her dreams. A thin, silver chain filled with charms and talismans dangled from her windowsill.
All of the things that were truly hers were hidden from sight. Adesina had discovered a highly useful loose floorboard under the trunk. Inside the small compartment she created, she stashed all evidence of her true identity.
Just as she was double checking her room to make sure everything was in place, there was a soft knock at the door. Adesina’s eyes flashed over her surroundings before answering.
“Come in.”
Jelana appeared. She surveyed the room and looked pleased with what she saw. “I see you are all settled.”
Adesina nodded meekly. Jelana regarded the young woman before her with a maternal expression. “We need to go to the Square to get some things for you tomorrow. Is now a good time?”
“Yes, of course.”
Adesina and Ravi followed Jelana down the stairs and out the front door. The sun was past its peak and the beginnings of change were in the air. They walked down the same way that Adesina arrived. Occasionally the curtains in the windows of houses would twitch, revealing curious neighbors. More often than not, people would actually come to their doors to watch the two women pass. Jelana would greet them all by name, unfailingly polite even though her expression was rueful.
Their residential area was in the southern section of the city. The Square was located against the western wall, almost directly north of the cottage. The business section of the city was separated from the residential by a large garden, almost a park. Adesina followed Jelana through the tidy garden, paying greater attention to her surroundings than she had previously.
The grass was trimmed very short, making it crackle softly when they stepped on it. The gravel walkways were lined with whitewashed stones, and on the other side of the stones were rows of docile flowers. The shrubbery was pruned into geometric shapes that dotted the landscape in an orderly fashion. Citizens of the High City strolled through the garden at a leisurely pace, nodding to each other with great amounts of dignity.
The two women entered the Square and were greeted by the tall, uniform white buildings. Jelana first led her young charge to a dress shop to purchase some clothing that would better suit the city. The small shop was marked by a simple wooden sign above the door. Jelana walked in without hesitation, and Adesina followed. Ravi sat down just outside the door, not inclined to enter the shop.
It was a good-sized single room, with everything inside whitewashed. Adesina was certain that she would quickly grow tired of all the white. The shop held an elderly man tending to the counter and two younger men sewing busily in the back of the room. The young man with bright red hair looked to be in his mid twenties, and the young man with brown hair appeared to still be in his teens.
The man at the counter greeted them warmly. “Mistress Jelana, welcome. Surely you have not worn out your dresses already?”
Jelana shook her head. “No, no, Master Ardley. We are hosting this young woman and she is in need of a school uniform as well as a carpenter’s apprentice sash.”
Master Ardley nodded and sized Adesina up. He reached under the counter and pulled out a length of thick white string with regularly spaced black marks. The brown-haired young man put aside his sewing and went to stand by the elderly man. As Adesina was measured, Master Ardley would state the numbers and the young man would write them down.
It took only a few minutes, and then the man gestured impatiently to his apprentice. The young man hurried to sort through the shelves of pre-made clothing. He returned with two dresses and matching aprons identical to the ones Gainor and the others had worn. Master Ardley took them as his apprentice hurried off again. With dexterity that belied his aged hands, Master Ardley began hemming the sleeves and skirts of the dresses.
The apprentice returned with several pairs of brown stockings and a dark blue sash with a white circle on the shoulder. When he had deposited these items on the counter, he silently went back to his sewing.
Master Ardley finished his hemming in remarkable time. He folded each article of clothing neatly and wrapped it all in brown paper. When Jelana began pulling out her purse, he held up a weathered hand.
“My wife has been admiring Mistress Eda’s new rocking chair.” 
Jelana smiled. “Of course. I will tell Hass to deliver one to your home.” 
She and Adesina gathered up the packages and bid Master Ardley a good day. Ravi shadowed them to their next stop, which was at the cobbler’s, and waited just outside his door as well. 
It was very much the same by way of conversation. The cobbler, probably only in his early thirties, measured Adesina’s feet and came back with a pair of very sensible brown lady’s boots. He accepted payment with a lifeless, but extremely polite, smile.
After they had finished making their purchases, Jelana strolled through the Square, showing Adesina around. Most merchants had kiosks set up in the center of the Square, while most artisans ran the shops that made up the border. There were, of course, exceptions. Jelana pointed out a large shop with a lavish display in the window.
“That is Master Lindell’s spice shop. He is Deasa’s father. He is the most prominent merchant in the High City. Although, he deals quite a bit with Outsiders,” she said in a slightly distasteful voice, as if to indicate that this last fact lessened his prestige.
Adesina looked at the vivid window display and smiled quietly to herself. It seemed a bit bold to have such a display in a city such as this. Jelana averted her eyes as if it were indecent. She sighed and admitted, “The quality of Master Lindell’s spices is much higher than any other merchant’s in the city. And his prices are quite reasonable.”
They walked a bit further and Jelana pointed out the shops that they passed. “This is my brother’s cooper shop. This is the wainwright’s shop. This is a floral shop.”
They passed by an understated little shop without comment. Adesina could tell by the window display that it was an apothecary shop, but Jelana acted as if it weren’t there.
She slowed her pace. “What shop is this?”
Jelana reluctantly turned her eyes to the sign above the door. “That is Mistress Faryl’s apothecary shop.”
Adesina took note of the emphasis with some confusion. She cast a quick glance at Ravi, but he offered no explanation. Jelana merely shook her head and walked on. “It was her uncle’s shop while he lived. Oh, if he could see it now. An apothecary shop run by a woman.”
The young Shimat had to stifle a laugh. She could imagine the look of well-bred horror on Jelana’s face if she were ever to discover Adesina’s true identity. A woman warrior. Ravi shared her amusement, and gave her a warm smile.
She fixed an uncertain expression on her face and looked at Jelana with mournful eyes. “Is it improper for me to apprentice a carpenter?”
The older woman hesitated apologetically before answering. “Well, dear…no…because you are an Outsider, and were not taught as we are. Of course, if you were to marry quickly you would not need to work. That would be ideal, but no one will fault you for apprenticing in the meantime.”
Jelana quickly moved on. They next came to a blacksmith’s shop and, as before, Ravi seated himself outside. The door was wide open, and the heat from within issued out. A sharp methodical ringing could be heard from the back of the shop. Jelana looked uncomfortable as she stepped through the door. She half turned and said to Adesina quietly, “Hass is usually the one to come here for our needs. However, that task falls on me today.”
The front room of the shop was attended by a boy in his early teens. He had a mop of dirty blonde hair and large brown eyes. He was of medium height and wiry build, and he wore a dark blue sash with a brown circle on the shoulder. All of his clothing bore scorch marks, and his stance was hesitant. He looked up at them and stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes fixed on Adesina.
There they stood for several uncertain moments before Jelana cleared her throat delicately. “Good afternoon, Horas.”
Horas gave a slight jump and looked at Jelana blankly. “Good afternoon, Mistress Jelana.” 
Several more awkward moments followed as Horas turned his eyes back to Adesina. The young woman met his dazed expression coolly, but was a bit puzzled inside. Was this boy so unaccustomed to Outsiders?
Jelana cleared her throat again. “Horas? We are here to pick up my husband’s order.”
Horas started out of his bewilderment and hurried about the shop with strange twitchy movements. “Yes, Mistress Jelana.”
In his haste he began knocking things over. The ringing in the back of the shop ceased and the connecting door was darkened by a large muscled figure. The man had a shock of dark hair, a thick beard, and earnest blue eyes. His facial features were blunt and strangely gentle—quite a contrast to his intimidating build. He seemed to take in the situation with a glance.
“Good afternoon, Mistress Jelana,” he said, his eyes lingering on Adesina. 
Jelana smiled bravely. “Good afternoon, Master Quinlan.” 
Quinlan ambled into the room, tugging on the edge of his leather apron. “I do not believe I know your young friend.” 
Horas stopped his frantic attempts to fix the mayhem he had caused and listened intently for the older woman’s answer. “This is Adrie. She hails from the Northern Tribes. Our family is hosting her for the duration of her stay in the High City.” 
Quinlan nodded thoughtfully. “I spent some time up north. They are good people. Very hospitable.” He then switched to one of the northern dialects. “Jeex mihe?” 
He was asking if she was from a specific group of tribes. Adesina shook her head. Her proclaimed tribe was from farther west, therefore, her response was in a different dialect. “Peng vur zhe.”
Quinlan looked surprised at this disparaging reply. “Do you not think well of the Quehe?”
Adesina raised an eyebrow and looked dismissive. Her assumed tribe did not like the Quehe at all. “They serve their purpose.”
Quinlan nodded again and turned his eyes to his apprentice, who was still frozen in place. “Pick up your feet, Horas. Fetch Mistress Jelana’s order and then clean up this mess.”
Horas flushed crimson and stumbled to do as he was told. He retrieved a fat leather folder and set it on the counter in front of Jelana. By the way it jingled, Adesina assumed it was full of nails. Quinlan gestured to the folder and then to the parcels in Adesina’s arms. “Will you need any assistance in carrying your packages home?”
Jelana paused for a moment before shaking her head slowly. “No, thank you, Master Quinlan.”
Both Horas and Quinlan looked a bit disappointed. As Jelana gathered up the folder, the blacksmith began tugging on the edge of his leather apron again. “This order should settle my account with your husband, Mistress Jelana. Please thank him again for the cabinet.”
“Of course,” she smiled.
Both man and boy ducked their heads politely as their customers turned to leave. Adesina followed Jelana and they passed back into the street. The sun was now setting quickly, and the older woman looked anxious. “Fia will probably already be home from school. I must hurry or supper will not be ready by the time Hass returns.”
As they hurried through the Square and back towards the residential area, Jelana threw Adesina a sideways glance. “Master Quinlan is a good, honest worker. He is well respected throughout the High City…and he is unmarried.”
A deep laugh rumbled in Ravi’s chest, and Adesina felt her face flush slightly. She could hardly believe her ears. “Mistress Jelana!”
The woman patted her shoulder in an attempt to reassure her. “I know you are young, Adrie, but it never hurts to be mindful of future options. He seemed to be quite taken with you.”
When Adesina didn’t reply, she went on. “Women of the High City are expected to marry young and start their families as soon as possible. Is that not how it is in the north?”
The Shimat nodded reluctantly. She knew that if her stay in the High City ended up to be long term she would have to deal with this issue. However, she had not anticipated having to address it so soon.
Jelana could see that Adesina was uncomfortable and tried to shrug indifferently. “I would not dream of rushing you into such an important decision. That being said, remember that marrying a citizen of the High City makes you one as well. You could belong here, Adrie. And after wandering for so long, that must be a welcome thought.”
Jelana then changed the subject and began asking about Adesina’s domestic skills. She seemed relieved to find that Adesina knew how to cook, clean and sew.
“I am glad to hear that, dear. You would not believe some of the young women one comes across in the outside. Not a single skill to their name.”
Fia was waiting for them, playing quietly in the yard. She gave Adesina a shy smile before running to open the door for them. Jelana immediately began bustling about the main room. “Adrie, take your things up to your room and then come help me prepare supper.”
She ducked her head meekly. “Yes, Mistress Jelana.”
Adesina’s years of living under strict Shimat codes would not allow her to simply dump the packages on the bed. She put each item away carefully and then hurried downstairs. Jelana was scrubbing potatoes when she appeared. She indicated to the knife and cutting board next to her. “Adrie, would you slice these potatoes?”
Adesina went about her task silently, as did Jelana. Fia stirred the mixing bowl solemnly, taking her grown-up assignment very seriously. As usual, Ravi seated himself out of the way, but where he could keep an eye on Adesina. The finishing touches were just being completed when Hass walked through the door. He greeted his wife with a peck on the cheek and patted Fia’s head.
Supper was laid out with unfailing precision, with all the bowls placed in front of Hass. They all took their places and began their meal. He filled the first plate and handed it to his wife, next Adesina was served, then Fia, and finally himself. They ate in complete silence. It wasn’t until Jelana began clearing plates that Hass spoke.
“How was your first day in the High City, Adrie?”
Adesina looked mildly surprised at being addressed. “It went well. Mistress Jelana took me into the Square to buy some clothes for tomorrow.”
Hass nodded amiably. “Well, you should probably get to bed early tonight. You have a big day ahead of you.”
She hesitated before standing. “Mistress Jelana, do you need any assistance with the dishes?”
Jelana smiled and shook her head. “Oh, no, Adrie. You go get some rest.”
She was handed a small lamp to take to her room with her. Adesina walked quietly up the stairs and down the hall to her room. She opened the door to let Ravi in first, and then closed the door securely behind them. After setting down the lamp, she moved behind the painted screen to change into her nightclothes.
“What do you think of the High City?” asked Ravi as he settled down for the night. 
She sighed. “It is very orderly.” 
He chuckled softly. “Yes, it is.” 
Adesina stepped out, wearing a cream-colored muslin shift. She folded her clothes neatly and placed them in the trunk. Her tightly braided hair was unpinned and shaken loose, falling into thick waves. Adesina briskly ran a brush through it, ignoring the way it glinted in the lamplight.
Ravi watched this process with a thoughtful expression on his face. He did not speak until Adesina blew out the lamp and climbed into bed.
“Are you troubled, Ma’eve?”
Adesina sighed and pulled the quilt up under her chin. “No more than usual,” she muttered softly.
Ravi sat up on his back legs and faced her, a strange shadow in the darkened room. His golden eyes glowed faintly in the dim moonlight, and his deep voice rumbled gently. “Speak more of these troubles.”
For several moments, Adesina considered brushing off her words as nothing. But slowly, almost involuntarily, she answered. “At the end of each day I feel a vague sort of discontentment. I have felt it since I was young.”
“Why do you think that is?”
Adesina shrugged, and even though the room was dark, the motion was easily discerned by Ravi’s sharp eyes. “I do not know. I have never understood.”
“Are you unhappy?”
This question caught her off guard. “I do not believe so. I always associated it with some sort of self-dissatisfaction.”
There was a meditative pause. “What did you do in your youth to dispel such feelings?”
A grim smile spread across Adesina’s face. “I would resolve to work even harder the following day.”
“And what of when you could work no harder?” 
She glared at the ceiling. “One can always work harder.” 
She heard the soft sounds of Ravi settling back down. “So, what will you do in this instance?” 
Once again Adesina felt uncertain as to how to respond. “I do not know.” 
Ravi dropped his head onto his paws. “Do not worry, Ma’eve. Tomorrow will dawn, and you will be shown your path.” 
Adesina didn’t feel very comforted, but said nothing. The sound of Ravi’s humming gently lulled her into a dreamless sleep.
 



Chapter Nine: Education, Old and New
  
Adesina rose long before the morning dawned. She reviewed the papers she had already memorized, careful to make sure that she was not forgetting any small details. Ravi watched impassively as Adesina created a strange sort of morning routine. She grouped together a series of exercises that would keep her physically up to Shimat standards, which were done silently and thoroughly. Adesina also practiced her weaponry, but she wasn’t sure how helpful it would be without a partner to challenge her.
When the morning sky began to lighten, Adesina hid away all traces of her other life and began preparing for the day. She washed her face and then confronted the arduous task of figuring out her new High City clothing.
There was no clear way to get into the simple brown dress. Every seam was stitched up tight, and there was no sign of buttons or ties. Adesina stood in her underclothing, staring at the dress like a frustrating puzzle.
A soft knock sounded at the door and Jelana appeared. “Adrie, it is time to awake…oh! You are an early riser. That is good.”
Adesina’s irritation must have shown on her face, because Jelana gave her a sympathetic smile and walked over to the bed. Ravi flicked his tail out of the way just in time to save it from being trodden upon. Jelana picked up the dress and showed Adesina how to put it on. Adesina also allowed her to assist with the matching apron.
“This apron will be worn as long as you are in school. On the days you apprentice with Hass, however, you need not wear it. On those days you will wear the apprentice sash.”
Adesina nodded and shifted her feet experimentally. She felt a bit stiff wearing so many layers of clothing. Jelana touched Adesina’s hair with a wistful look in her eyes. “I do not wish to tell you how to arrange your hair, but in the High City it is only appropriate for young girls to leave their hair down. A simple knot is most common among women, but at your age a braid is still acceptable.”
Jelana smiled again and turned to walk out of the room. “Hurry down to breakfast. You do not want to be late on your first day.”
Adesina plaited her long silver hair into a basic braid and then twisted it into a knot at the nape of her neck, where she pinned it in place. She sat on the trunk and pulled on her new boots. “Ravi, what are you going to do while I am at school?”
“I will follow you. Do you expect me to stay here all day?”
Adesina pursed her lips in exasperation. “I am not accustomed to being followed by a giant invisible cat. How am I supposed to know the protocol?”
Ravi snorted mildly. “I am not a cat. I am Rashad.” 
Adesina rolled her eyes. “You look like a cat to me.” 
Ravi was completely unruffled by this intended jab. “Cats do not talk. Now go down to breakfast. I will meet you on the street.” 
She scowled in annoyance and walked out of the room with a sharp step. Breakfast was a silent affair, as all meals seemed to be. Fia was dressed exactly like Adesina, with her honey hair neatly braided. She smiled shyly at the young woman and was thrilled to get a smile in return.
Hass wished the two girls a good day as Jelana handed each of them a lunch pail and shooed them out the door. As promised, Ravi was waiting for them at the end of the walkway. Adesina wondered how he had gotten from her room to the street without her notice.
These thoughts were interrupted when Fia looked up at Adesina with imploring eyes. “Adrie, are you to be my sister?”
Adesina stared at this open devotion in bewilderment. “I…no, I am not your sister.” 
Fia’s brown eyes opened even wider. “Oh, I know that, but can I say that you are my sister?” 
The bemused Shimat was spared the necessity of answering by the approach of Gainor, Deasa and Rina.
Gainor was talking at full speed before the proper greetings were over. “Oh, Adrie, I am so excited for today! I do hope that you like our school. I do not know what kind of schooling to which you are accustomed, but my father says that ours is the best system he has ever seen.”
They began walking down the street in the opposite direction of the Square. Gainor linked arms with Adesina and led the group. Ravi walked at Adesina’s side as soundless as a ghost. Rina followed close behind, but Deasa hung back, taking Fia’s hand with a warm smile.
Adesina focused her attention on Gainor. “Does your father run the school?”
Gainor laughed and tossed her head. “Goodness, no! My father is one of the three Governors of the High City! In fact, he is the youngest Governor to take office in a hundred years.”
Deasa spoke with a smirk in her voice. “Well, he is certainly not the most influential Governor in a hundred years.”
Gainor’s mouth tightened, and she seemed to be biting her tongue against angry words. Adesina had a feeling that only Deasa could get away with saying such things to her. Gainor sniffed derisively and raised her chin a bit higher.
“Actually, he has done quite a lot for the High City. He keeps his mind on our city, where it should be. The other two Governors are up to their necks in foreign intrigue. Mama says the direction our government has taken is a perfect scandal.”
Adesina shot her companion a sideways glance. “Foreign intrigue?” 
“Oh, yes.” 
She tried to appear only superficially interested. “What do you mean?” 
Gainor was more than happy to be urged to talk about something on which she considered herself to be an authority. “The High City is supposedly neutral, but all of us have taken sides in the silent war. The only reason we stay neutral is because we are so evenly divided. Each of the other Governors has taken sides against each other, and they are both trying to get Father to side with them. Mama says that he should just sit back and wait to see which side has a better chance of winning.”
“Gainor,” Deasa began in a warning tone, but Gainor overrode her, acting as if she hadn’t spoken. 
Her tone was dripping with enjoyment as she lowered her voice for dramatic effect. “Mama says that the politics of the High City are thick with all sorts of corruption.”
“Gainor!” Deasa’s voice was sharp with reproach. “You should not speak of gossip as if it were truth.”
She looked pleased at the reaction she had caused. “I am only being honest.” 
Deasa glared at her friend. “Hardly.”
Gainor’s whisper to Adesina was loud enough to be heard by the entire group. “Deasa is just angry because the merchants play a large part in the city’s politics.”
A flush colored Deasa’s dusky complexion, but she said nothing. Gainor, reveling in her victory, moved on to lighter topics.
Adesina barely listened to the new flow of conversation as she processed the information she had just received. Perhaps this was part of the reason she was here in the High City—to sway the citizens in favor of the south. She wondered how important the High City really was in the scheme of things. It was obvious that the citizens thought themselves very important indeed, but how much truth was in this belief?
They passed through several residential areas, dotted occasionally by orderly little parks. The farther they walked, the more children they saw leaving their houses and hurrying along the streets. Everyone they passed stared at Adesina with undisguised curiosity, and a few brave souls called out a greeting to her companions.
Gainor chattered nonstop until they arrived at the school. It was a large white building that was surrounded by a picket fence. It was four stories high with many windows, and the yard was barely big enough for the children to run around. Adesina looked at the school in doubt of its adequacy. Where would they do their physical training?
A matronly woman was standing just outside the doorway ringing a large bell. All of the children ran from the yard and into the school. Fia waved goodbye to Adesina and ran to join her classmates. Gainor grabbed Adesina’s hand and tugged, urging her to walk faster.
“Quickly! We cannot be late!”
The woman with the bell eyed Adesina suspiciously, but said nothing as they passed. They climbed three flights of stairs and walked down a long hall to their classroom. Adesina watched Ravi weave through the crowd while miraculously avoiding physical contact with anyone.
The classroom they entered was filled with desks, most of which were occupied with students their age. At the head of the room stood a man that looked very similar to Hass. Gainor nudged Adesina forward and then moved to sit at her desk.
The man spotted her and gave her a warm smile. “Ah, you must be the girl my brother is hosting. I am Master Nabil, and I will be your teacher this year.” He pointed to a nice-looking young man standing next to him. “This is my apprentice, Colis, and you must not be afraid to ask either him or myself any questions you may have. Entering a school halfway through the year is a hard thing, and I do not wish for you to feel overwhelmed. Now, what is your name, young lady?”
All of this was said as if to a half-wit. Adesina couldn’t decide if her intelligence was being insulted merely because she was an Outsider, or if that was just how Master Nabil treated students.
She gave him a forced smile. “Adrie.”
He then turned to the class, all of which were seated by now. “Quiet now, students. This is Adrie. She has come to stay with Master Hass and his family. Please make her feel welcome.”
Master Nabil spoke to the others in the same way that he had spoken to her, but Adesina found that this did not make her feel any better. She just hoped that the subjects studied would be interesting.
The only desk open was next to the window, a fact for which Adesina was grateful. Seated next to her was a boy with chestnut hair and brown eyes framed in long dark lashes. He glanced around the room with a triumphant expression on his face, as if he had planned to be placed next to the Outsider. Glimpses of disappointment reflected in the faces of the less fortunate students. They would have to think of different ways to become known to this novelty.
As Adesina sat down, the boy flashed her an overconfident grin. “Hello, I am Norshel. I believe that you already know my brother, Nordin. He was guarding the gate the day you entered the High City.”
Adesina gave him an acknowledging half-smile, but chose not to speak. Master Nabil had already begun class in his infuriatingly patronizing tone. As Adesina turned her mind to the instruction being given, she felt a wave of dismay. These were lessons she had learned when she was seven years old.
The hours passed like an eternity.
Adesina contributed very little, not wanting to give away the degree of her former education. Master Nabil, thinking he was being kind, asked very little of her. Norshel kept whispering little hints, trying to be helpful. Colis also fixed a watchful eye on her, making sure that she did not fall behind. Adesina met all of this unwanted attention with a level gaze. Perhaps it would be necessary to show them how little she needed their help.
Ravi merely sat by her side, gazing around the room or out the window. Occasionally a look of amusement would drift across his face, but he said nothing. When the noon bell rang, all the students rose and hurried out the door to enjoy what time they could outside. Adesina gathered her lunch pail with a quiet sigh and followed them.
Gainor, Deasa and Rina were waiting for her at the door of their classroom. They walked down the stairs and out of the building to a small shaded area of the schoolyard. There they sat down to eat their lunch.
“Well?” Gainor gushed, “What do you think? Do you not think that our teacher’s apprentice is absolutely divine? Did you see him looking at me?”
Adesina found her thoughts drifting towards Kendan. Yes, there had been a number of handsome young men in the High City, but they all seemed to pale when compared to her former Shar. They lacked the spark and intensity that radiated from Kendan’s dark eyes.
Deasa smiled patiently at Gainor’s comment, but refused to be drawn in to that line of speculation. “How did you find your lessons?”
This brought Adesina’s thoughts quickly back to the present. She hesitated over her answer long enough that Deasa went on. 
“No one would think less of you if it took you a while to get caught up.”
She debated whether she should risk being exposed by showing her advanced education. Still, she figured being advanced a single year would not be suspicious. Then, even if she was still ahead of her classmates, she would not be patronized by Master Nabil.
She shook her head. “No, that is not the problem. The problem is that these are lessons I already know.”
This was met with some surprise. Adesina’s friends looked uncertain how to respond. They had never seen this happen before.
Adesina gently nudged the conversation. “Do you think they would consider advancing me to another year?”
Such an idea was obviously new to them. Deasa pursed her lips. “Hmmmm…perhaps. I do not think it would be viewed as appropriate for a young woman, though.”
Gainor looked mildly horrified. “Then you would not be in our class! We would practically never see each other. How can I show you the ways of the High City if we are not in the same class?”
Adesina had the feeling that Gainor’s own social standing would suffer by not being intimate friends with the new Outsider. She did not voice this conjecture, but she guessed that Gainor viewed it as a more pressing issue than the one named.
Deasa, still looking doubtful, slowly shook her head. “I would not ask, if I were you. The school director might think that you consider yourself above your classmates. He would not treat you kindly.”
They were interrupted by a teasing, masculine voice. “What? Strangers in our school?”
Adesina looked up recognized the guard called Nordin. He held a lunch pail loosely in one hand and his bow in the other. He was on the opposite side of the fence that surrounded the school, leaning against it casually.
Rina spoke up in Adesina’s defense. “She is not a stranger. Master Hass and his family are hosting her. She is from the Northern Tribes.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
Adesina couldn’t figure out why everybody felt the need to specify that she was from the Northern Tribes. Every time she was introduced it was brought up, almost as if it was meant to reassure whomever she was meeting.
Gainor, who had been trying to appear demure, could keep quiet no longer. “How are you, Nordin?”
He shrugged in an exaggerated, offhand manner. “Fine. Just protecting the city from intruders.”
Nordin smiled at Adesina, but her returning look was bordering cold. She was beginning to really dislike the presumptuous and impertinent way she was being treated by the majority of the males she had encountered. They acted as if she were both inferior and in need of their favor. Adesina was fighting the desire to return their condescending smiles while giving an impressive display of her Shimat skill.
Gainor gave a coy little sigh. “You are so brave to risk your life to protect us.”
Deasa turned to Adesina and rolled her eyes, and Rina giggled softly. Nordin, not noticing these reactions, puffed out his chest a little and grinned. “Well, I am not risking my life right now. My little brother forgot his lunch and my mother asked me to deliver it to him.” He held up the pail.
As if summoned, Norshel appeared and jogged up to his brother. They spoke in low voices for a few minutes, occasionally casting glances at Adesina and her companions. Gainor made a show of smoothing her skirt and placing her hands on her lap.
Deasa made an impatient noise and began gathering her things. “Shall we take a stroll around the school yard?”
Gainor was obviously against this plan, but had no choice but to follow her friends when they all got to their feet. As they walked, Adesina watched the games of the children. Their play seemed rather strange to her eyes. All games played by the Shi children had some sort of training application. The games played by these High City children didn’t seem to have any sort of purpose. They laughed and yelled and ran around, but there was no structure.
Her attention was diverted when a young man bumped into her as he ran past. She kept her balance easily, but he stopped to steady her anyway.
“I am so sorry!”
Adesina turned to face him and saw his eyes widen in surprise. His age was hard to guess, due to his rather boyish features, but Adesina estimated he was perhaps a year older than she. He had curly brown hair and a striking smile. His nose was a bit long, but there was something rather pleasing in his countenance. Adesina felt a bit uneasy looking into his expressive brown eyes.
“No harm done,” she said dismissively.
He nodded, still staring in wonder. After a moment he realized that he was still holding on to her and quickly dropped his hands. He made an attempt to hitch his smile back up and jogged off.
The bell rang for them to return to class and Adesina hastened her step to keep up with the other girls.
“Who was that?”
Gainor, whose eyes were still directed towards the fence, gave her an exasperated look. “Nordin, of course!”
“No. The boy who bumped into me.” 
Gainor shrugged. “I was not paying attention.” 
Deasa sighed at her friend’s absentmindedness. “His name is Aleron. He is an apprentice to his mother, Mistress Breena. She is one of our most prominent healers.” 
Adesina considered this information for a moment and then put it out of her mind. Her classmates were already motioning for her to hurry up. She did her best to endure the remainder of the school day. It was a great trial of her patience, but she reminded herself that such trials would benefit her in the long run. 
Ravi gazed lazily around the room and out the window, not bothered by the tedium that agonized the young woman. The ending bell finally rang, and Adesina suppressed a sigh that was half relieved and half exasperated. She gathered her things quietly and followed her friends out of the monotonous little school.
In the schoolyard they were met by several people. Fia was waiting with a girl that looked perhaps a year her junior. The small girl was the exact image of Deasa, only ten years younger. She had the same dusky complexion, the same curly dark hair, and the same intelligent expression. Behind the girl stood two young men who obviously belonged to the same family. Adesina had never seen identical twins before, and therefore studied them with interest. They both had mischievous eyes and rather rakish smiles. They both wore green sashes, marking them as merchant apprentices.
Deasa gave her brothers a suspicious look. “What are you two doing here?”
The one closest to the little girl placed a hand on her shoulder. “We came to walk Aletta home.”
Deasa raised an eyebrow. “Very well, then walk Aletta home.”
The other brother hedged around Deasa’s comment. “Where are your manners, little sister? Are you not going to introduce us to your friends?”
“You know my friends.” 
“Not all of them.” His eyes flickered to Adesina. 
Adesina muttered so quietly that only Ravi’s sharp hearing caught her words, “You would think that no one in this city has ever seen an Outsider.” 
Ravi chuckled. “Most of them have not.” 
Deasa heaved an irritated sigh and turned to Adesina. “This is Adrie of the Northern Tribes. Adrie, these are my older brothers, Felman and Matias.” 
The little girl gently tugged on Deasa’s apron. She smiled. “And this is my little sister, Aletta.” 
Adesina nodded to each of them. Fia walked over to her side and hesitantly took her hand. She was surprised by this, but did not pull away. Fia’s smile widened, “Would you like to go see Papa’s shop?”
This seemed to be as good a plan as any, so Adesina nodded. She bid the others goodbye and allowed Fia to lead her away.
 



Chapter Ten: Enmity
  
They walked along a new path that Adesina had not yet seen. Ravi followed silently, keeping slightly back. The dignified bustle of the city seemed to be at its height during this time of day. Fia led Adesina to the far end of the Square, further than Jelana had taken her the day before.
Hass’s shop was tucked in between some sort of healer’s clinic and a lumber shop. Fia walked through the open door without hesitation, as did Ravi, to Adesina’s surprise. The shop was filled with the evidence of Hass’s trade: cabinets, tables and chairs, bed posts, and so forth. The pleasant smell of freshly carved wood met her nose as she stepped through the door. The back of the room held a workbench that was covered with tools and shavings. It looked as though Hass had been in the midst of making a rocking chair.
Hass, however, was standing in the center of the room talking to a tall lean man dressed in an olive green uniform with a dull yellow sash. The man had bushy, bright red hair and an equally bushy beard. His complexion was more than fair—he had a pale, wasted look to his face. Although he was well-muscled, his figure still bordered on thin.
The man turned slightly at their entrance. Adesina met his light brown eyes and was arrested by what she saw. There was a vigilant and highly intelligent expression that was both shrewd and deceptively benign. Adesina instinctively felt that she would need to be wary when near this man, but she seemed to be the only one who felt anything was amiss. Ravi looked merely thoughtful as he studied the shop and the people in it. Hass’s body language spoke of complete ease and Fia waved to him with a friendly smile on her face. The man smiled back at Fia, and Hass motioned for them to come closer.
“Adrie, I am glad that you came to the shop today. This is Master Termell. He is the assistant to Master Chatham, the man from whom I purchase all of my lumber.”
Adesina gave him a polite nod and tried to ignore the fact that he was studying her with interest. The introductions were interrupted by the entrance of a middle-aged man dressed in the same uniform as Termell. He was bald, except for a fringe of brownish hair, and had a long grizzled beard. Hass hailed him as a friend.
“Ah, Chatham! We were just talking about you. This is Adrie, my new apprentice. Adrie, this is Master Chatham.”
When Chatham clapped his eyes on Adesina, he froze in place. A look of distrust and something that bordered anger shone on his face. The tension in the room was palpable and Chatham seemed to be the only one who knew the reason why. Termell cleared his throat and Chatham started from whatever abstraction of thought he had been in. He gave Adesina a curt acknowledging nod and turned to his assistant.
“The boy is back. I need your help at once.”
Chatham had the presence of mind to raise his hand in farewell to Hass before hurrying out of the shop. Termell nodded in response to these instructions, bid Hass goodbye and followed Chatham.
Hass frowned in confusion at this strange behavior, then gave a slight shrug. He proceeded to show Adesina around the shop. She was told what days she was to come in and work, where all tools and supplies could be found, what kind of work would be expected of her, and so forth.
This recital only ended when they were abruptly joined by Gainor. She was fairly bouncing on the balls of her feet from excitement.
“Mother has given me permission to invite you to dinner tonight, Adrie! May she come, Master Hass?”
Hass looked strangely reluctant at this request. At some length he answered, “I suppose that is fine. I will send her along when we are finished here.”
Gainor thanked him profusely and darted out the door. Hass closed up the shop and instructed Fia to go home.
“Tell your mother that I will be walking Adrie over to Governor Ralis’s house.”
Fia did as she was told, and Hass motioned for Adesina to follow him through the Square. The sun was setting and everyone was heading home for the day. Ravi walked sedately by Adesina’s side, and she found herself reaching over to rest a hand on his back. She felt a strange sort of comfort from the contact. Ravi hummed softly as they passed through the buildings and parks that led back home.
Gainor’s house was just down the street from Hass’s home. Its roof was pink, as were the curtains in the windows. Adesina detected a flurry of movement just beyond the curtains and the door opened to reveal Gainor and a woman who must have been her mother.
The young woman stepped forward in a rather formal manner. “Mother, this is my new friend, Adrie of the Northern Tribes. Adrie, this is my mother, Mistress Donia.”
Mistress Donia and her daughter looked very much alike. Even though Mistress Donia looked older, she did not look old enough to have a daughter Gainor’s age. The biggest difference was that the laughter in Gainor’s eyes had turned to a steely glint in her mother’s. Mistress Donia had the distinct look of a woman accustomed to being in control.
She gave Adesina a condescending nod and welcomed her into her home with a flourish of her hand. “Please, come in, Adrie. Master Hass, thank you for bringing your young charge.” 
Hass nodded with the same reluctant look on his face. “Is it just a family gathering?”
Donia gave a controlled smile. “And a few friends. Please give my regards to Mistress Jelana.”
Hass took the hint and began to turn away. He briefly touched Adesina’s elbow. “Do not stay out too late. You have school in the morning.”
She was then herded into the house to meet the ominous group of people that ruined Hass’s peace of mind. Ravi kept close to her side, but did not respond to anything going on around them. He acted as if he were oblivious to the dinner party.
Adesina was instantly met with a number of new faces. There were two girls with features strikingly similar to Gainor’s, one of which was hanging on the arm of a disgruntled-looking young man and holding a baby that was perhaps a year old. Behind them were two elderly couples seated across from each other. A short, thin man hovered between them anxiously.
Mistress Donia began introductions with the obviously uneasy small man. “Adrie, my dear, that is my husband, Governor Ralis.”
A sickly smile appeared on his face. “Welcome, young lady, welcome.”
Next were the two couples sitting by Governor Ralis. “This is Governor Wadell and his wife, Mistress Caryl. And here is Governor Odinan and his wife, Mistress Hulda.”
Each of them smiled and inclined their head when named. Donia then pointed to the young family and the sister standing next to them. “My eldest daughter, Maret, her husband, Palti, and their son, Mazal. And my other daughter, Isela.”
Donia gestured to Adesina with a smug expression on her face. “This is Adrie of the Northern Tribes. A good friend of my daughter, Gainor.”
Adesina understood why Hass had looked apprehensive. This whole dinner seemed to be a political hothouse, and Adrie was a young and innocent girl. Adesina, however, suppressed a smile at such an opportunity being presented so soon after entering the High City. She fixed her face with her most innocent expression and gave a polite bow to her new acquaintances.
Mistress Donia seated Adesina in a chair between the two Governors’ wives. Ravi sat down next to her, his expression slightly amused at the situation, but otherwise unresponsive. The elderly women both leaned in to engage her in conversation. Mistress Caryl was first to speak.
“I am so pleased to meet you, Adrie, dear. A young face such as yours is like a fresh wind to my aging heart.”
Mistress Hulda broke in. “Indeed, my dear. I am so happy to see one of the Northern Tribes. I have been honored to know several tribesmen over the years. They are such an openhearted people.”
The two Governors sat back and watched the scene intently, allowing their wives to take point on these artful attacks. Adesina wasn’t entirely sure why, but she had become an object of interest to these powerful figures.
Governor Ralis rocked back and forth as if unable to contain his agitation. The attempts at conversation were interrupted by Mistress Donia, who had enlisted the aid of her two younger daughters to usher the guests into the dining room and then serve the first course of the meal.
As Adesina took her seat she glanced to see if Ravi had followed them from the adjoining room. He sat in the doorway, watching them from a short distance. She inclined her head, silently asking him to come closer, but he merely shook his head and smiled. It was easier for him to observe from where he was currently positioned. 
Adesina was again seated between Mistress Caryl and Mistress Hulda. Gainor looked a bit disappointed at this arrangement, but said nothing.
Mistress Donia and her daughters began passing out cups of some sort of soup. Gainor handed Adesina her cup and gave an uncertain smile. “Are you enjoying yourself?”
She took the cup and nodded mildly. “Very much.” 
Gainor’s smile widened to a grin. “I am glad!” 
Adesina sipped her soup politely, saying very little. The two women next to her continued to fence verbally, each trying to gain an advantage in the eyes of their young companion. This was carried on until the main course was served.
Adesina hardly paid attention to the food placed in front of her. The conversation around the dinner table was so unlike anything she expected that she turned all of her focus on what was being said. The three Governors spoke so openly about matters of policy, recent issues that were causing problems, ideas of city improvement, and so forth, that Adesina was astonished. The running of the Shimat fortress had always been done strictly and silently. Those matters that could not be solved by the Sharifal alone involved only those who were necessary. 
Adesina did her best to follow the conversation, but she was frequently addressed by the women sitting next to her, as well as Gainor and Mistress Donia. 
“I cannot see how that is pertinent to our city, Ralis. If they do not wish to have a more open line of trade with us…” 
Mistress Caryl touched Adesina on the arm. “You know, my dear, I really must introduce you to my niece. She has always had a fascination with carpentry. I am sure that you would be good friends.”
Adesina forced a smile. “Yes, of course.”
“Would it be improper of me to ask you to dinner some night? I mean, I know we have only just met, but I feel a strange sort of kinship for you.”
“Yes, indeed!” broke in Mistress Hulda, “I feel exactly the same. Would you also honor us with a visit, my dear?”
The young Shimat gave a distracted nod. “If Master Hass and Mistress Jelana do not object…”
Both ladies effused their assurances that there could not possibly be any objections, and Adesina turned her attention back to the Governors.
“…but surely not! They live so far north they could not have so great an impact on our city.”
“Besides, they have always made it very clear that they are neutral. They will not do anything to risk that standing…”
Gainor, who was sitting across the table from Adesina, leaned forward. “Are you enjoying yourself?”
This was the fourth time Gainor had asked this question. Adesina was careful to keep the irritation she felt out of her voice. She gave her usual answer, “Very much.”
“Do not be a fool, Wadell. It will not come to that! War is something we all want to avoid!”
Adesina’s eyes darted to the end of the table, where Governor Ralis sat wide-eyed and afraid. Governor Wadell looked slightly smug at this reaction. “Only the naive think otherwise, my friend.”
Mistress Hulda beckoned for Adesina to lean closer. She whispered in her ear, “I hope that such talk does not worry you, my dear. I am sure you have great concern for you native home, the north.”
The beginnings of a smile played at the corner of Adesina’s lips. She replied in an equally low voice. “Yes, of course. It is, after all, my home.”
Mistress Caryl sat forward. “What is that you are saying, my dear?” 
Mistress Hulda straightened with a satisfied look on her face. “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all.” 
Mistress Caryl looked uneasy at the expression on Mistress Hulda’s face. She leaned in to have her own whispered conversation with Adesina. “You must be anxious for the north, child.” 
Adesina gave a small shake of the head. “Actually, the northerners were not very kind to my family. That is why I chose to come here to live.” 
It was Mistress Caryl’s turn to look smug as she sat back. It looked as if Adesina was finally going to get a few moments to listen to the arguing Governors, but the dinner was now over and the conversation put away for the time being. They all moved into the sitting area for the evening entertainment.
Each of the men took a turn telling a story about their own exploits. Adesina suspected that the majority of these stories were exaggerated, but smiled politely as if she believed them. Then, to end the evening, Gainor and her sisters sang a song. It was simple and pleasant, but Adesina could not truly appreciate it because she was spoiled by the exceptional music she had so often heard from Ravi.
There was a polite but strained conversation about who would have the honor of walking Adesina to her home. After some quiet debate, it was decided that Gainor would walk her home alone. The two visiting Governors and their wives looked disappointed at the missed opportunity, but let it go. They all shook Adesina’s hand warmly and reminded her of her promise to visit each of them soon.
Gainor chattered without restraint all the way to Adesina’s home. She would have been grateful if the volunteered information had been of any use to her. Unfortunately, Gainor’s thoughts were filled with the trivial that night. Ravi padded quietly behind them, humming a cheerful little tune.
Master Hass and Mistress Jelana were still waiting up when she walked through the door. Jelana smiled warmly. “Did you have a nice time?”
She nodded. “Yes. They were very hospitable.”
It was obvious that they were unsure how closely they could question her without offending her sense of independence. Adesina didn’t really feel like talking about the dinner, so she gave them a benign smile and walked up to her room.
 



Chapter Eleven: Fruitless Lessons
  
Adesina didn’t sleep very well that night. Her thoughts were a flurry, unable to even arrange themselves in a coherent manner. Strangely, the thought that seemed to dominate was the fact that she hadn’t Dreamed since entering the High City. For some reason, that bothered her. Just after midnight Adesina sat up in exasperation.
“Ravi?”
He lifted his head immediately, as if he had been awake the whole time. His golden eyes glowed in the moonlight. “Yes, Ma’eve?”
“My mother told me that I did not need the forest in order to Dream.”
Ravi inclined his head, following her train of thought in spite of her lack of clarity. “That is true.”
“Then why have I not Dreamed since leaving it?”
A soft sigh escaped Ravi, as if he were preparing for a long explanation. “The gift of Dreaming is a skill that takes practice. The forest is a special place that makes Dreaming easier to those who have the ability. You simply need to learn how to Dream without that extra help.”
A slight frown furrowed Adesina’s brow. “Will you teach me?”
There was a hint of hesitation in Ravi’s eyes. “I can try, but it would be difficult. Especially for one such as you.”
Her pride was immediately piqued. “What do you mean?”
Ravi smiled at her reaction. “Merely that you have been trained to think a certain way your entire life. The gift of Dreaming requires a different sort of perception.”
She leaned forward, eager for a challenge. “How do I begin?” 
Ravi nodded his head toward the window. “Look out and tell me what you see.” 
Adesina did as she was bid. The moon was waning, but the white buildings seemed to amplify the light. Everything was silent, almost as if any sort of noise would not be allowed in a city such as this. “I see white buildings, all evenly spaced from each other. Cobblestone streets painted white. Lots of reflected light and open space.”
She turned around when she heard a quiet chuckle. Ravi was shaking his head. “That would be helpful to know if I were trying to sneak through the city, but is that all that there is?”
Adesina looked again. She wasn’t sure what kind of answer Ravi wanted to hear. She began studying the details of the scene before her. “Each house has a garden and each yard is surrounded by a white picket fence…”
Ravi appeared noiselessly at her side. “You are only looking at the obvious, Ma’eve. You must be able to see deeper than what is immediately apparent.”
She nodded. This was a principle that was taught at the Shimat fortress. However, Ravi had stated that her Shimat training would be different from what he was teaching her. She blew out her breath as she turned her eyes to the window again. “What am I supposed to be seeking?”
Ravi returned to his place on the floor next to her bed. “Keep looking. When you see it, you will know.”
Adesina sat at the window for the remainder of the night. She studied the street until she knew every minute detail. Still, she could not see anything miraculous. She did not know what Ravi expected her to see. Even as the first rays of dawn crept through the city, her perspective didn’t change.
She even neglected her exercise routine that morning in favor of this new training, but could not help but think it was a waste of time.
Jelana appeared at the appointed hour to encourage her to hurry downstairs. Adesina gave Ravi a reproachful glance as she got ready for the day. “I still do not see anything.”
Ravi nodded as if that was what he had expected. “Keep looking, Ma’eve. It will come to you in time.”
Days passed and Adesina could see nothing out of the ordinary. Any time she observed something new to Ravi, he smiled and shook his head. Finally, after a week of this, Adesina gave it up in frustration. She went back to her Shimat routine every morning with a glare shot at Ravi, daring him to comment.
Even though she had given up her daily vigil at the window, she still studied her surrounding more carefully than she had done before. She had never failed a challenge before, and she didn’t intend to fail now.
The afternoon after she resumed her Shimat training, Adesina and Ravi were alone in the shop, which was a rare occurrence. Ravi had settled in a patch of sunlight and closed his eyes as if to sleep. Adesina knew he was wide awake and usually liked to use their limited time alone to talk. Today, she felt should be an exception and she left him to immerse himself in whatever deep thoughts swirled around in his head.
Adesina picked up her tools and began finishing the repairs on the chairs she had been assigned by Hass. There was a sort of content absorption that filled Adesina’s mind when she sat to do carpentry work. All of her focus turned on the task, freeing her thoughts from the drudgery of her everyday life.
As she sat smoothing a replacement rung, a quiet noise penetrated her consciousness. Her hand paused as she turned her attention to the sound. It was a voice singing—a rich baritone that swelled with poignant emotion. Almost involuntarily, Adesina got to her feet and followed the music, which led to the medical clinic next door.
She had never taken the time to meet their business neighbors. Her brief encounter with the lumberers was the only time she had seen anyone other than Hass and his customers. Adesina saw that the door to the clinic stood wide open. She was met with a curious assortment of sights and smells. There were many shelves filled with containers of all shapes, sizes, and colors. All of these were labeled in a neat feminine handwriting. There were quite a few chairs lining the wall and a couple of tables where patients could lie down, and one of the back corners was curtained off for privacy. There were also a large number of drawings and notices attached to the wall. Some encouraged cleanliness, some showed diagrams of human hands or feet, and so forth.
The source of the music was in the middle of the room. Adesina recognized the curly haired head of the boy who had bumped into her at school. Aleron, she had been told was his name. He sat facing away from the door, mixing together herbs for his mother’s trade. He sang in a voice that rivaled Ravi’s. He was alone in the clinic and did not notice Adesina standing in the entrance.
  
The hidden darkness behind closed eyes
The silent fear that pursues the mind
A lost generation that longs for rebirth
The lost turn of time wasted by its own
  
We sing of the legacy left by our fathers
We sing of a purpose that has not been fulfilled
To bring the sun from its faded glory
Back to the light of its first birth
  
Look to the stars and See them in truth
For in the Heavens all Knowledge is written
Through the eyes of the Gods all darkness flees
And the world can be seen in the purity of light
  
The last notes died away, leaving behind traces of the powerful emotion that had filled the song. Adesina quietly backed away, not wishing to make her presence known. She went back to her work frowning slightly and oblivious to her surroundings. She did not even notice that Ravi was studying her with a thoughtful expression on his face.
The words of the song ran through Adesina’s mind in a maddening circle. She wished she had heard the beginning of the song. Perhaps then she would have been able to make the connection that stood just outside her reach. Her focus destroyed, Adesina put her work away for the day and began closing up.
As she was locking the door to the shop, Aleron was leaving the clinic. He spotted her and gave a friendly wave. “I did not know that you were an apprentice to Master Hass! Just think of all the boring afternoons I suffered through, when I could have walked next door and talked to you!” He offered his hand to Adesina. “I do not believe we have been formally introduced. I am Aleron.”
Adesina took his hand, a little wary of his enthusiasm for a stranger. It wasn’t the open curiosity and slight suspicion she was accustomed to meeting. It was almost as if he considered them to already be friends.
“My name is Adrie.”
He did not question her about her origins or give her unusual features an inquisitive glance, for which Adesina was grateful. Instead he nodded with the happy manner that seemed natural to him. “I walk past Master Hass’s house on my way home. May I walk with you?”
Unlike some of the young men she had met, Aleron was actually asking permission. Adesina had a feeling that, regardless of her answer, he would walk through the Square with a content look on his face. Aleron seemed to be the kind of person that let nothing dampen his spirits. In that way he reminded her of Lanil, her childhood Shi friend.
Adesina nodded. “Yes, you may.” 
A sunny grin broke across his face. “Thank you.”
As they turned to walk away from the shop, Adesina caught a glimpse of Master Chatham glaring at them from his window next door. She reached out and rested her hand on Ravi’s back, which had become a habit.
“How well do you know Master Chatham?” 
Aleron was surprised at this choice of subject. “Not very well. Why do you ask?” 
She shrugged. “I have only met him once, but he seems to dislike me. I do not understand why that would be so.” 
“Well,” Aleron frowned, searching his memory, “I remember hearing that he left the High City when he was young and no one knew where he went. When he came back, years later, he was very bitter. I do not think anyone knows why.”
The young woman shook her head. “What does that have to do with me?”
He shrugged. “Perhaps it has nothing to do with you personally. You sort of represent the outside world, and maybe his anger is directed towards the world rather than an individual.”
She was surprised by the wisdom in his simple words. He was unlike anyone she had met in the High City, and she decided that she wouldn’t mind getting to know him better.
Their talk turned to lighter subjects. Aleron was eager to learn her opinion of the city, their school, her peers, and so forth. Adesina was cautious in her answers, but found herself being more honest than expected. There was something about Aleron’s open and understanding expression that made Adesina feel like she could say anything she wanted. She was careful to answer as Adrie, but each reply was colored with her own opinions.
Aleron was not only open to what she said, but he agreed with her on the majority of the points discussed. He was aware of the pretension of the city and felt the same dissatisfaction. He looked around to make sure no one was listening and then leaned towards Adesina confidentially. “Right now I am training to be a healer with my mother, but as soon as I come of age, I am leaving the High City.” 
He looked as if he had done something very daring by expressing such intentions. 
Adesina suppressed a smile of amusement. “And where will you go?”
He shrugged. “I do not know yet. Tunith is a large continent, and they say that there are lands beyond the seas! I have always wanted to travel around and help people who could not get it otherwise.”
Adesina couldn’t help but smile at this statement. “That is very idealistic of you.” 
His expression became worried. “Is it an unlikely goal?” 
She felt a twinge of regret from causing him to question his aspirations, yet she didn’t want to give him false hopes. She considered her words before answering. “Well…it will be difficult, but not impossible.”
Aleron looked relieved. “Oh, I am not afraid of hard work.” 
The smile returned to Adesina’s lips. “Of course not.” 
At this point they had arrived at Master Hass’s house. She wasn’t sure how to bid him farewell, but he saved her the trouble of working it out by simply giving her another cheery smile and a wave as he walked away.
Jelana met Adesina at the door with curiosity in her eyes. “Was that Mistress Breena’s son?” 
She nodded. “Yes. His name is Aleron.”
 “He walked you home?” 
Adesina hesitated. “Was it improper of me to allow it?” 
Jelana hastily shook her head. “No, no. It just surprised me.” 
The Shimat had the uncomfortable feeling that a number of interesting ideas were brewing in Jelana’s imagination. To avoid further questioning, Adesina hurried upstairs. 
Jelana had made it clear that she thought it wise for women to marry young, even if that meant sacrificing the completion of their education. Adesina suspected that she wouldn’t be too picky about whom Adrie chose to marry, as long as he was a citizen of the High City.
Ravi, who seemed to be having the same thought, chuckled softly as they walked to Adesina’s room. “What will you do when they find a suitable match for you?”
Adesina snorted. “Politely decline, and bid them to mind their own business.”
She sat down on the bed and watched Ravi stretch out on the floor. “There are worst things in this world than having people care about your happiness and well-being.”
Adesina reached for the small dagger she kept hidden under her mattress. She twirled it in her hands absently, leaning back to stare at the ceiling.
 



Chapter Twelve: Alone
  
Adesina had now been in the High City for six months. The late autumn and winter had passed and spring had arrived. Adrie had found her niche in the High City society. Although she was still viewed as an Outsider, she felt that she had discovered how to fit in. 
Five days a week she went to school, where she led her class academically; much to the mortification of some of her classmates. Four days a week she went to Hass’s shop right after school and worked until evening. Aleron always walked her home, chatting about anything that came to mind, but not in the mindless manner that was typical of Gainor. Sometimes Hass joined them, and sometimes they walked alone.
She appreciated the friendship she had developed with this young man, but she was often reminded that it was founded on false pretenses. Most of the time she was merely playing a part, and that left her feeling very alone.
Adesina missed being herself, and she missed the life of a Shimat. Most of all, she missed spending every day with Kendan—the way he challenged her to go beyond her best; the familiar banter that passed between them; the way he looked deep into her eyes, as if trying to read the etchings on her soul; and, more recently, how he had reached for her hand and warmed her with his touch. She missed all of these things; sometimes so much it was painful.
Now she was surrounded by the pretension of the High City, living among those she knew were not her equal. She did her best to keep Kendan from her mind, but that was difficult.
Adesina was often paraded around the city as if she were some kind of prize. This was usually done by one of the Governors, but it was also done by those who called themselves her friends. She had thought that she would be caught up in the political maneuvering of the city, but it seemed that she was wanted for nothing more than to be seen with certain high-ranking citizens.
A good deal of her time was spent in the company of Gainor, Deasa and Rina. With the aid of these girls, Adesina was given a whole new set of lessons that had never before been presented to her. She watched the girls with a growing fascination as they practiced their charms, flirted shamelessly to get what they wanted, and displayed a wide variety of etiquette that was adaptable to almost any situation. These strange lessons ended with the fading light and Adesina returned to her host family for a quiet supper and an evening of storytelling, music, or individual amusements.
To the casual observer, it would have seemed like the happy, simple life of the majority of the citizens of the High City. But the casual observer would not have seen that Adesina was awake long after the others had gone to bed and up again long before dawn. Every day she reviewed her mission information, more out of habit than need. She practiced her skills in weaponry, and made sure that she remembered every lesson that she had been given during her years of training. There was only so much she could do in her limited space, but she did the best she could.
Once a month, in the dead of night, Adesina slipped out of the High City through a drain grate she had discovered early on. She would then steal across the open field to the refuge of the forest. There was a small hidden cave where she met her Shimat contact and reported on her status.
Kendan always greeted her with a tender smile and a squeeze of the hand. At first, Adesina found these attentions to be confusing, but now she looked forward to them. She began dreaming of him taking her in his arms and holding her close, but he never did. Instead he would touch her hand, and his eyes would twinkle when he noticed the blush on her cheeks.
Their time together was limited, and therefore precious. In these stolen hours or half-hours, Adesina finally felt that she was with an equal, and the fluttering of her heart whispered that maybe it was something more than that as well. She tried not to look too deep into those feelings, afraid of what she might discover there. Instead she attempted to act as if it didn’t matter, even if she knew she was lying to herself.
Adesina rarely had anything of importance to report, and was frequently admonished to be patient while waiting for her first assignment.
But she was impatient.
Her task had been to establish herself in the High City so she would always have a solid alibi. With the exception of Chatham, who continued in his irrational dislike, anyone that Adesina had come in contact with would swear for Adrie’s character.
It was a fine spring morning when Adesina sat looking out her window, lost in thought. Ravi, who had missed his usual predawn ritual of watching and assisting Adesina in her training, opened his eyes from a deep sleep.
“Happy birthday, Ma’eve.”
Adesina blinked in surprise. It was her seventeenth birthday, and she had completely forgotten. “Thank you, Ravi. Have you been Dreaming?”
He was only a heavy sleeper when he was Dreaming. Ravi stretched and sat up. “Yes.” 
She still had not been able to Dream without the aid of the strange forest through which they had traveled. She covered the envy she felt by smiling at him teasingly. “Is that how you knew it was my birthday?”
“In a way. I have great reason to remember this day. It was very important to me.” 
Adesina turned from the window to face him. “Why is that?” 
He smiled as if the answer were obvious. “Because you were born.” 
She was surprised to receive such a reply. “I had no idea that you had been so long aware of my existence.” 
Ravi raised his brow slightly. “Of course. Your existence completes mine.” 
The young Shimat frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“The Rashad are sometimes born with a task assigned to them—a role or a purpose they are meant to fulfill. Mine was to be your guardian.” 
Adesina stared at him, dumbfounded. “You are my guardian?” 
A soft laugh burst from Ravi’s throat. “Why else do you think I would be following you day in and day out for all of this time?” 
She shrugged defensively. “I stopped trying to explain your presence a long time ago.” 
Amusement danced in Ravi’s eyes. “I see.” 
Adesina pushed aside her aggravation to give priority to her curiosity. “So, you were born to be my guardian?”
Ravi inclined his head. 
“You had no choice in the matter?” 
His expression now became more serious. “There is always a choice. Even in matters that are called ‘destiny’ by some.” 
She furrowed her brow. “Does that not contradict the very idea of destiny?” 
Ravi considered his words for several moments before answering. “Destiny is like a labyrinth. One is given the choice of paths, but once on that path one is required to follow it until a new choice is presented. When I received the Dream that told me of your birth, I had two choices: I could heed the call to fulfill my purpose or I could ignore it. I chose to heed the call and prepare to seek you out, and that choice has set my life on the path I now am obliged to follow.”
Adesina thought about this carefully. “Is every life guided by destiny?” 
“I do not know. I only know of its hand in my own life.” 
She leaned forward, fixing her eyes intently on Ravi. “What of my life?” 
A smile tugged at the corners of Ravi’s mouth. “Why do you think I would have the answer to that question?” 
“Because you said that our lives were connected.” 
“Intertwined,” he amended gently. 
Adesina nodded impatiently. “If that is the case, then would it not stand to reason that you would have more insight into my life than with others?” 
This time his smile would not be repressed. “An interesting observation.” 
Adesina straightened in her seat triumphantly. “Well?” 
Ravi, on the other hand, laid back down. “I suppose it would make sense for your life to be guided as well as mine.” 
Her expression became troubled. “You said there are always choices, but I do not feel as if I have ever had any. My life feels more like my old ideas of destiny. I trained as a Shimat because I was born in the fortress, and I came to the High City because I was assigned to a purpose here. What kind of choices could I have had?”
Ravi shook his head. “That I cannot tell you. All I can say is that sometimes our choices do not appear to be clear until after they have passed. It may be that you look back on your life years from now and see momentous choices of which you were not aware.”
An odd expression came over Ravi’s face and he went very still. Although she wasn’t sure why, Adesina went still as well.
“What is it, Ravi?”
He didn’t answer for several moments. “Ma’eve…I…forgive me, but I must leave you for a time. Will you be all right if I go?”
The Shimat rolled her eyes. “I know how to take care of myself, Ravi. But what is wrong? What has happened?”
He shook his head doubtfully. “I am not talking about your physical well being. Something is happening, and I will not leave your side unless I know you will be safe.”
Adesina’s gaze became intent. “What is happening?”
Ravi hesitated before answering. “I do not know. That is why I must leave you. I have seen something I do not understand, and I must speak with one of my own kind.”
 “Where would you go to do that?”
Ravi’s thoughts seemed to have turned inward. “Ruvim is probably the closest. Even so, it is quite a distance…”
After a few minutes of silence, his golden eyes snapped up to fix themselves on Adesina’s face. “Would you promise me to stay here today? Tell Jelana you are ill, and stay in this room.”
She was shaking her head before he finished talking. “I am not going to stay inside all day.”
His expression became stern. “Now is not a time to be willful. This is very important, Ma’eve. Please promise me.”
“What could possibly happen to me in this city? Especially when I am only going to school today?”
She met Ravi’s eyes with a glare and folded her arms. He sighed. “Well, then will you promise me that you will do nothing but go to school today?”
Part of her wanted to refuse even that, but the better part of her nature won over her stubbornness. She gave a reluctant nod. “Very well.”
Ravi smiled and nudged her hand with his head as a sort of parting gesture. Then, without warning, he disappeared. Adesina was a bit startled by this and quietly called out before she could stop herself.
“Ravi?” 
But he was already gone.
 



Chapter Thirteen: Opportunity
  
Jelana’s voice drifted up the stairs, calling Adrie and Fia to breakfast. Adesina sighed softly and got up from her chair. She was about to walk out of the room when something outside her window caught her eye.
There was a small bird with a red string tied to its leg. It flew up and landed on her windowsill. Adesina cautiously approached the bird and removed the string. It immediately flew away. The string laid in Adesina’s hand, and she looked as if it were a problem she’d rather not face.
It was a prearranged signal between herself and Kendan. It meant that they were to meet as soon as possible. This, of course, would mean breaking her promise to Ravi. She stood conflicted for several minutes, staring at the string in her hand and turning the situation over in her mind. On one hand, she had promised Ravi that she would only go to school today. On the other hand, she had her duties as a Shimat, and Ravi understood her obligations.
Adesina closed her hand into a fist, her mind made up. She gathered her things together and calmly walked down the stairs. Jelana scolded her mildly for keeping breakfast waiting and urged them to hurry so they wouldn’t be late. She and Fia were met at the gate by their usual companions, and they walked to school together as they did every other day. Just before they reached the school, however, Adesina turned to Gainor with an expression of panic on her face.
“I left something important at home! I must go back for it.”
Both Deasa and Rina looked ready to ask some concerned questions, but Gainor simply laughed at Adrie’s absentmindedness and waved a petite hand.
“Hurry back! I will explain to Master Nabil.”
Adesina jogged away without looking back. She slipped along the back streets, away from the prying eyes of the city. She kept her quick pace until she arrived at the small grate in the western wall. A survey of the surrounding area told her that it was safe for her to exit the city through this unnoticed hole in the wall. Adesina crawled through, covered it behind her, and stood with her back against the wall, preparing for the dash to the cover of the forest. It wasn’t just a matter of getting to the trees quickly. She had to run unseen by the sentries. She had never yet been caught, but it took all of her focus and skill.
Adesina sat in a crouch with her eyes closed, imagining a swift wind sweeping close to the ground. This was another trick she had learned in the early years of her Shimat training. She was not sure how it worked, but it had never failed her. Adesina imagined that she was one with the wind, that her steps were aided by its strength and speed.
A quick glance told her that there were no guards looking in her direction, so she immediately sprinted towards the forest. Whether it was a trick of her mind or a reality, it seemed to Adesina that she was running even faster and quieter than what her Shimat skills normally allowed.
She was soon safe in the cover of the trees, and paused to catch her breath. She reoriented herself to which direction she needed to go and continued on her way. Adesina walked deeper into the forest until she reached the hidden cave. She studied her surroundings carefully to make sure she wasn’t being watched and then entered the cave by crawling on her stomach.
Kendan was waiting for her, seated at the far end of the small cave with a small lantern by his side. He stood as he greeted her with a wide smile. Adesina ignored the irregular rhythm that her heart beat at the sight of him and returned the smile halfheartedly, anxious for Kendan to get down to business. 
He handed her a scroll, which she quickly unrolled. Her eyes scanned the words before her and then darted back up to Kendan’s grinning face, hardly able to believe what she had read.
“A mission?” 
Kendan laughed and threw his arms around her. “Congratulations, Adesina!” 
She returned the embrace with a breathless laugh of her own. Her mind wavered between the sensations she experience from the feeling of his arms around her and the elation of having her first assignment. “But you said that it would probably be another year before my standing in the High City was secure enough to risk any sort of mission.”
He pulled back just far enough to study her flushed features. “I suppose the Sharifal changed her mind.” His expression became more serious. He released the embrace in order to hold her firmly by the shoulders. “You have earned this honor, Adesina, and I am very proud of you.”
Kendan’s face hovered close to Adesina’s, his eyes silently questioning hers. He looked as if he wanted to say something else, but instead he cleared his throat and stepped away. Her heart was pounding so loud she was sure Kendan could hear it. In order to cover the noise, she began talking in a hurried voice.
“Is this all the information I will need?” 
She knew the answer before Kendan gave it. 
“Yes, of course.” 
Adesina busied her eyes with the scroll, but soon her preoccupation became genuine. 
She was to kidnap a man. 
The scroll detailed times and locations of where this man could be found. It gave a rough description of the man’s physical appearance, focusing mainly on what the man would be wearing, which was definitely unlike anything worn by everyday citizens of the High City. Adesina frowned and looked up at Kendan. “This is to be executed tomorrow.”
He nodded. “I know.” 
“How does the Sharifal expect me to be successful with so little preparation time?” 
Kendan gestured to the scroll. “It does not require very much preparation. You will not be on your own in this mission.” 
Adesina continued reading. Her instructions were to incapacitate the man as quickly as possible and turn him over to another Shimat. A time for this exchange and location within the High City were also given.
“How are you going to get another Shimat into the High City in order to transport this man out?”
A brief smile crossed Kendan’s face. “You are not the only Shimat in the High City.” 
She stared at him in shock. “What?” 
Even when Kendan repeated himself, Adesina couldn’t believe her ears. “Who is it?” 
He raised an eyebrow. “You know I cannot answer that. This Shimat is very well placed and we cannot risk discovery.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “If you already have a Shimat in the High City, then why am I there?”
 “Every Shimat serves a different purpose. Location is merely a means to that purpose.”
The young woman sighed, suddenly feeling weary, unaccustomed to such a flurry of emotion. “So I am to kidnap this man and turn him over to another Shimat?”
Her companion looked disturbed by her tone. “Yes, but please be careful. It may seem simple to you, but this man is highly dangerous. He is a cult leader, and he uses fear, uncertainty and lies to control those around him. Avoid direct contact with him if at all possible.”
Adesina smiled at the concern in Kendan’s voice. “I will be cautious.”
He grabbed her hand to prevent her from leaving. “He is a magic-user, Adesina. And he will use those skills against you if he has a chance.”
The smile faded from her face. “Are they really so dangerous?”
A haunted expression flickered in Kendan’s eyes. “The forest we passed through on the way to the High City, that was the work of magic-users. They plant ideas in your mind, make it difficult to know what is real and what is imagined.”
Adesina nodded slowly. “I understand.”
She handed the scroll back to Kendan and waited until he burned it. They stood in silence for a few moments, looking at each other in uncertainty. Then, as she started to turn away again, he grabbed her wrist once more and pulled her back to him. This time he wrapped one arm around her waist to press her close, and the other hand grabbed the back of her neck to bring her into a passionate kiss. His lips were hot against hers, and her mind spun as she kissed him back.
After a few blissful moments, they parted. Kendan breathed in the scent of her hair and murmured, “Be careful.”
Adesina wasn’t sure what she said in return, her thoughts were so muddled. She turned and crawled out of the cave, stumbling more than once as she got to her feet. Unable to express her happiness with a shout, she settled for running through the trees.
She could see nothing but Kendan’s face before her, and could not force herself to think of anything else. She ran in circles for a while, reveling in the giddiness she felt. Unfortunately, such self-absorbed elation could not last in her Shimat-trained mind. She turned in the direction of the High City and began running, this time to make up for the time she had wasted earlier.
The cool air helped in settling her thoughts back to the task at hand. Dreams of Kendan would have to wait for after her assignment.
This was a mission that would require particular care. Not just because her target was so dangerous, but also because Adesina had to find a way to capture this man without being seen by the people who were supposed to be serving as her alibi.
She slipped through the grate and rushed to the school, arriving just in time for the lunch break. Her friends waved at her with expressions of relief on their faces.
“Where have you been?” demanded Gainor. 
“We were deciding whether or not to come after you,” said Deasa. 
“We were so worried!” added Rina. 
Adesina gave a careless laugh. “Why were you worried? It is not as if anything could happen to me while in the High City.” 
The girls exchanged glances. “Well,” muttered Rina, “it is the spring.” 
Adesina frowned. “What do you mean?”
Gainor got the look in her eye that said she was about to share a juicy piece of information. “Spring is when the traders come to the High City.”
“Traders?” 
Gainor nodded. “Yes! Outsiders that come into the High City to trade!” 
Adesina had noticed that, in spite of the High City’s aversion to Outsiders, they did a lot of trading. In fact, they relied so heavily on outside resources that they probably could not survive at all if that trading ceased.
The young Shimat had a sudden realization. She had wondered about the description of the man she was to kidnap, but now it made sense. Her target was an Outsider.
Rina misinterpreted the expression on Adesina’s face and placed a comforting hand on her arm. “You do not need to be afraid, though. They are not allowed beyond the Square, and they are watched very closely.”
She was spared the need to answer by the approach of Aleron. 
“Adrie! Are you going to the shop today?” 
Adesina nodded absently. “Yes, of course.” 
His face lit up with his sunny smile. “Great! I will meet you by the gate after school.” 
She tried to ignore the significant glances passing between her friends as Aleron walked away. Apparently it was impossible for them to imagine a normal friendship between a boy and a girl.
The bell rang for them to return to class. Adesina sat at her desk for the remainder of the school day with her mind far away. She went over all of the information given to her and coupled it with what she knew of the High City. A number of plans began forming in her head, each with back-ups and variations. Some she had to dismiss due to a lack of time and materials, others proved too complicated. She was still filtering through them when class ended.
Adesina met Aleron by the gate, and they began walking towards the Square. He chatted as they walked, but Adesina had a hard time paying attention.
“Adrie, did you hear what I said?” 
“What?” 
Aleron laughed. “I thought not.” 
She forced a brief smile. “I am sorry, Aleron. I am a bit preoccupied today.” 
He grinned. “Yes, I noticed. I could have blurted out my deepest, darkest secret, and you would not have even reacted.” 
The Shimat rolled her eyes. “Even on a normal day, I doubt you would have any secrets that merit a reaction.” 
Aleron looked skeptical. “I am sure I could think of something to shock you.” 
Now Adesina’s smile was unfeigned. “You really think so?” 
He appraised her with a glance. “I can see that you do not.” 
She shrugged. “You have lived in the High City your entire life, Aleron. Your life experience is limited. What could you possibly know about deep, dark secrets?” 
His earnest brown eyes searched her face. “Do you?” 
Adesina immediately became wary, but she kept her voice light. “Do I what?” 
“Know about life’s deep, dark secrets?” 
She gave a careless laugh. “Well, I definitely know more than you.”
Aleron looked as if he were about to pursue the topic, but changed his mind. “What a surprise,” he said jokingly. “You always know more than me. No matter what we are talking about!”
Adesina shrugged again. “I cannot help that I am smarter than you.” 
They both laughed, and the subject was dropped. 
“How is your mother?” 
Aleron looked surprised at the new direction their conversation was taking. “Fine,” he replied automatically. After another moment he added, “As always.” 
She gave him a questioning glance. “You say that as if it were a bad thing.” 
He quickly shook his head. “No, of course not. It is just…” 
“What?” she urged. 
He sighed heavily. “I feel so restless here. Day after day, month after month, year after year, everything is the same. I suppose it is not so difficult for someone who has grown up here, but you have seen all that the world has to offer. Do you not get tired of the monotony?”
Adesina’s cover story automatically formed into a response. “Yes, I have seen what the world has to offer: murder, slavery, hatred, corruption…”
Aleron looked troubled by her reply. “It cannot be all bad,” he reasoned. “Surely there are things that you miss.”
She found herself thinking of all the things she had left behind at the Shimat fortress. It was true that there were things she missed, especially when confronted with the everyday drudgery of the High City.
He studied her face with his unnervingly perceptive gaze. Adesina often had the uncomfortable feeling that Aleron knew more than what he let on. Sometimes she was certain that he saw right through her disguise. This feeling had become more and more frequent of late. His gaze was always open and frank, but surprisingly difficult for Adesina to read, which disturbed her. She was wondering whether or not to mention him to Kendan. If her cover was blown, her Shimat contact needed to know about it.
“I suppose there are some things that I miss,” she said hurriedly to hide her discomfort, “but I do not regret my decision to come to the High City.”
Aleron shrugged, trying to appear casual. “I just feel that you and I are meant for something greater.”
She couldn’t bring herself to argue with him when deep down she felt exactly the same way. She thought about her response carefully before putting it into words. “I am here because I need to be here. There are certain times in life where we are required to give up what we want for what needs to be done.”
He nodded thoughtfully but didn’t say anything. By this time they had arrived at the Square. They parted and each went to their separate shops.
Hass was nowhere to be seen, but he had left a list of things that he wanted Adrie to finish by the end of the day. Adesina looked around the empty room. It seemed larger than usual, and unnaturally silent. She looked over her shoulder, half expecting to see Ravi appear in the doorway, but no one was there. She chided herself for being so foolish and went to work.
 



Chapter Fourteen: The Mission
  
Adesina hadn’t been working very long in Hass’s shop before she heard Aleron singing from next door. The sound was a welcome one, dispelling the gloom. Adesina recognized it as an old folk song that was one of his favorites.
  
In a golden land, over sapphire seas,
Lived a lily maid who once loved me.
Three times a day her soft sighs fell,
Three times a day she wished me well.
  
For o’er those seas, with danger fraught,
I sailed away. To where, I knew not.
Three times a day I longed for her.
Three times a day my heartache did stir.
  
And yet, for all the pain we bore,
The tears we cried, the vows we swore,
My love and I were still apart.
Distant memories in each other’s heart.
  
Adesina found herself humming softly along as he launched into the second verse. Her hands smoothed the board in front of her in a rhythm that went along with the song. She found her thoughts occasionally straying to Kendan, but forced herself to focus. Her mind relaxed and she was able to go over her plans for her mission in a more orderly fashion. Ideas flowed with a clarity that had been missing since Ravi’s absence.
  
In that golden land, over sapphire seas,
My lily maid, she waited for me.
Three times a day suitors did call.
Three times a day she denied them all.
  
And I, in turn, was ever true.
I, in turn, from temptation flew.
Three times a day I saw a fair face.
Three times a day I regarded it base.
  
And yet, for all the pain we bore,
The tears we cried, the vows we swore,
My love and I were still apart.
Distant memories in each other’s heart.
  
The soft sound of someone approaching jerked Adesina out of her reverie. Keeping her eyes on her work, she waited for the knock on the door to look up. Standing before her was the gangly figure of the blacksmith’s apprentice, Horas. 
He occasionally made appearances in Hass’s shop with small gifts and stumbling compliments for Adesina. Aleron teased her about her young “suitor,” but Adesina couldn’t believe that a boy Horas’s age honestly considered her as a candidate for some sort of romantic relationship.
“Hello, Horas.” 
“Hello, Adrie. How are you today?” 
“I am well.” Adesina set aside her tools and looked at Horas expectantly. 
He dropped the small package he was holding in his hand and hurried to pick it up again, bumping into the doorframe as he did so. “You look very nice today, Adrie.”
She looked the same as she did every day. Adesina suppressed an impatient sigh. “What do you need, Horas?”
His hand shot out, almost dropping the small package again. “I made some nails. I thought you could use them.”
Adesina raised an eyebrow. “I do not think Master Quinlan would approve of you giving so many gifts.”
Horas puffed out his chest, trying to show some bravado. “I do not tell him. There are many things that happen in his shop that he does not know about.”
Adesina was skeptical. “Really?”
Horas nodded, eager to prove himself. “There are many excess materials that I can use without him noticing.” He lowered his voice. “I am not like the other citizens of this city. I follow my own set of rules. Once I made a dagger for an Outsider!”
Adesina studied the boy intently, focusing on his eyes. It only took a glance to show her that he was lying. She smiled briefly and picked up her tools again. “Thank you for the nails, Horas. I will let you know if I am ever in need a renegade blacksmith.”
“Do you not believe me?” disappointment was written in his voice.
She looked at him earnestly. “I do not believe that your training has yet made you skilled enough to make weapons.”
Horas was caught, uncertain how to react. “What…what if…what if I prove it to you?” 
Adesina shrugged and went back to work. “If it was proven, then I would be wrong.” 
She heard him hover in the doorway for a few moments more before shuffling away. Adesina shook her head ruefully, glad to be alone again. 
Her mind was now able to continue with the planning of her upcoming mission. No one else disturbed Adesina for the remainder of the work day. Aleron could be heard singing next door, Hass was in and out of the shop doing business, but Adesina could have been invisible to the rest of the world; as the world was invisible to her.
When it was time to go home for the evening, Adesina had decided on a course of action for the following day. It was to be a simple plan, and hopefully one without complications.
Aleron popped his head in the door. Apparently he was back in his high spirits. “Ready to go?”
She nodded with a grimace. She labored to stand up and put her tools away. Aleron was by her side instantly. 
“Are you all right?” 
She put on a brave face. “I am fine.” 
Adesina pretended to stumble, and Aleron grabbed her around the waist to support her. “You are not fine.” 
He sat her down again and held her by the shoulders. “Are you ill? Are you in pain? Tell me your symptoms, and I can help.” 
Adesina shook her head. “I just need to go home.” 
He wasn’t sure whether he should press the matter of diagnosis or hurry her back to her house. He decided on the latter and helped her to her feet. “Put your arm around my neck.” 
She felt her cheeks get warm. She frowned at this strange reaction. “No. Just lend me your arm.” 
She linked arms with him and leaned on him as they walked. People stared as they passed, scandalized that a young woman would be so forward as to take the arm of a young man who was unattached to her.
Aleron was careful to keep her from pushing herself too hard, and Adesina was intent on getting home as quickly as possible.
“Would you like to sit here and rest for a while?” 
She shook her head. “No, I am fine.” 
His face was brimming with uncertainty. “Are you sure? I do not mind.” 
Adesina resisted the urge to roll her eyes impatiently. “I am sure. I do not want Jelana to worry about me.” 
They were not far from a park bench. Aleron gestured to it and said, “You could rest here while I run ahead to tell her.” 
“No, that will not be necessary,” she replied firmly. 
“I do not mind,” he insisted. 
“No, Aleron. I just need to get home.” 
After a few moments of thought, he asked hesitantly, “Would you like me to carry you?” 
She hastily shook her head. It was bad enough that people were staring because she had a hold of his arm. If he carried her, there would practically be an uproar. “No, Aleron, I can walk.” 
He quickly let go of that idea, a little shocked at his own suggestion. “Do you promise to let me know if you need to stop and rest?” 
Adesina could not help but smile, even if it was a bit ruefully. “I promise, Aleron.” 
At long length, they arrived at the house. Jelana saw them coming up the walk and rushed out to meet them. “Adrie! Are you hurt?” 
Adesina was touched by the concern in her voice. “No, I am not hurt.” 
Aleron chipped in. “She is ill. She needs to lie down.” 
Together they got Adesina upstairs. At this point, she couldn’t get a word in edgewise. Aleron and Jelana were talking about possible ailments and how to treat them. Fia was fluttering nearby, constantly asking Adesina what was wrong and if she would be all right.
Jelana went downstairs to brew a cup of herbal tea, with Fia following close behind. Aleron waited outside while Adesina changed into her nightgown and then came in to tuck her blankets around her. He was still talking about possible medications when Adesina firmly took a hold of his hand. 
“Aleron, listen to me.” 
He looked surprised, but nodded readily. 
“I have seen this sickness before in my tribe from the north. What I need right now is lots of undisturbed sleep. Could you please tell Jelana to stop fussing over me and let me rest?” 
He nodded again. “Of course, Adrie.” 
She gave a weary sigh and a weak smile. “Thank you.” 
It was obvious that she had Aleron totally convinced. He reached out tentatively and brushed the hair away from her eyes. Then, as if embarrassed, he cleared his throat and hurried out of the room. 
Adesina heard him talking to her hostess just outside the door. After a few moments, Jelana walked in with a cup in one hand and a damp rag in the other. She sat beside Adesina and placed the rag on her sternum like a plaster. It was very warm and smelled of various herbs and spices. The effect was both calming and refreshing.
She handed Adesina the cup of herbal tea. “How are you feeling, Adrie?” 
The young woman smiled softly. “Tired.” 
The worry on Jelana’s face sent a wave of shame over Adesina. Jelana’s voice was subdued. “You have seen this illness before?” 
She nodded. “Yes, Jelana.” 
“Is it serious?” 
Adesina suppressed the guilt she felt. “It can be.” 
A new idea occurred to Jelana. “Is it contagious?” 
She shook her head, and her hostess looked mildly relieved. “What can I do? There must be something I can do for you.” 
“Just let me sleep. Undisturbed. I should be fine before long.” 
Jelana agreed to this rather reluctantly. She continued to fret and fuss over Adesina while she drank her tea. “You will call me when you wake up, yes?” 
“Yes.”
Jelana finally left Adesina on her own. Throughout the evening, Adesina heard the older woman standing outside her door, listening to make sure that everything was all right. Getting out of bed was out of the question with such a devoted watchman patrolling the hallway. Having nothing else to do, Adesina settled down for the night to get some much needed sleep.
She awoke before dawn the next morning. First she listened carefully to make sure that the family was still in bed, then she arose from her own. Adesina looked around the room, hoping to see Ravi sitting there, but she was completely alone. With a quiet sigh, she began preparing for her day.
Adesina sat on the edge of her bed and pinned back her hair. She put on her generic brown dress and tied a square of material around her head to hide the lustrous silver of her hair. For the hundredth time in her life, she wished for eyes that were less conspicuous. Today, in particular, she needed to blend into the crowd.
She fastened her weapons belt around her slender waist and then tied a large shawl around herself to hide it. Then she arranged her pillows and blankets in her bed to make it appear that someone was sleeping there. When this was done to her satisfaction, she double-checked herself to make sure she had everything she needed and then slipped out of her room and down the hall.
She made no sound as she crept out of the house. It was just becoming light outside, and Adesina knew that she needed to hurry if she was going to beat the sunrise. A quick glance around the street told her that she was totally alone. She hurried through the quiet city streets towards the Square.
Adesina made her way to the shop of the most prominent blacksmith in the city. He was said to be the best weapon smith in the north. People came from all over the world to buy his work. This is where she was to find her target.
There was a small alley in between two businesses across the street from the shop. Adesina hid herself in the darkness of this alley, standing just behind a stack of old barrels. She knew she would be protected from the changing light of day in this position. The young Shimat settled in for a long wait.
Hours passed, bringing nothing. Citizens and Outsiders alike strolled by, sometimes stopping at the shop and sometimes only glancing in as they passed. All of them seemed nondescript in Adesina’s eyes. She looked only for the markers of her target.
At length, the man appeared.
The identifying trait she had been given was the insignia on his tunic. It was a strange symbol embroidered in gold thread on a background of rich crimson material. The style of his clothing was unlike anything Adesina had ever seen. It had a simple and elegant look, which complemented his regal features. He carried a sword, and looked completely at ease doing so. All of these details were lost, however, when Adesina looked at his face.
His hair was a lustrous silver, the exact shade of her own, and the locks around his face were blonde. More striking than that were his eyes. Even from a distance, she could see that his eyes were a dark metallic orange with a wedge of an equally metallic indigo.
He scanned the street warily as he approached the blacksmith shop. It was clear that he was on his guard even in a city as mild as this one. As if warned by some invisible force, his eyes turned in her direction. They widened in shock.
Adesina ducked out of sight, furious that she had made such an amateur mistake as to be seen. She went to the other end of the alley and out onto the street, blending in with the crowd.
Her mind began turning the problem over automatically. Adesina had never seen that man in her life, but his expression said that he recognized her. How was this possible?
She immediately stopped this line of thought and asked the more pressing question: how could it be turned to her advantage? She had to work quickly now that she had been seen. Her information said that he would be going to the marketplace next, so she hurried there to begin assessing the environment and what would be needed to draw him away.
It was about an hour before Adesina spotted the man through the crowd. She took a deep breath and moved out into the open. It was a great risk she was taking, but she was convinced that it would work. Placing herself right in his line of sight, she glanced over her shoulder, making sure to meet his eyes. The look of stunned disbelief reappeared on his face.
Adesina then turned her back to him and began winding her way through the crowd. Somewhere behind her she heard him call out.
 “Beo themu!” 
She picked up her pace, moving quickly but making sure that he could follow. 
“Beo themu! Zhuma polo vobethe!” 
The crowd began thinning as Adesina moved towards a less populated section of the city.
She could hear the man’s steps behind her and broke into a run. He matched her pace, calling out in a voice that bordered desperation.
“Zhuma polo vobethe! Be oser u pol!”
When she was far enough away to avoid any unexpected encounters, she darted into a deserted alley and pulled a dart from her belt. She turned and threw the dart at the man as he entered the alley behind her. The dart hit him in the neck, and he barely had time to look surprised before he fell to the ground.
“E’ria...” he whispered as he lost all consciousness.
Adesina froze in place. Had he spoken her mother’s name? Even her unusually sharp hearing had left her uncertain. She approached the unconscious form slowly.
She turned the man over onto his back and removed the dart. Now that she had a closer look of his face, there was something familiar about him. She studied him intently for several moments before shaking herself and putting the unnerving feeling of familiarity out of her mind. Her contact would be waiting for her to take this man off her hands.
After binding and gagging the man, Adesina hid him under an old tarpaulin and hurried off to the location set to meet her contact. The meeting place wasn’t far. It was behind an abandoned building in the old business district.
This section of the city was in the process of being transformed into a residential area, but as of now it was empty. Adesina arrived in a couple of minutes, and although she was early, she could sense that she wasn’t alone. Her contact was waiting for her.
A slender figure stepped out of the darkness. The full Shimat uniform hid all traces of identity, save a pair of cold and calculating eyes.
Adesina was surprised by the full uniform. It lead her to believe that the kidnapped man would be taken out of the city by ways not frequented by High City citizens. Otherwise the uniform would be too conspicuous. Adesina was also a little disappointed that she wouldn’t be able to ascertain the identity of her fellow Shimat.
“Have you fulfilled your assignment, Shimat Falcon?” a voice whispered. 
Adesina nodded. 
“Where is the prisoner?” 
The young woman hesitated. She felt an inexplicable reluctance in turning him over to this faceless Shimat. Something tugged at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t figure out what was bothering her.
“Well?”
Her sense of duty as a Shimat took over, and she gave the location of the man she had taken prisoner. The masked Shimat melted back into the darkness and was gone without a sound.
Feeling lost and more than slightly dissatisfied, Adesina slowly turned around and walked home.
 



Chapter Fifteen: Repercussions
  
Getting back into her room was much harder than getting out. By this time everybody was about their daily business. Adesina had to find a way back to the house and into her bedroom without being seen or heard, in broad daylight.
She slipped from shadow to shadow, finding every nook and cranny of the city in which she could duck in and hide. She went through several back yards and hopped over many fences to reach her house.
After that it got tricky. Adesina went around to the side of the house and peeked in the ground level window. It showed her that Hass and Jelana’s bedroom was empty. She climbed up on the windowsill and jumped at an angle to catch hold of the sill on the next floor. Adesina pulled herself up quietly and looked in to make sure that room was empty too. There was no one in the storage room, so she climbed in and shut the window behind her. A quick glance told her the hall was empty, and she darted into her bedroom from there. As soon as she entered, she saw a figure sitting in the center of the floor.
Ravi had returned. 
Adesina gave a small gasp. “Ravi! You came back!” 
Instead of greeting her with a feline smile, he looked very displeased. “Where have you been, Ma’eve?” 
She lifted her chin defiantly, mostly to cover the guilt she felt. “Doing my duty as a Shimat.” 
She shut the door quietly and stepped behind the screen to change back into her nightgown.
Adesina had counted on Ravi understanding her obligations as a Shimat, but Ravi didn’t look very understanding at all.
“You promised you would do nothing but go to school.”
Adesina heard footsteps coming up the stairs. She hurried to her bed and settled down in the blankets as if she had been there all morning. Jelana opened the door a crack and looked in on her sick foster daughter. She retreated just as carefully when she saw Adesina’s eyes were closed.
Ravi was still looking at her expectantly when Adesina opened her eyes. “Well?” 
She shifted uncomfortably. “It was an emergency. My first real mission!” 
“I had thought your word counted for more than that.” 
The young woman felt herself growing angry. “I cannot put my entire life on hold just because you decide to disappear!” 
There was a change in Ravi’s eyes, and Adesina detected an emotion that she had never seen there before. He spoke in a quiet, controlled voice. “I did not come to that decision lightly.” 
Adesina blew out her breath. “I am sorry, Ravi. I know how seriously you take your duties as my guardian. I just…it has been a very trying couple of days.” 
Ravi turned away to face the window. “Why not get some rest, Ma’eve? You have used much of your strength.” 
Adesina was surprised to find that he was right. She was very tired. She closed her eyes and, in the darkness behind her lids, instantly fell asleep.
  
***
  
It was a Dream. That much Adesina could tell. The rest was harder. There was darkness everywhere, almost as if she were standing in a great void where light and sound did not exist. 
She was in danger. She didn’t know how she knew, she just felt it to be so. Adesina tried to move, but her legs wouldn’t respond. She was rooted where she stood, no matter how hard she struggled. She tried calling for help, but the sound was lost in the abyss. Out of the corner of her eye, Adesina saw a glimmer of light. She turned to face it and saw another figure held by the darkness. 
It was the man she had kidnapped. 
He turned to her with a look of desperation in his eyes. His lips moved, but no sound escaped them. He reached out his hand, the expression on his face begging her to take it. But before she could make a decision, an invisible force started pulling them apart. 
Adesina felt herself falling backwards into an eternity of night. 
  
***
  
Adesina jerked awake.
Her heart was racing and her face was covered with a fine sheen of sweat. She struggled to sit up and free herself from the tangle of her blankets.
Ravi was still looking out the window, but it was clear that hours had passed. The purple dust of twilight had stolen across the sky. He turned around at the sound of her gasping breaths and hurried to her side.
“What is it, Ma’eve?”
It took her several moments to calm herself down enough to find coherent words to speak. “A Dream. My first Dream since the forest.”
“What did this Dream show you?”
She described it to Ravi, and a glint of understanding flashed in his eye. Adesina caught the expression and stared at him intently.
“You know what it means.” 
Ravi cocked an eyebrow. “Why would you believe that?” 
Adesina’s eyes narrowed. “I know you, Ravi. That look in your eye says that you heard something significant. Something only you understand.” 
Ravi walked back over to the window and sat down again. “It would not be significant if I were the only one to understand. True knowledge is never for one being alone.” 
Adesina shook her head impatiently. She wasn’t in the right frame of mind to sit and listen to his little gems of wisdom. “What does it mean, Ravi?” 
He looked at her sharply. “I am not a companion of convenience, Ma’eve. You cannot choose the times you listen to me and then discard me at will. You have chosen your path in the labyrinth of destiny. Now follow it.”
It took Adesina a moment to recall their conversation before he left. She took a deep, steadying breath. “What are you saying? Are you leaving for good?”
Ravi frowned. “Of course not. I will not abandon my duty to you.”
“Then what?”
He fixed his gaze on some point on the distant horizon. “Follow your chosen path, Ma’eve. And I will follow mine.”
Ravi’s silence now seemed determined. Adesina didn’t talk to him for the rest of the night. She tried to get some more sleep, but she was restless. She tossed and turned in bed for a while, then got up and paced around the room, then went through her Shimat belongings to organize and review, and then went back to bed to start the cycle all over again.
By dawn she was completely exhausted. She was more affected in mind and spirit, but her body also suffered from the draining night. It wasn’t long after the sun appeared that Jelana came to check on her. Adesina had been in the middle of pacing again, and was scolded sternly by the older woman.
“Adrie! You should not be up!” 
Adesina gave a reassuring smile. “I am fine, Jelana.” 
Her hostess would not hear it. “Get back in bed this instant.” 
“But, Jelana-” 
“Not another word! You are staying in bed until I am convinced that you have fully recovered.” 
She reluctantly climbed back into her bed. “The illness has left me, Jelana. I am still weak, but I can attend school.” 
The kindly woman was adamant. “Not today. You are going to eat and rest, and if I am satisfied, you may go to school after the weekend.” 
Adesina saved her groan until Jelana had left the room. “The weekend! How will I pass three days in bed?” 
Ravi did not look at her or answer. He appeared to be deep in thought, completely unaware of his surroundings. Adesina had never seen him so distracted. 
She sat up. “Ravi?” 
Even this did not break through to his conscious mind. He continued to stare out the window.
Adesina wondered if he ever received visions other than in Dreams. She laid back down, considering this possibility. Perhaps that is what happened right before he had left her to seek one of his own kind. Perhaps he had received some kind of warning. It had to have been something important to take him away from her.
Her thoughts turned to their conversation the night before. He had told her that she had chosen her path. She had finally been faced with what she had greatly desired: a choice. And, like Ravi had warned her, it had passed before she was aware of its importance.
It had seemed like a simple matter of doing what she was told. After all, hadn’t she sworn loyalty to the Shimat Order? She wondered what would have happened if she had honored her promise to Ravi and stayed in the High City while he was gone. Her opportunity for her first mission would have been missed, but was that all? 
She was not the only Shimat in the High City. There were others who could have accomplished the mission if she had not. Her Order would not have been harmed by the decision to honor her promise to Ravi, only her ambition. That is what it all came down to: her ambition. And now she was set on a path without knowing where she was headed.
Such thoughts made Adesina feel powerless, and she hated that feeling more than anything. She was glad when Jelana reappeared with a tray. It distracted her from the trap of her own mind.
 “Are you feeling up to having a visitor?” 
Adesina frowned in confusion. “A visitor?” 
Jelana smiled and gestured Aleron into the room. He tried to give her his usual sunny smile, but the worry lines on his forehead spoiled the effect. “How are you feeling today?” 
Adesina gave a brief smile in return. “Much better.” 
Jelana discreetly slipped out of the room and Aleron moved to sit on the foot of Adesina’s bed. “Gainor, Deasa and Rina said they would come visit you after school today.” 
She wasn’t sure what sort of response this statement merited. She settled on a nod as she turned her attention to the food on the tray in front of her. 
Aleron studied her thoughtfully. “How does your tribe in the north handle illness? Did your friends not visit you?”
Adesina shook her head. “No. Those who fell ill were left to heal, and then they rejoined society when they were healthy again.”
This was actually a description of student illness in the Shimat fortress. Illness meant time lost from training, and no student would lose time of their own to visit a sick classmate. Most students learned to work through their illnesses. Only the more severe cases went to the medical wing.
Aleron nodded slowly. “Well, I just wanted to see how you were feeling. Is there anything I can do for you?”
She shrugged. “I really feel much better.”
He got to his feet. “Then I will leave you to rest. I need to get to school, so I will talk to you later.”
Aleron was out the door before Adesina could respond. She frowned after him, not understanding why he came to visit at all if he was going to leave in such a hurry.
“He cares for you very much.”
Adesina jumped at the sound of Ravi’s voice. She had not noticed that he was watching the exchange.
“We are friends. I suppose his concern is natural.”
The soft smile that appeared on Ravi’s face brought an unexpected feeling of relief to Adesina. Ravi must have forgiven her for her broken promise.
“He sees you as more than a friend, I think.” 
Adesina stiffened, her thoughts immediately flying to Kendan. “What makes you say that?” 
Ravi’s smile widened. “I have eyes, Ma’eve. I can see how he looks at you.” 
She felt her stomach drop. She had never considered Aleron anything more than a friend, and the thought of him harboring hopes for something more marred that friendship beyond repair. 
Ravi could see that the idea disturbed her and changed the subject, but Adesina could not put it out of her head.
Between that, questioning her decision to break her promise to Ravi, and her Dream, Adesina could find no peace of mind. The day was almost unendurably long. Jelana kept her in bed, where there was nothing for her to do but think, which inevitably turned back to all the things Adesina was trying to keep out of her thoughts. By evening Adesina was pleading with Jelana to let her go downstairs. It was only when she promised to sit quietly by the fire that Jelana allowed it.
Adesina settled into the rocking chair, bundled up far more than what was needed for the time of year. Ravi laid down between the chair and the fire, resting his head on his giant paws. Jelana had been teaching Adesina the finer points of needlework, and she was learning quickly. She now took up the square of cloth she had been working on and let the sounds of the evening household bustle wash over her: the crackling fire, the sound of Jelana’s brisk footsteps over the wooden floorboards, the clink of cookware, the soft pattering of rain on the windowpanes, Ravi’s deep and steady breath. Adesina closed her eyes and took in not just the sounds, but the feeling of the house. It was a content sort of feeling—the feeling of a home.
Jelana was preparing supper and Fia followed her around, humming a happy little song. Hass was not home yet, which was unusual, but no one seemed concerned. A hurried knock at the door broke the quiet atmosphere. Jelana pursed her lips as she went to answer it.
It was Gainor, Deasa and Rina. They were drenched from the rain, and shivering from both cold and excitement.
“May we see Adrie, Mistress Jelana?” 
Jelana ushered them inside. “Girls, you will catch your deaths being out in such weather!” 
They spotted Adesina and rushed to her side, each talking over the other. 
“How are you feeling, Adrie?” 
“We are sorry we took so long to come visit you!” 
“We meant to come much earlier.” 
“We have such exciting news!” 
Adesina turned her attention to Gainor, who didn’t seem too lost on formalities. “What news?” 
Gainor was interrupted by the entrance of Hass. He was also dripping from the rain, with a grim expression on his face. He looked around the room and seemed to guess what was going on. In his sternest voice he said, “Fia, go to your room. I will come and get you when supper is ready.”
His tone brooked no refusal. Fia scurried up the stairs, looking fearfully over her shoulder as she went. Jelana stared at her husband in shock.
“What is it, Hass?”
He had turned his gaze to the group of girls huddled by the fire. “I think it is time for you girls to be getting home.”
They all shot Adesina apologetic glances before hurrying out the door. Hass waited until they were alone before turning to his wife.
“A man is missing. An Outsider.”
 



Chapter Sixteen: Rumors
  
Jelana, who had been going on with her supper preparations, stopped in her tracks. “Missing?”
Hass nodded. “He was admitted through the gate in the morning, but he never left again. The whole city has been searched, and there is no sign of him.”
She frowned. “Who saw him last?”
“Some of the merchants think they may have seen him, but the last one to speak to him was Master Lorcan.”
“The blacksmith?” 
Hass nodded again, clearly holding something back. Jelana searched her husband’s face. “What else?” 
“The man is a magic-user.” 
Jelana paled visibly. She had to hold on to the edge of the table to steady herself. “There is a magic-user loose in the city?” she asked faintly. 
Hass moved to her side and put his arms around her. “He may not even be in the city. It is possible that he left without informing the guards. The Governors have ordered that the city be searched again, and in the meantime they have doubled the guards on duty.”
Jelana still didn’t look very reassured. “I do not want the girls walking to school alone!”
Hass continued to soothe his wife, and Adesina hid her expression by bending over her needlework. She knew that the man was nowhere near the High City by now.
The entire city was buzzing with rumors of the missing Outsider. Gainor, Deasa, and Rina came to visit Adesina early the next morning, filled to the brim with gossip. They sat in Adesina’s room, looking out the window and letting their imaginations run wild.
“Do you think he is handsome?” 
Deasa and Rina looked shocked at Gainor’s question. “Gainor!” 
“A magic-user?” 
Gainor tossed her hair. “It is not impossible for magic-users to be handsome.” 
Adesina could practically see the visions of romantic abductions dancing in Gainor’s eyes.
Deasa looked supremely scornful as she rolled her eyes. “I think there are bigger concerns than what the Outsider looks like.”
“Like what?” Adesina asked casually. 
“Like if this is going to be the start of a war.” 
Rina wore an expression of confusion. “I thought we were already at war.” 
Deasa gave Rina a patronizing look. “The silent war does not count. I mean actual fighting instead of political maneuvering.” 
The room went silent. Adesina looked between the girls. “Why would there be a war?” 
Gainor was the one who answered. “Another magic-user came to the High City and went to speak with the Governors. He said that something must have happened to the missing man and asked for assistance in finding him.”
Adesina frowned. “So?”
“Well, an argument broke out between the magic-user and Governor Wadell…” 
The other girls piped in. “The magic-user was angry that he did not get the degree of cooperation that he demanded.” 
“Apparently the missing man is one of their leaders.” 
“The magic-user left the High City and rode north at top speed.” 
“The Governors are worried that he is going to come back with an army!” 
Ravi’s tail twitched slightly at this last statement. Adesina looked over at him, but received no other sign that he was even paying attention. 
She turned back to her friends. “What will the High City do if he does come back with an army?” 
All three girls looked nervous. Deasa shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “Well…we do not have an army of our own, and the city guard would not be enough to face them.” 
Adesina waited for her to continue, but she fell silent. The young Shimat knew her chances of getting information would be best if she aimed her questions at Gainor. “What, then?”
The flippant girl tried to shrug it off as if it didn’t matter. “We have allies with armies. I am sure they would come to our aid.”
Adesina couldn’t believe her ears. “Are you saying that the High City has no means of protecting itself?”
“The High City has always been neutral. We believe that there are better ways to resolve conflict than fighting,” Rina explained.
The young Shimat thought it best to let the subject drop. It was obvious that her companions didn’t like talking about it and that they had very little information of relevance.
It wasn’t hard to find something new to talk about. Rina’s parents had decided that she had enough schooling, and it was time for her to settle down and start her own family. They had already started their search for her husband. Gainor was giddy with wedding ideas, and Deasa was doing her best to shield Rina from the full force of Gainor’s schemes.
Adesina tried to not show the strength of her disapproval. “I cannot believe that you have no say in the matter.”
She didn’t mention the fact that Rina was too young or that giving up her education was ridiculous.
Rina gave a halfhearted smile. “I trust my parents. Father will make sure that my husband will be able to support me, and Mother will see that he is a good and honorable man.”
In Adesina’s opinion, it had nothing to do with trust. Rina was used to being told what to do. “Are all marriages arranged in the High City?” 
Deasa shrugged carelessly. “Not necessarily. My parents said I may marry whomever I wish.” 
Gainor’s expression was full of self-importance. “My mother says that my marriage is too significant to leave to chance. The Governor of the High City cannot be connected to just anyone! She and father have been searching for a husband for my sister for months and they still have not found anyone suitable.”
Deasa and Adesina exchanged exasperated glances and moved on. “Who are the prospective grooms?”
Rina hesitated before answering. “I do not know. Father and Mother will not tell me until the decision is final.” 
Gainor forgot what she had been talking about before and leaned forward, almost bouncing in her seat. “I have heard rumors of who some of them are!” 
This was news to all of them. Deasa measured Rina’s expression before asking, “Who are they?” 
“Sable, Rina’s father’s apprentice; Master Degan, assistant to Master Ardley the tailor; and Master Quinlan, the blacksmith.” 
Deasa nodded slowly. “A merchant, a tailor, and a blacksmith. All honorable professions.” 
Gainor wasn’t interested in Deasa’s opinion. “Which do you want to marry, Rina?” 
Rina looked as if she was afraid to answer. “Well, I do not know Master Degan or Master Quinlan very well. Sable is closest to my age…and he is very handsome…” 
Gainor immediately shook her head. “Oh, you do not want to marry him, Rina! He is an absolute beast! Terrible temper. He would only want to marry you because it would guarantee him your father’s business when he retires.”
“Gainor,” Deasa reprimanded.
The damage was already done and Rina looked as if she was on the verge of tears. “What if Father chooses someone who will not love me?”
Deasa put a comforting arm around her trembling shoulders. “Your mother would not allow it. You said yourself that she would make sure your husband is a good and honorable man. And any good man could not help but love you.”
Rina didn’t look very convinced, but kept her worries to herself. Jelana appeared at this point and insisted that Adrie needed her rest. The girls filed out of the room, promising to come the following day.
As soon as she was left alone, Adesina turned to Ravi. “Is there going to be a war?”
His eyes remained closed, but Adesina knew that he wasn’t asleep. “Ravi?” she called in a more insistent tone.
He opened his eyes reluctantly. “Why would I know such a thing?”
Adesina arched an eyebrow. “You have visions of the future. Also, you reacted when they mentioned an army from the north.”
Ravi closed his eyes again. “I do not know.”
She sighed irritably and laid back on her bed. Her relationship with Ravi had occasionally been rocky in the past, but the last few days made past troubles seem like the good old days. Most of the time he sat deep in though, as if immersed in another world. He rarely spoke, and when he did, it was in a short clipped voice. He didn’t act angry; instead it was more like he had completely disassociated himself.
Adesina would never admit it, but she was suffering from the loss of her only close friend. He seemed to instinctively understand her and know what to do in any situation. He was the only person in the entire city for which she didn’t have to play a part. She missed his wry comments, his cryptic advice, and his soothing music. And for the first time since she was a child, she felt truly lonely.
She thought that things would be easier once she was allowed out of the house. Her alleged illness, in addition to the missing Outsider, made Jelana extremely reluctant to let Adesina venture forth on her own. Fia wasn’t allowed out of the house at all unless she had an adult with her. Hass walked them to school every morning the following week. There were city guards that stood outside the gate during their lunch break, and then Hass was there after school was over to walk Fia home and Adesina to the shop.
Adesina found all of the extra precautions annoying. Everywhere she turned there was somebody watching her, making sure that she was safe. Aleron kept coming up with excuses to hang around her, which, in light of Ravi’s revelation, made her uncomfortable. She avoided him whenever possible, and sometimes spoke to him more sharply than what was merited. 
Adesina felt a twinge of guilt when she saw that his feelings were hurt, but not enough to change her treatment of him. As his friend, it was more important to her to rid him of all false hopes than coddle his feelings.
Aleron wasn’t the only one anxious for Adesina’s safety. She also noticed Horas hovering out of the corner of her eye, trying to be inconspicuous. She was on the verge of confronting him about it when he approached her during their school lunch break.
“Adrie? Could I talk to you for a moment?”
Gainor stared at him in astonishment. He had never had the nerve to speak to Adesina in front of other people. She frowned up at him. “What do you want?”
He shifted anxiously from foot to foot. “Could I speak to you alone, Adrie?”
Adesina got to her feet and followed him over to a secluded section of the schoolyard. His words rushed out in one great breath. “I made something for you. I want you to be able to protect yourself.”
Horas reached in his schoolbag and pulled out a bundle of cloth. He handed it to Adesina, not looking her in the eye. She weighed it in her hand for a moment, debating whether or not to open it at all. Finally she pushed the rough cloth aside with the twitch of her hand, revealing a beautifully made dagger.
“See?” he said faintly, “I can make weapons.”
The handle was engraved to appear like overlapping leaves, and the metal was overlaid with enamel made with the powder of finely ground emeralds. It glimmered even in the shade where they stood. The sheath was silver, and etched in the rough pattern of the bark of a tree. Adesina grasped it by the handle to pull it out of the sheath and examine the blade, which was covered in elaborate scrollwork. The dagger fit in her hand as if it had been made specifically for her. As a warrior, Adesina could appreciate the sheer beauty of the weapon she held.
“Where did you get it?” she asked, concealing the wonder she felt looking at such a masterpiece.
“I told you, I made it for you.”
She re-sheathed the dagger and covered it with the cloth again. “You did not make this dagger.”
Horas twitched guiltily. “What do you mean? Of course I did!”
“Horas, this is the best dagger I have ever seen. It was made by a master smith—one who specializes in weapons, and has more years experience than you have been alive. Where did you get it?”
Caught in his lie, Horas looked torn between answering her insistent question and running away as fast as he could. “I…I found it…in an alley…” 
Before Adesina could question him further, he followed his second inclination and darted away. With a sigh and a shake of the head, she tucked the dagger in the folds of her shawl and walked back over to where her friends were sitting.
Gainor was ready to pounce as soon as Adesina sat down. “What did he want?” 
The Shimat rolled her eyes dramatically. “Nothing of use. He was worried for my safety.” 
All three girls laughed. Deasa leaned forward, hugging her knees. “What could he do about it? Everywhere we go there are city guards to make sure that we are safe!” 
“Besides” Gainor added, “there has been no sign of the Outsider since he disappeared weeks ago!” 
“It has barely been two weeks,” Rina amended gently. 
Gainor tossed her hair. “Even so! Mark my words, the Governors will call off all these extra precautions any day now!” 
Adesina certainly hoped so. She was tired of all the extra attention she was receiving, both from those worried for her and those who suspected her involvement because she herself was an Outsider.
 



Chapter Seventeen: The Wedding
  
Over time, things slowly returned to normal in the High City. However, Adesina found herself caught up in a new source of excitement. Rina’s wedding preparations were going forward full force. At first Adesina immersed herself in the event as an excuse to avoid spending any time with Aleron. Then her interest became genuine as she watched with growing fascination.
She occasionally imagined herself in Rina’s place, and secretly placed Kendan in the part of the groom. Such thoughts were fleeting, and Adesina chided herself for letting her imagination run away with her.
Gainor updated them daily with the latest rumors of the identity of the most likely groom. Sable’s name was frequently on their lips as his prospects grew in certainty. Deasa tried to find every positive report of him that she could, to help boost Rina’s spirits. While Gainor, insensitive as ever, kept reminding them of his foul temper and ulterior motives.
Rina’s wedding dress was finished and all of her things prepared for her new home before a groom had been decided. The anxiety of not knowing was beginning to show on Rina’s youthful face. Her smiles hardly seemed sincere anymore.
At the beginning of the fourth week after the disappearance of the Outsider, Adesina sat in her room finishing up her homework. Ravi sat looking out the window, but they were barely aware of each other’s presence. She saw her friends rushing up the street and waited for them to knock hurriedly on the door, run up the stairs, and burst into her room.
“Adrie! Rina’s father just told her his decision!” 
Deasa had to restrain Gainor from blurting out the name herself. “Gainor! Let Rina tell her.” 
Adesina studied Rina’s weary eyes, silently praying that the rumors had been wrong about Sable. Rina smiled weakly. “I am to marry Master Degan.” 
She felt a rush of relief. “Congratulations, Rina.” 
Rina laughed shakily. “Thank you.” 
Gainor could keep silent no longer. “The wedding is to be at the end of this week, and Rina asked my father to stand as one of the witnesses!” 
Adesina nodded in understanding. This was probably Rina’s father’s idea. Having a Governor stand as a witness gave the whole proceeding a greater degree of prestige. Rina’s father was always thinking about their family’s status.
The next few days blurred past. One moment they were in class, the next they were making last minute alterations on Rina’s wedding dress, then they were helping prepare food for the wedding dinner, then they were advising Rina on how to arrange the furniture in her new home. Degan’s house was surprisingly bare, even for a bachelor. A good portion of the money from Rina’s dowry was to go towards furnishing their new home.
Rina and Degan saw very little of each other in the midst of all the wedding preparations, but when they did see each other, Degan treated her with a gentle sort of respect. Rina seemed pleased, and was deferential and obliging in return. 
Adesina was disturbed by the lack of strong emotion in their relationship. She had been under the impression that love was a passionate sort of feeling, and that one shouldn’t marry unless madly in love. No one else seemed bothered by the couple’s feeble emotional bond, so Adesina kept her opinions to herself. 
The morning of the wedding dawned warm and bright. Jelana had made Adesina a special dress for formal affairs, and Adesina pinned small blue flowers in her silver hair in honor of the occasion. The dress was pale yellow with darker yellow flowers embroidered on the bodice, and she had just finished dressing when Gainor and Deasa joined her. 
Gainor’s formal dress was yellow with pink flowers embroidered on it, and Deasa’s dress was yellow with pale blue flowers. Both girls were also wearing flowers in their hair. Deasa’s dark curls held clusters of peach colored blossoms, and Gainor’s hair was accented by one large pink peony.
“Ready to go?” Gainor asked.
Adesina nodded and followed them downstairs. Jelana was busy making breakfast over the fireplace, and looked up as they entered the room. “Would you girls like something to eat before you go?”
Deasa smiled gratefully. “No, thank you. Mistress Kelby insisted we eat breakfast with Rina.”
The older woman turned back to her cooking. “Very well. I will see you girls at the Pavilion later.”
Gainor urged them out the door and down the street as quickly as decorum would allow. She was absolutely beside herself with excitement. They arrived at Rina’s house and were shown upstairs to her room. Rina was sitting in front of her mirror, trying to do her hair with shaking hands.
Deasa laughed softly and took over the task. “You are trembling like a leaf in the wind!” 
“I am a bit nervous,” Rina admitted in a tremulous voice. 
“Just a bit?” giggled Gainor. “You look ready to faint!” 
Deasa gave her a reprimanding glare as she began weaving white ribbons into Rina’s hair. “Do not listen to Gainor, Rina. You look beautiful.” 
They helped her into her simple wedding dress. It was white and without any adornment.
Deasa had explained to Adesina that the white symbolized the bride’s purity, and the lack of decoration symbolized the groom’s willingness to take the bride as she is.
Mistress Kelby brought in a tray with breakfast. She hovered over them, insisting that they eat every bite. Gainor was talking too much to pay any attention to the food, and Rina looked as if she couldn’t swallow. Deasa and Adesina did their best to eat enough to satisfy Mistress Kelby’s demands, but she seemed determined to be disapproving.
By midmorning they were out the door and walking toward the Pavilion. The Pavilion was situated in the center of the High City’s largest and most ornate garden park. It was a large white tent where most of the citizens held their celebrations. Long wooden benches had been brought out for the guests to sit on, and there was a small platform on which the couple and the officiator would stand.
All of the guests were in place, and Degan was waiting next to a frail old man. Adesina, Deasa and Gainor took their seats at the front and waited for the ceremony to begin. Rina’s parents walked her up to the platform, where she took her place standing across from Degan. The frail old man began speaking in a wheezy voice.
“Friends and family, we welcome you today as we join this man and this woman in the bond of marriage…”
Adesina found herself studying the groom rather than paying attention to the rote recital of the ceremony. Degan was tall and thin, with bright red hair and light blue eyes. His sharp facial features were covered in freckles, as were what showed of his forearms.
It was obvious that both Rina and Degan were nervous, and they rarely looked each other in the eye. Adesina cast a glance over at the girls sitting next to her to see how they were handling the marriage of one of their peers. Gainor was staring raptly, hanging on every word with a wistful expression on her face. Deasa looked happy for her friend, but reservedly so. Adesina couldn’t reconcile herself to a tradition where Rina, who was barely more than a child, was required to give up so much for a marriage in which she had no say.
Mistress Kelby was dabbing her eyes, and occasionally sniffed loudly. Master Cavell, Rina’s father, seemed more preoccupied looking around the gathering to see who was there. His proud face darkened considerably as his eyes fell on someone in the audience. Adesina shifted slightly in her seat so she could see whom it was.
On the back row sat a middle-aged woman with beautiful auburn hair and rather sharp features. She was dressed in the same yellow dress as every other woman in the Pavilion, but for some odd reason she stood out from the crowd. Perhaps it was the intelligent, independent expression in her vivid green eyes.
Those eyes turned to Adesina for the briefest of moments. There was a flash of knowing, almost as if the woman recognized Adesina, and then she turned her gaze back to the couple.
Adesina also turned her eyes to the platform, but her mind couldn’t have been further away. She searched her memory, trying to think of why the woman would recognize her. It was possible that they had passed on the streets of the High City and Adesina had been too distracted to notice. Possible, but not likely.
The wedding ceremony soon concluded. Everyone got to their feet to congratulate the young couple. Adesina was surprised that it had been so short. There had been no exchanging of vows or wedding rings, only the dry little speech of the officiator.
Adesina moved forward with Deasa and Gainor to embrace Rina. They were only able to say a few words to her before her mother herded her onward. All of the guests were walking towards the Dining Hall, which was just across the park from the Pavilion. There was to be a wedding dinner in honor of the couple, and then everybody would go back to their daily lives.
Instead of following the crowd, Adesina found herself looking for the woman she had seen earlier. Her efforts proved to be unnecessary, as she found the woman at her side touching her elbow uncertainly.
“I have something to give you.” 
Adesina stared at her in confusion. “Me?” 
The woman nodded and beckoned Adesina to follow her. After a second or so of deliberating, Adesina joined her in walking in the opposite direction of the Dining Hall. 
“Are you not going to the wedding dinner?” 
The woman gave a silvery little laugh. “I was fortunate to be invited to the wedding. I do not think I should press my luck by staying too long.” 
Adesina had no idea what to say to that, but the woman did not seem bothered by the momentary silence. She filled it herself after a couple of seconds. “Degan is my favorite relation, and I am his. That is why I was not quietly excluded from his wedding. He is a sweet and loving man. I am glad that he chose your friend over his other prospects. She seems a good match for him.”
Adesina frowned. “Why would you be excluded?”
The woman laughed again. “I am an embarrassment to the family. Perhaps you have heard my name. I am Mistress Faryl.”
Adesina instantly recognized the name as the owner of the apothecary shop in the Square. It didn’t explain how she knew Adesina, though, or why she was giving her some mysterious gift.
“What is it you need to give me?” 
Mistress Faryl merely smiled. “All in good time.” 
Adesina’s eyes narrowed briefly in suspicion. Her hand casually brushed against her thigh, feeling for the dagger she kept there. The feel of the metal against her skin was reassuring. “How are you related to Master Degan?” 
Mistress Faryl searched Adesina’s eyes for a moment before smiling. “I am his aunt, of sorts. His father’s family took me in a long time ago. But that is not what you want to ask me.” 
Adesina was a bit unnerved by how perceptive this woman was. She dropped her gaze to the grass that they were walking on. “No.” 
“Then what is it?” 
She briefly wondered if she was being paranoid. “I thought you recognized me.”
Mistress Faryl inclined her head. 
Adesina’s frown became more pronounced. “But we have never met.”
A mysterious smile appeared on Mistress Faryl’s lips. “No, we have never met. Yet I recognized you.”
“How is that possible?”
Mistress Faryl pointed to one of the many uniform houses as they walked past. “What do you see there?”
Adesina was perplexed by the question. “A house. Just like any other house in the High City.”
Mistress Faryl sighed. “Yes, and that is what most people see.”
Something in the back of her mind told Adesina that this woman’s words would be important. “What do you see?”
Mistress Faryl’s expression became introspective. “I see pine panels taken from trees of the forest just outside our city. I see nails made by a humble blacksmith. I see whitewash that is reapplied every spring with the greatest of care. I see curtains in the window, slightly worn but meticulously mended. I see flowers lining the path, watered and weeded every day.”
She looked at Adesina to see if she understood. “I look at people the same way I look at that house, and in that way I recognize you.”
Part of Adesina wondered why this woman was telling her all of this. Mistress Faryl saw the questioning in her eyes and answered. “You have this same gift, but you do not know how to use it. Right now you only look at faces and body language. I feel it is important for you to know that you are capable of seeing so much more.”
Curious, Adesina decided to give it a try. She focused on a man that they were passing in the Square. Her initial observation was that he was getting beyond middle aged, with thick blonde hair and a matching beard. His face was rather nondescript, and his blue eyes seemed a bit dull. He wore the garb of a farmer and limped as if he had injured his leg.
She tried to see him in the way that Mistress Faryl saw the house. He wore clothes that were threadbare and patched. His face was prematurely lined from years of worry. His back slightly hunched from hard labor, and his hands calloused from much use. This was a man who had worked all of his life, never quite making ends meet.
Adesina looked even deeper. In spite of his reduced circumstances, he walked with a dignity that spoke of his upbringing in the High City, but beneath that dignity there was an underlying feeling of despair. His eyes were dim because he had lost all hope. Perhaps because of his injured leg and his inability to work anymore.
Adesina watched as Mistress Faryl walked up to the man, handed him a small purse and embraced him. The man was clearly startled, but his eyes teared up in gratitude. No words were exchanged between them and none seemed necessary.
As they walked on, Adesina asked, “Do you know him?” 
Mistress Faryl shook her head. “Not in the sense that you mean.” 
They shortly arrived at Mistress Faryl’s apothecary shop. She opened the door and led the way into the main room. The earthy smell of her wares washed over them. Mistress Faryl disappeared through a small door in the back of the shop and returned with a small wooden container.
She held it out to Adesina. “This is for you.” 
Adesina took it cautiously. “What is it?” 
“A very potent healing salve. You will need it.” 
The young woman’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know I will need it?” 
Mistress Faryl shrugged. “The same way I knew what that man on the street needed.” 
Adesina couldn’t understand this strange woman who roamed the streets of the High City doing good. “Why are you giving it to me?” 
Mistress Faryl took a moment before answering. “Because I recognize parts of myself in you. We are kindred spirits: women who live in worlds made by men. It can be lonely at times, and we must stick together. Because, even though I do not know why, I know that you will need it someday. And who am I to deny anyone’s needs?”
This appeared to be the end of their discussion. Mistress Faryl turned and walked out of the room, leaving Adesina by herself.
She went home slowly, thinking about everything she had been told. When she got home she put the salve under the loose floorboard in her room with the dagger Horas had given her and all of her Shimat supplies.
 



Chapter Eighteen: Another Mission
  
Adesina awoke the next morning to the insistent chirping of a bird on her windowsill. As soon as she looked at it she saw the red string on its leg. Adesina’s heart felt unexpectedly heavy at the sight. Ravi sat up, watching her face intently.
She got out of bed, removed the string and sent the bird on its way. Then she started getting dressed. Ravi was instantly on his feet.
“Surely you are not responding to this summon.”
Adesina stared at him for a moment, her look of surprise turning into a glare. “Oh, are we speaking to each other again?”
Ravi raised an eyebrow. “I never refused to speak to you.” 
She rolled her eyes. “No, you simply pretended I did not exist.” 
His expression became stiff. “A lot has happened over the past month. More than you realize. I have had a lot on my mind, Ma’eve. Do you begrudge me that?” 
“No more that what you begrudge me for doing my duty as a Shimat.” 
Ravi’s eyes narrowed. “It is not the same.” 
Adesina finished dressing and began heading out the door.
“Ma’eve.” 
She paused, looking back at Ravi’s distressed figure. 
“I am asking you to not go.” 
All of the weeks of loneliness and anger came back full force. She wanted to lash out at Ravi, hurting him as much as he had hurt her. She restrained herself and simply spat, “I do not care.” 
Adesina made her excuses to Jelana as she hurried out the door. Ravi was waiting for her outside by the fence. “What is it you are trying to prove by doing this?” 
She moved through the streets as quickly as she could without drawing attention to herself.
She wished Ravi didn’t keep up so easily. “I am not trying to prove anything.” 
There was a soft snort of disbelief, which goaded Adesina even more. “I have sworn to do my duty! That may not mean much to someone like you, but being a Shimat is my life.” 
“No, Ma’eve, it is not your life. It could not be if it makes you so unhappy.” 
It was Adesina’s turn to snort. “I am not unhappy.” 
His voice became gentle. “Yes, you are. You may think that I have neglected you over these last weeks, but I have watched you closely. You are tortured by the Dream you had, and you worry that you were wrong to kidnap that man.”
She couldn’t find the words to argue. She had felt this strange weight pulling on her thoughts ever since that day. She had thrown herself into work, school and wedding preparations with a myriad of reasons why. It wasn’t until this moment that she realized what the real reason was.
“Leave me alone, Ravi.” 
“I cannot, Ma’eve. I cannot let you make the same mistake twice.” 
Adesina found herself getting furious. “You cannot let me?”
 “Ma’eve-”
“You are not my superior, my parent, or even a comrade! You just showed up one day and have been following me ever since. Now you act as though I owe you something for that? You have absolutely no say in what I do!”
At this point they had reached the grate in the wall. Adesina ducked through and sprinted across the field, not caring if someone saw her.
Ravi was silent for the remainder of the walk to the small cave. Adesina felt the anger ebb out of her, and felt foolish for being so irrational. She tried to think of something to say to Ravi, but nothing came to her.
Her companion did not follow her into the cave, but waited patiently outside.
Kendan was pacing across the narrow stone space, anxious for her to arrive. He greeted her with his usual wide smile and approached her with a hint of uncertainty. After searching her eyes for a moment, he leaned forward and kissed her softly. “I am so proud of you. Shimat Bear reported that the assignment went much better than expected.”
Adesina felt the rush of emotion at the kiss, but her heart was still heavy from her Dream. She tried to smile in return. “It went fairly well.”
He looked searchingly into her eyes. “What is it?”
She wanted to tell him what she had been feeling over the past few weeks, but she couldn’t find the words. She felt foolish and childish, and she worried that Kendan would think so as well. Adesina wanted him to see her as the warrior she had been trained to be.
She strengthened her smile and shook her head. “Nothing. I just wish I could have been more efficient.”
Kendan laughed. “Well, the Sharifal seemed satisfied with your performance.” 
This piqued Adesina’s interest. “She did?” 
He grinned. “Very much so. In fact, she has another assignment for you.” 
Adesina felt her stomach drop. “Oh?”
He handed her a scroll. “The Sharifal must think highly of you. Not many new Shimat are kept so active in important matters.”
She began reading the scroll, but Kendan explained what was written there anyway. “The man you captured was a ranking member of our enemy’s party. They have sent out a search team to find what has happened to him. Among this party is a man whom it is vital we detain.”
He noticed the stony look on her face. “Are you all right?” 
Adesina nodded quickly. “Of course. How will I recognize him?” 
“He will be known by the insignia on his tunic. It will be the same as the man you captured, but embroidered on blue material. You must move quickly, though. They should be in the city by this afternoon.”
The young woman nodded again and prepared to leave. Kendan caught her arm. “Are you sure you are all right?” 
She forced another smile. “Yes, I am sure.” 
He clearly wasn’t convinced, but let the matter drop. Adesina opened the scroll again, reading it more carefully than before. It gave the details of the kidnapping of which Kendan had spoken, and where she was to hand the man over to other Shimat. This time the location of the exchange was set outside of the High City. She frowned thoughtfully. It was a risky operation, and it would take much more skill and planning than the last assignment had. She also had less time to prepare.
Adesina handed the scroll back to Kendan and waited while he burned it. Then he gave her hand a squeeze before letting her go.
Ravi rejoined her as she walked back towards the city. She berated herself for her absurd emotions and pushed them to the back of her mind.
She ghosted through the High City, sneaked back into her bedroom without going through the house, and began gathering her things. Adesina was unsure what she might need, so she packed a bag with all of her Shimat equipment.
Ravi watched her with saddened eyes. Adesina felt a strange mixture of remorse, anger, helplessness, and defiance. She looked away from him deliberately, not wanted to feel anything at all as she prepared to do her duty.
She crept back out of the house and made her way to Master Lorcan’s blacksmith shop. If this search party was the least bit competent, they would go there first.
She waited out of sight for most of the day. It wasn’t until evening that two men showed up. Master Lorcan was closing his shop and didn’t take kindly to being questioned. He answered them tersely and walked away, leaving the two men to quietly converse with each other about the next course of action.
Adesina was given the chance to study them. They were both quite young, in their early twenties, which surprised her. They both wore tunics with the strange insignia. One was embroidered on the same crimson as the first man she had kidnapped, and the other wore a deep blue. He was her target.
He had hair that was as golden as hers was silver. Its metallic hue shimmered in the fading light. He turned his head slightly, and Adesina could see that the locks around his face were a pure white. He had remarkably beautiful features, but still looked quite masculine. Wisdom was written on his face, as well as the burden of responsibility given early in life. There was also something in his expression that Adesina couldn’t describe. Something that went deeper than sorrow and loss. She also took note that around his neck he wore a black ribbon.
She turned her eyes to his companion, and her gaze was arrested as she looked at his face. His hair was silver with black locks around his face, exactly like hers. What was more, his facial features almost mirrored hers, only male. They had the same eyes, the same nose, the same stubborn set to the jaw. If she had been a man, she would have looked exactly like this stranger.
Adesina could not tear her eyes away until she realized that they were leaving. She followed at a discreet distance, trying to make some sense of what she had seen. They began leaving the city, and Adesina hurried to the grate in the wall. She darted across the field and watched them closely as they also headed towards the forest.
Once they entered the forest, the young Shimat pushed all distracting thoughts from her head and went to work. Her mind raced to come up with a plan, but she couldn’t think properly. Knowing that her time was running out, she resorted to the first trick that became coherent.
Adesina ran a ways off and gave a distant cry for help. The two young men stopped and looked in her general direction. They began consulting with each other, and Adesina gave another cry. When it became apparent that they were coming to her “aid,” she silently moved deeper into the forest, away from the direction the young men had been heading.
Slowly she drew them further and further away, using her voice to lend the illusion that they were getting closer to their goal. When they were deep enough in the forest to satisfy Adesina, she drew a couple of darts from her pack and took careful aim. The silver haired one stopped suddenly and spoke a few quiet words to the other. Adesina hesitated for a moment, pausing to see what they would do.
Although they were careful not to show it, she could tell that they knew where she was hiding. Without waiting for another moment, she let loose her darts and the young men fell to the ground in a drugged unconscious.
Adesina walked over to them slowly and bound them while avoiding looking at their faces. She had the sudden desire to hide her face as well. As soon as her two prisoners were secured, she dug into her pack and pulled out her Shimat uniform.
It consisted of a black high-collared blouse covered by a high-collared black leather vest, fitted black pants, and knee-high stealth boots. She also wore black gloves made from a strong material that didn’t hinder the dexterity of her hands, and a black hood and scarf that left only her eyes visible. Adesina buckled on a belt that held a variety of tools and weapons as well as a small medical kit, and finished by strapping on her Blood Sword.
As foolish as it was, Adesina felt much better thus attired. She walked back to her prisoners and found them still unconscious. Ravi sat just behind them, staring hard at the ground.
The sight of them brought her inner conflict to the front of her mind. She should be contacting the Shimat to aid her in transporting her two prisoners to the proper authority, but…
Adesina paced back and forth, arguing with herself as to what was the right thing to do. Her instincts had never led her astray, but there had always been some logic behind it. She wanted to talk to Ravi about it, but couldn’t bring herself to speak her doubts out loud.
Hours passed.
The first tendrils of dawn permeated the darkness. Adesina sat down, impatient and unnerved. She turned her eyes once more to her two prisoners, who were still unconscious. The growing light revealed their features more clearly than she had seen them the evening before. She shuddered and looked away.
The minutes crept by slowly, bringing more light but no peace of mind. The prisoners began to stir, and Adesina checked to make sure her hood and scarf were securely in place. The one lying closest to her awoke first. He struggled to sit up, shaking his silver and black hair out of his face. He was alarmed at first, but calmed at the sight of his companion lying beside him. He studied Adesina warily, but she avoided his glance.
The golden haired prisoner finally opened his eyes and looked around with some confusion. A few whispered words passed between them, but not in any language that Adesina understood. Following what was almost a compulsion, Adesina looked her captives in the eye. The silver haired one had dark metallic green eyes with flecks of a shimmering dark orange. The other man had golden eyes with rings of a light metallic green. It was obvious that they took note of her only visible feature. They stared at her purple and golden eyes with looks of dismay on their faces. 
Adesina wanted to shake them and demand that they tell her what they saw. She was so tired of unanswered questions and repressed doubts. If anyone could help her piece together the puzzle of her life, it would be these people who bore an uncomfortable resemblance to herself.
The silver haired man spoke in a voice that relayed his disbelief, but it was in the language he had used earlier. “Rabeth!”
Against her better judgment, Adesina replied quietly in the common tongue, “I do not understand.”
The golden haired man’s expression turned from troubled to thoughtful. For a brief moment it seemed as if his eyes were glowing. She was reminded that her prisoners were magic-users, and she tensed to defend herself. When nothing happened after several moments, she relaxed slowly. One of them seemed about to speak, but Adesina deliberately turned her back on them to discourage any hope of discussion.
She kept her hands and eyes busy as her mind turned over the situation, trying to make a decision. At one point the silver haired man whispered a question to his companion and was given a slow shake of the head in return.
As time passed, Adesina grew increasingly anxious. Ravi remained a distance from the prisoners, refusing to look her in the eye. Adesina’s two most dominant thoughts kept fighting for her attention. One said that she had to contact the Shimat, the other said she needed to talk to Ravi. Maybe he had some answers.
Neither thought was able to win over the other, and so Adesina continued to sit frozen in inaction. It had almost become unbearable when an alarm sounded in the back of her mind.
Something was wrong.
She looked at her prisoners’ body language. It was tense, expectant. Then she detected the almost silent approach of something behind her. Adesina eased a dart from her belt and took a calming breath. She shut out all distractions, focusing solely on the one…no, two figures creeping up behind her. She pulled another dart from her belt.
She took a very careful mental aim and spun around, letting her darts loose. The first mysteriously flew off course at the last moment, as if caught in a strong wind. The second struck the younger of the two in the shoulder rather than the chest, where she had been aiming, but the effect was the same. He looked stunned for a moment before toppling forward.
Adesina snatched her last dart and was about to throw it when a huge invisible force flung her backwards. She would have gone a good distance if she had not collided with the large tree beside her captives.
She hit her head as she fell, and she could feel a trickle of blood down the side of her face. She had not felt any bones break, however, and her initial reaction was to get back on her feet. Her limbs felt strangely numb, and she found that she could not move as quickly as normal. She looked down and saw her own dart sticking out of her arm.
Adesina pulled it out as quickly as her drugged mind allowed, but it was not fast enough. She struggled to stand, and found that she couldn’t. Her vision was fading rapidly, and her actions were sluggish. Her last coherent thought was that she had to find some way to regain the upper hand before losing consciousness. Then all went black.
 



Chapter Nineteen: Captivity
  
Adesina awoke to find herself in a small windowless room. She took a breath to clear her mind before assessing the situation. The wound on her head had been carefully bandaged, implying that her life wasn’t in immediate danger. Her captors wouldn’t bother to care for her injuries if they intended her harm. However, that could change quickly. Her wrists and ankles were heavily shackled, and her scarf and hood had been removed. Adesina sat up carefully and checked herself to see if any of her tools or weapons had been overlooked.
Nothing. Even the lock pick she kept in her boot was gone. 
As she finished this search, the door opened to admit the young silver-haired man and the older man who had apparently knocked her out. The older man looked quite similar to the man that Adesina had captured. She guessed that they were brothers, or some other close relation. He was probably in his early forties, with a face that spoke of much experience and sorrow. Like the golden-haired young man, he wore a black ribbon around his neck.
Both men surveyed her suspiciously, even hostilely. The older man took a small step forward to speak. “What is your name, Shimat?”
Adesina carefully got to her feet, and stood with her arms folded across her chest. The weighty shackles hindered her movements, but she ignored their sharp clinking. She raised her chin slightly and glared at them, proud and silent—daring them to underestimate her.
“Are you choosing to not cooperate?”
His voice was ominous, but Adesina was not intimidated. Part of her final year of Shimat training had included how to withstand torture.
The young man placed a hand on the older man’s arm, and the older man responded by taking a step back. The young man extended his other hand, which held the dagger that Horas had given Adesina.
“Where did you get this?”
He caught the flicker in Adesina’s eyes and looked as if he had his answer. “This dagger belonged to my father. A man that looks very similar to him.” He pointed to the older man, studying Adesina’s face intently. “Have you seen the man I describe?”
She still refused to speak, and continued to glare at them stubbornly. So what if the man she captured had a son and a brother? She was not concerned with the families of dangerous cult members.
There was a soft knock at the door, which was answered by the older man. There was a murmured conversation, and then the door was swung wide open. The golden haired young man stood framed in the doorway. He spoke with a voice of authority to the two men who were questioning the young Shimat.
“Before you continue your questioning, there is someone you need to see.” 
He stepped back and gestured for this unseen guest to enter. Ravi walked into the room, and the silver haired young man stared in astonishment. 
“Ravi!”
Adesina was completely dumbfounded. “You can see him?” she blurted.
An idea seemed to take hold in the young man’s mind. His brow furrowed as he spoke. “Ravi, dear friend, what are you doing here?”
The Rashad gave his feline smile. “Before I can answer any questions, E’nes, I must ask that you release this young woman. I cannot allow even you to hold her captive.”
The older man immediately shook his head. “Absolutely not. She is too dangerous to be set free.”
Ravi gave him a questioning glance. “Is my word not enough assurance?”
The golden haired man intervened. “The word of a Rashad always bears weight, but she is a Shimat. You cannot control her actions, and we do not know if her words bear the same honor as yours.”
Her guardian did not argue anymore, even though it was clear by his expression that he did not agree. The shackles on Adesina’s wrists clanged conspicuously as she dropped her defiant pose. Her purple eyes locked on Ravi’s golden ones. 
“Why can they see you?”
“Because they are accustomed to seeing me.” 
Adesina felt her throat constrict. “You are one of them,” she accused. 
He cocked his head slightly to one side. “As are you.” 
Part of her had known that this revelation was coming, but she didn’t want to hear it. She shook her head obstinately. “That is impossible.” 
Ravi turned his attention the three men in the room. “Lords of the L’avan, I present to you the daughter of E’rian.” 
Disbelief flooded the room and shone on every face. Adesina stood stricken, trying to comprehend that Ravi had been a spy this whole time and that he was now telling them about her Dreams of her mother. 
The one called E’nes was staring at Adesina with an impossible spark of hope springing to life in his eyes. The older man still looked suspicious, but his expression also was pained. The golden haired young man merely looked sad.
E’nes was the first to speak. “I should have seen it before. You look very much like her. But after all these years, I did not dare hope.”
The young Shimat felt a sense of dread rising. “You knew E’rian?”
His eyes searched her face, taking in each of her features that bore a resemblance. “She was my mother.”
“So that would make you my…” 
Adesina couldn’t say it. She didn’t want to say it. She didn’t want to be connected to any of these people. Not after what she had been told by Kendan.
“Brother.” E’nes whispered in amazement.
He moved towards her, but Adesina took an instinctive step back. He stopped, looking sad but understanding. “My name is E’nes.” He pointed first to the older man, then to the golden haired man. “This is Ri’sel, our uncle, and this is L’iam. He is…an old friend, and the leader of this company.”
Both men wore unreadable expressions, but nodded to Adesina when their names were said. E’nes turned back to his newfound sister. “What is your name?” 
After a moment of debating, she decided that it wouldn’t matter if they knew her name. It took some effort for her to get her voice to work. “Adesina.”
E’nes looked at her hesitantly. “You know, Mother had chosen a name for you. It was Ma’eve.”
Adesina’s glance flashed towards Ravi for a fraction of a second before setting her jaw. “I do not care. My name is Adesina.”
The young man nodded quickly. “Of course. I just thought you might like to know.”
Ri’sel broke in with a hardened voice. “You say you are the daughter of E’rian, but what proof do you have to offer?”
E’nes was surprised by the hostility in Ri’sel’s voice. “Uncle!”
“We have seen some of the experiments that those people have performed. How do we know that she is not simply another one of their creations?”
Adesina’s temper flared. “You say that as if we were barbarians.” 
“The Shimat are a plague on this earth,” he spat. 
Her expression became murderous. “We are warriors—keepers of the peace. You may not agree with our tactics, but I would choose the Shimat a hundred times over before your cult.” 
Ri’sel was about to retort when L’iam’s strong voice cut in. “We are not a cult, Adesina,” he explained gently. “We are simply a race different from the rest of the world. They do not understand us, and therefore they are afraid of us.” 
The silence in the room was heavy. Adesina shook her head, indicating confusion. 
L’iam took a deep breath. “We are magic-users, but we are still human. Outsiders do not understand our gifts, so they attribute them to dark alliances.” 
The skeptic in Adesina began to rise. “Dark alliances?” 
“Evil spirits and so forth,” he clarified. “However, nothing could be further from the truth. We are born with our gifts, and we are very careful in how we use them. We are not the evil oppressors that the Shimat say we are.”
Adesina didn’t know how to respond. Part of her was planning an escape, and another part of her yearned for the answers she had been craving her entire life. She carefully weighed her desire for information against her compulsion to free herself. Curiosity won out in the end, and she reasoned that she could always escape later.
E’nes saw the slight softening in her expression and tried speaking again. “I was five years old when my mother disappeared. I never got the chance to say goodbye. I always wondered what happened to her…”
She didn’t really want to give any more information than she had to, but decided that there was no harm in sharing the story of her mother. After all, they would probably be more likely to share information with her if she seemed just as willing.
“I was told that she was found wandering not far from the Shimat fortress. She was very ill and close to giving birth. The Shimat took her in and cared for her until I was born. Just before she died, she said my father would come for me.”
A quiet murmur went through the room, but Adesina was too distracted to take note. Her eyes fixed on the dagger in E’nes’s hand—the one that Horas had given her. E’nes had told her that it belonged to her father, the man she had been searching for her entire life. The man she had turned over to the Shimat with barely a second thought. Little had she suspected that by achieving one of her life’s goals she would be betraying another.
 “Father,” she whispered. 
Her brother saw the direction of her gaze and lifted his hand slightly. “Did you see him taken?” 
The young Shimat felt numb. “I was the one who took him.” 
L’iam leaned forward urgently. “Where is he?” 
Adesina stared into his gold and green eyes without really seeing them. “I turned him over to my superiors. He could be anywhere by now.” 
The three men began quietly conversing in their native language. Ravi bumped his head against her hand, trying to comfort her. 
“It will be all right, Ma’eve.” 
Adesina spoke in a stiff voice that was tottering on the edge of despair. “How will it be all right? I have spent my whole life preparing to find my father, and then I turned him over to people who only see him as a threat.”
“We can find him again.” 
She shook her head. “No, we cannot. I am not even sure that I want to find him.” 
Ravi frowned. “Why would you not want to find your father?” 
“He is a leader in a dangerous organization,” her voice broke softly. “This is not the kind of family I had hoped to find.” 
The hushed conversation between the men came to an end. L’iam looked first at Adesina and then at E’nes. “See that she is made comfortable.” 
E’nes gave a slight bow in acknowledgment as Ri’sel followed L’iam out of the cell without looking back. Adesina could hardly believe all that had transpired over the past several minutes. 
E’nes, apparently, could not either. It took him a moment to gather his thoughts. “Are you hungry?” 
She did a quick evaluation of her physical well-being. It had been quite a while since her last meal. She gave a wary nod, not certain whether or not she would accept any offering of food from him.
He pulled a key out of his pocket and held it up. “If I am to let you go, I need your word that you will not try to escape.”
She stared at him incredulously. “You would let me go?”
He gestured to the chains that bound her. “I was told to make you comfortable. That is difficult with shackles.”
Adesina knew that under normal circumstances she could get the key from him and knock him unconscious without any trouble. Unfortunately, the length of her chains limited her movement, making it less likely that she would succeed. She shifted her weight to test exactly how limited she would be.
E’nes was deliberately standing out of her range of motion, and smiled as he guessed her intent. He raised an eyebrow and said, “Well?”
Ravi, who was standing in the doorway, spoke to her in the Shimat language. “You are safe here, Ma’eve. There is no need to fear.”
“I am not afraid,” she retorted, but she wasn’t sure if that was true. 
Her guardian simply nodded, even though he didn’t believe her either. “These people have the answers you have been looking for, dear one. They are willing to give them to you, if you will only let them.”
Adesina turned her gaze to her brother, who looked as if he very much wished to know what they were saying. His face was open and frank, inviting her to trust his innate honesty. Her suspicious nature cried against it, but she desperately wanted to know about her past. If receiving that information meant a temporary promise to stay put, she was willing to make the bargain.
“Very well,” she said in the common tongue. “I promise.”
E’nes approached her without any hesitation and unlocked the chains. Adesina was amazed that he did so with no sign of doubt. If their places had been reversed, she still would have been on her guard, even with his promise. Her brother, on the other hand, was completely trusting.
He led the way out of the cell, and Ravi waited so he could walk beside Adesina. They passed a window, showing the young Shimat that they were still in a forest area. The building they were in appeared to be some sort of fort.
Her cell seemed to be the only one of its kind. The other rooms, four in total, served as makeshift living quarters. They reached the end of the hall and entered into a large, open room. This main room was filled with wooden chairs and tables, and maps covered the walls. The smallish figure of a man was bent over the fireplace, stirring what appeared to be stew.
E’nes greeted him and made introductions. “K’eb, this is my sister, Adesina. Adesina, this is K’eb, a fine soldier and an excellent cook.”
K’eb, like all the others, had the two-toned hair and metallic eyes. He had a round, pleasant face that instantly accepted Adesina as one of his companions. He handed each of them a bowl filled to the brim.
“Here you are, m’lady. And you, Captain.” K’eb then looked at Ravi. “Sa’jan shot a deer this morning. Would you care to partake?” 
Ravi smiled and shook his head. “No, thank you.” 
Adesina was having a hard time getting used to the fact that others could see Ravi as well as herself. She and E’nes sat down at one of the tables and began to eat. For a moment it looked as if he was going to start questioning her, but he decided against it. He didn’t want to press her for information too quickly. Instead, he continued to speak to K’eb in between bites.
“How is A’asil?”
K’eb smiled ruefully. “He will be fine, physically. The compound on the darts appears to only render unconsciousness. His pride, though, may be wounded beyond repair.”
E’nes chuckled. “Certainly he has lost his right to brag about his stealth, but he will not hold a grudge.”
Their friendly conversation continued through the meal, but Adesina didn’t pay much attention. Instead she found herself covertly studying her brother’s face.
His features were slightly sharper than her own, but he had the same almond eyes and sprinkling of freckles. His face was youthful and accustomed to laughter. He had a medium build, but Adesina guessed that he was stronger than what was immediately apparent.
More striking than all of these things was what she saw in his eyes. Beyond the strange colors, there was something deeper that held his entire being upright. They were open, honest and unusually pure. Adesina could not quite put into words what she saw there, but when she looked at him she wanted to be a better person. 
Her gaze turned to his slender, masculine hands. Adesina was willing to bet that those hands had never shed the blood of another human being. She looked down at her own hands. They were also strong and slender, but had purposefully shed much blood throughout her life.
Although E’nes and Adesina shared the same parents, she and her brother were completely different. He seemed to be a man of integrity, with high ideals and noble purpose. K’eb had addressed him in a voice that spoke of respect and friendship. Adesina was a Shimat: a warrior trained to reach an objective, regardless of cost.
She fleetingly wondered what her life would have been like if she had been raised by such people.
Such musings were interrupted by the entrance of L’iam, Ri’sel, and another man. Adesina’s eyes were drawn to this man, as his were to her.
He was in his mid-fifties, but still quite fit. His face was harsh and craggy, bearing many scars. He, like L’iam, wore a black ribbon around his neck, and was dressed in the crimson uniform worn by all except for L’iam. Adesina felt an immediate respect for this man as a warrior. She could tell that he was one who had seen many battles, and had played his part well.
After both had sized the other up, he walked over to Adesina and stood before her. The room went silent as all stopped to watch the encounter. The young Shimat stood slowly, meeting his gaze without fear. He was almost a head taller than her, but they almost seemed to be equal in height.
He studied her eyes for several moments, gauging what he saw there. Finally, he said in a low and gravely voice, “You are one I would enjoy meeting in battle.”
Adesina felt pride in this comment, and knew it would be an honor to cross swords with such a man. “As are you.”
He smiled, which softened his severe features. “I am Sa’jan, and I believe we shall be good friends.”
She was startled to find that she felt the same, but said nothing.
E’nes stood and the two men grasped each other’s forearms. “Sa’jan. This is my sister, Adesina.”
The older man looked surprised. “Sister? The daughter of Me’shan and E’rian lives?”
He glanced back at L’iam, who apparently had not informed him of what had been learned in Adesina’s cell. L’iam turned away to take a bowl of stew from K’eb, not responding to Sa’jan’s inquiring look.
Sa’jan appraised Adesina approvingly. “I am happy to meet the daughter of one of my oldest friends. And I am glad to see that she has followed in the footsteps of our ancestors.”
The young woman frowned, confused. “What do you mean?”
He pointed to the silver in his hair and then pointed to her own. “The children of Ed’mon have always been warriors. Protectors.”
E’nes saw that her confusion remained. “In our race, one’s ancestry can be seen by the color of the hair. The main portion is the father’s patriarchal line. Ours is silver, meaning that we can trace our line all the way back to Ed’mon, the first Protector.”
She flipped one of the black locks around her face. “And this?” 
“The mother’s patriarchal line.”
Adesina surveyed the different hair colors in the room: black, silver, gold, white, blonde, honey. “How many lines are there?”
Her brother smiled at her interest. “There were eleven founders of our race. All of us descend from at least one of them.”
During this exchange, K’eb had been handing out bowls, and everyone was now seated having their own quiet conversations. Adesina’s attention was caught by one of Ri’sel’s questions to Sa’jan.
“Did you have any trouble in the village?”
The old warrior shook his head. “No, the villagers are too much in awe of the L’avan to cause trouble. I purchased the supplies we needed.”
Adesina shot E’nes a questioning glance. “L’avan?” she whispered. 
“That is the name of our race.” 
She intended to find out more, but Sa’jan’s next comment was aimed in her general direction.
“What have we found concerning Me’shan?” 
E’nes looked at Adesina in uncertainty, at a loss for words. L’iam was the one who answered. “He has been taken by the Shimat.” 
Sa’jan did not seemed surprised. “What is our next course of action?” 
Everyone turned to L’iam for the answer. He was deep in thought, staring out the window. After a few minutes he stirred. “We will wait for Mar’sal to return from his assignment.” He got to his feet and handed his empty bowl to K’eb. “In the meantime, we have some planning to do.”
L’iam indicated for Sa’jan and Ri’sel to follow him and walked out of the room. K’eb began cleaning all of the dishes, and Adesina turned to speak to E’nes in a low voice.
“What is going to happen to me?” 
He sighed sadly. “I do not know. It is not my decision to make.” 
“Regardless, I will remain a prisoner of the L’avan?” she asked coldly. 
E’nes shrugged. “Not necessarily. You have not learned anything that would make you dangerous to us. L’iam may decide to let you go.” 
She stared at her brother suspiciously. “Let me go? Just like that?” 
He smiled. “Why not?” 
Adesina couldn’t believe her ears. “Because I am still a potential threat. If you let me go I could follow you and act as a spy, or attack you in the dead of night. Besides, if you kept me, you would have leverage against the Shimat. You could trade me for one of their prisoners. For your father.”
E’nes’s expression became wry. “Trading my sister for my father does not seem like a very good deal.”
She made an exasperated noise. “At least I am not a prisoner of the Shimat, whereas your father is.”
“Our father,” he corrected softly.
An awkward silence followed for several moments. Finally, E’nes leaned forward towards Adesina. “I would not allow you to be traded. And I do not think you will do any of those things you said.”
“How do you know?”
Another smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Because if you were seriously considering them, you would not tell me about it.”
She knew he was right. However, that did not mean that she was not considering turning on this group of L’avan soldiers. She hadn’t decided what she wanted to do, but she was sifting through her options. 
When the time came to act, she hoped to be ready.
 



Chapter Twenty: Family and Friends
  
In spite of E’nes’s assurances, Adesina had been prepared to be treated like a prisoner. To her surprise, she was treated more like a guest. Granted, a carefully watched guest.
When the evening meal was finished, E’nes gave her an official tour of the fort. He gestured ruefully to the room in which they were standing. “This is the main room, obviously. This is where we have all of our meals, hold our large meetings, gather in our free time, and so forth.”
She nodded, trying to look politely interested, but not succeeding.
He moved towards the hall and indicated that she should follow. “This first room is currently being used as a more private conference room. This is where L’iam and the others are planning.”
He pointed to a couple of rooms across the hall. “That is where we sleep.” E’nes gestured in the direction of the cell. “Our secure room, of course.”
Across the way from one of the bedrooms was the final room. He opened the door and indicated that Adesina should enter.
It was small and plain, but it was clean. There was a single cot in one corner of the room with a pillow and a carefully folded blanket. There was a narrow table by the window, which held a washbasin and a hairbrush, and on the other side of the window sat a worn wooden chair. The whole room seemed to have been tidied with great care.
E’nes glanced around the room uncertainly. “This is where you will be sleeping.” 
She raised an eyebrow. “Not in the cell?” 
He gave her an incredulous stare. “I am not going to allow my sister to spend the night in a cell!” 
Adesina didn’t bother clarifying that she was being sarcastic. Instead she walked over to the bed and sat down. “You seem to place a lot of interest in a sister you have never known.” 
E’nes took the chair by the window and shrugged. “Of course. The fact that we have never met before today does not change who you are.” 
Her expression became stony. “You do not even know who I am. Perhaps you will not want such a sister.” 
He didn’t seem convinced by her hard words. He folded his arms expectantly and leaned back. “Very well. Tell me why I would not want you for a sister.” 
“I am a Shimat,” she replied simply. “That should be enough for you, since we are a plague on this world.” 
The young man shook his head angrily. “Our uncle should not have said that. I hope you can forgive him.” 
She cocked her head to one side. “Why?” 
“He has seen many hardships,” her brother explained, “and it has made him rather bitter. The Shimat have done much to harm our people.” 
“But I have not,” Adesina pointed out. 
E’nes nodded thoughtfully, but did not say what was going through his mind. Instead, he leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Tell me about yourself.” 
She frowned in confusion. “What do you want to know?”
He shrugged. “What was it like growing up as a Shimat?” 
“Difficult,” she said curtly. 
A short laugh burst out of his lips. “What made it difficult?” 
Adesina didn’t really want to answer, but found herself searching for the right words. “Most Shimat begin training when they are ten years of age, but I began when I was five.” 
The amused expression slipped from her brother’s face. “Why so young?” 
“Children learn much faster than adults,” she reasoned, “and if we begin early, our education can be much more thorough.” 
E’nes shook his head. “But why did you start your training so much sooner than your peers?” 
She looked at him, surprised he couldn’t guess. “Because I am gifted.” 
Understanding dawned in his eyes. “Oh.” 
“My leaders saw my potential and wanted to begin shaping it as soon as possible.” She tried to keep her voice offhanded, but there was a hard edge to it that she couldn’t hide. 
E’nes took note of this and decided to take the topic in a different direction, trying to keep the conversation amiable. “The L’avan begin their training when they are twelve years of age. Most of the time this means an apprenticeship after school. As mentioned before, I am a Protector. I recently finished my specialized training, and this is my first mission outside of L’avan lands.”
Adesina’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Specialized training?”
He hesitated a moment before answering. “I am a Royal Protector, which means that eventually I will be assigned a member of the royal family whom I will serve as a personal guard. That means extra training.”
She tried to not appear too interested. “Are there many Royal Protectors?” 
“One per family member,” he replied shortly, “and a couple of extras.” 
It was clear that E’nes wasn’t comfortable talking about it. Probably because he didn’t trust Adesina yet, and he felt that it was dangerous sharing information about the royal family with her. It was now her turn to politely change the subject.
“Have you been outside of L’avan lands before now?” she asked.
He gave a slow nod. “Yes, when I was young. Father was on a commission for the king, and he took Mother and I with him.” After a brief pause, he added softly, “That was when Mother disappeared.”
Adesina looked down at her clasped hands. “Do you remember what happened?”
He stared out the window with pain in his eyes. “I was five years old at the time, so my memory is limited. I remember being excited about the trip, and I remember that Mother was as well. She decided to take a ride on her horse and explore the surrounding area, and she never came back.”
Adesina frowned, trying to remember if Signe had mentioned anything about a horse. “What were you doing so far south?”
Her brother was confused by her question. “South? We were here, in this forest.” 
She shot a quick glance out the window. “You were by the High City?” 
E’nes shook his head. “We are not by the High City anymore. We are about a day northwest.” 
She looked at him in shock. “What?” 
His expression was slightly smug. “Why do you think your Shimat friends have not found you yet?” 
Her stomach jolted when she thought about the worry Kendan must be feeling. But even with this new revelation, something didn’t make sense. “They still would have been able to track us.” 
“The L’avan are what you would call magic-users,” he reminded her. “We are quite able to hide our trail.” 
Adesina’s mind was reeling, trying to process two things at once. She set aside her curiosity about their location for the moment and returned the focus to the story of her mother’s disappearance.
“You were here when Mother disappeared?” 
E’nes nodded his head solemnly. “We were staying in this very cabin.” 
The young Shimat didn’t understand. None of what her brother was saying lined up with the story she had been told by Signe. How was she to know whom she should believe? 
They were both distracted by the entrance of Ravi, who gave them a cursory glance before joining them. He appeared to not notice the heightened emotion in the room. “How do you like your accommodations?”
She forced herself to respond, even though her thoughts were far from the room. “There is not much room for you to sleep.”
Ravi was unconcerned. “That will not be an issue. I will not be sharing your room.”
This got her attention. “What? Privacy? How strange. Why do you suddenly feel it is acceptable to let me out of your sight?” she asked sarcastically.
Ravi looked amused. “You do not need protection here, Ma’eve.” 
Adesina frowned. “Why not? Why is this fort different from anywhere else?” 
“Do you remember the forest we passed through on our way to the High City?” 
How could she forget? 
She replied, “Of course.” 
“This forest is similar to that one. It is protected from intruders.” 
E’nes added, “That is why we have an outpost here. It requires little fortification.” 
“Although,” Ravi said in a wry tone, “in my opinion, it is foolhardy to leave it without guards when it is not in use. Just because the forest offers some degree of protection, does not mean that outsiders are barred from the area.”
Adesina’s brother straightened his back and spoke in a slightly defensive voice, “There are enough rumors to keep the locals away. Even travelers know to give this area a wide berth.”
Ravi smiled at Adesina. “Your brother seems to think the L’avan infallible.” 
“Really, old friend,” E’nes protested. “You will make her think that I am naive, or worse.” 
The Rashad got to his feet. “It is starting to get late, Ma’eve. It is time to sleep.” 
“I am not tired,” she insisted. 
He gave a feline smile. “But I am. Goodnight, Ma’eve.” 
E’nes took the hint and moved towards the door. “Goodnight.” 
She waited for him to leave before calling softly to her guardian. “Ravi?” 
He paused. “Yes?”
 “Do you think I will Dream tonight? Now that I am in a forest like this one?”
Ravi sighed softly. “No, Ma’eve. This forest is not like the other in that way. It cannot help you to Dream.”
Adesina wasn’t willing to give up that easily. “But I might Dream anyway.” 
He hesitated. “I do not know. You still seem to struggle Dreaming on your own.” 
She frowned. “What do you mean? I Dreamed in the High City.” 
Once again, he seemed unsure whether to answer or not. “That was a projected Dream, not your own.” He could see that she didn’t understand. “The Dream you saw was a re-creation of the one that I had right before I left you. My mind had been dwelling on it so long that it imprinted on your psyche as well. Apparently our minds are more closely connected than either of us realized.”
Adesina was baffled. “I shared your Dream?”
Ravi nodded sadly. “I saw in my Dream that you were in danger and that your father was reaching out to you. I knew that you needed to grasp each other’s hand or you would both be lost. This meant introducing you to your father, which I was not allowed to do. I could not decide whether I needed to break that rule or simply protect you until you found your father on your own. I went to discuss the matter with one of my own kind. By the time I realized that it was more important that I stay with you, it was too late. You had already turned your father over to the Shimat.”
She shifted uncomfortably. She was torn between the shame of betraying her father and the compulsion of doing her duty as a Shimat.
Ravi continued. “I had another Dream just before you returned. It showed me what you had done, and I realized the depth of my error. I did not know how to make it right. That is why I became so withdrawn. I was searching my mind and my Dreams, trying to discover a way to right my mistake.”
“It was not your mistake, Ravi. You did all that you could,” Adesina said quietly.
He shook his head. “No, Ma’eve, the blame falls on me. I was meant to protect you, even from yourself, and I failed.” There was no self-pity in his voice, only deep remorse. “I am sorry, Ma’eve.”
She shook her head readily. “No, Ravi. I am sorry that I did not honor the promise that I made to you.”
They smiled at each other, both glad to heal the breach that had formed between them over the past few weeks.
“Goodnight, dear one.” 
“Goodnight, Ravi.” 
He disappeared from sight, something that Adesina still wasn’t used to happening. She heaved a tired sigh and moved towards the table. She began letting down her tightly pinned hair, glad that she couldn’t see what a mess it had become. Adesina brushed her hair smooth and then sat down on the bed. She had no nightclothes to change into, so she merely removed her boots and set them neatly on the ground. She laid back and closed her eyes, grateful to get some rest.
She could hear the gentle breeze outside of her window, stirring the leaves of the trees. The chirping of crickets sounded in the distance, accompanied by other sounds of the night. It all came together in a soothing sort of symphony that lulled Adesina to sleep.
  
***
  
L’iam was waiting for E’nes when he left his sister’s room. His leader beckoned him into the conference room and shut the door behind him.
Ri’sel and Sa’jan were already in the room, sitting in chairs around a small table. L’iam moved to join them and E’nes did the same.
“Well,” said Sa’jan, “what do you think of your new sister?”
Ri’sel snorted. “She may be the daughter of Me’shan and E’rian, but that hardly merits welcoming her into the family with open arms.”
“You think she is dangerous?” asked L’iam.
His expression became more respectful, but his voice was no less decided. “Of course she is dangerous. She is a Shimat.”
E’nes leaned forward and spoke up adamantly. “I disagree.”
Everyone was surprised by his reaction. They looked at him expectantly, waiting for an explanation.
He chose his words carefully. “That is not to say that she cannot be dangerous. Of course anyone with Shimat training has the potential to be a threat. That being said, I do not believe that she is a naturally dangerous person. She has a good heart.”
His uncle was incredulous. “You can tell that by a few minutes worth of conversation?” 
“Yes,” he replied simply. “She is a lot like Father.” 
Sa’jan cleared his throat delicately. “I know that you want her to be a good person, E’nes, but your conclusions may be too hasty.” 
The young man gave a stubborn shake of the head. “You do not understand. When I look into her eyes, I can see the goodness of her soul. She wants to be a person of honor and integrity but has been lost on the wrong path.”
After a momentary pause, L’iam nodded in agreement. “I can see that when I look at her as well.”
Sa’jan also nodded, but Ri’sel folded his arms and leaned back with a darkened expression on his face.
L’iam looked around the table and clasped his hands together. “All I need to know for tonight are your thoughts on the matter of our guest.”
He looked first to Sa’jan, who gave a small shrug. “She has given her word to behave for now. If she gets unruly, Ri’sel can throw her into another tree.”
Ri’sel shook his head and said, “I think it is foolish to allow a Shimat to dwell among us. Even if she keeps her word to ‘behave,’ she is still acting as a spy. I say we render her unconscious, take her back to the High City and leave her there.”
Finally it was E’nes’s turn to speak. For a moment he could only look pleadingly at their leader. When his words came, they were spoken quietly. “Please, L’iam. I know it is a risk, but I believe that if we show her trust she will learn to trust us in return.”
A thoughtful silence followed for several minutes while their leader considered what he had heard. When L’iam came to a decision, he announced it to his comrades firmly. “We will follow E’nes’s suggestion for the time being. If there is a change in circumstances, we will adjust accordingly.”
No one argued, even though it was clear that Ri’sel thought they were making a mistake. E’nes was excused from the meeting and went to his room to go to sleep. He laid awake for hours, thinking about his sister and praying that he wasn’t wrong about her.
 



Chapter Twenty-one: The Challenge
  
Adesina was awaken the next morning by a soft knock on her door. She was instantly on her feet in a defensive stance, a bit disoriented. As she remembered where she was, she straightened.
The knock repeated. “Adesina?” 
It was E’nes’s voice. 
She stepped to the door and opened it. Her brother’s face lit up when he saw her, almost as if he had been afraid that she had escaped during the night. He gave her a warm smile. “Would you care for some breakfast? K’eb has been making use of the fresh supplies that Sa’jan brought back from the village.”
She followed him down the hall to the main room, where the smell of fried eggs and toasted bread filled Adesina’s nose. There were also some thin slices of venison sizzling in the large pan, and a big kettle filled with some fragrant herbal tea.
K’eb first filled a plate for Adesina, and then one for E’nes. He was polite and pleasant, but said very little to either of them. The three of them seemed to be the only ones interested in the morning meal.
“Where are the others?” Adesina asked.
E’nes, who had already begun to eat enthusiastically, swallowed before answering. “A’asil ate earlier. L’iam, Ri’sel and Sa’jan are still in the conference room.”
Her tone became incredulous. “Were they there all night?” 
E’nes nodded slowly. “Yes, I believe they were.” 
“But why? What could possibly keep them there so long?” 
Her brother shrugged casually. “I am not privy to their counsel.” 
This brought a question to her mind that she had been wondering the previous day. “E’nes, I heard K’eb call you ‘captain’ yesterday.” 
He inclined his head. “Yes.” 
“Are all of you members of your military?” 
“Yes.”
Adesina frowned in confusion. “Then why is L’iam the leader of this group? Surely both Sa’jan and Ri’sel outrank him.”
E’nes gave a wry smile. “It helps that his father is in charge of the L’avan armies.”
He chuckled softly, as if enjoying a private joke. Adesina, on the other hand, didn’t see anything amusing. 
“You mean that he is your commander merely because of his father’s authority?”
He laughed again, this time he was joined by K’eb. “Yes, I suppose that is the case.”
The levity of the moment didn’t last very long. E’nes could see that Adesina was disturbed by this information, and endeavored to reassure her. “We all have great faith in L’iam’s ability to lead. We would not follow him if we thought him unworthy.”
Even with his words, it felt very wrong to Adesina. In the Shimat order no one ever received promotions that were not thoroughly earned. Even she, with all her skill, had worked hard for years and years to get where she was at present. She kept her expression neutral, even though she felt a wave of disdain for the L’avan system, which was clearly flawed. 
Adesina finished her breakfast and handed her plate back to K’eb. He gave her another pleasant smile, but said nothing. 
E’nes looked as if he wanted to say something, but refrained. He watched impassively as she walked back down the hall and into her room.
Once there, she pulled back her hair in a simple braid and began doing her morning exercise routine. She had even less room than when she was in the High City, but she did her best to adjust.
After a short time, Adesina was joined by Ravi. “Where have you been?” she asked him.
He climbed up onto the bed, where he could watch her but keep out of her way. “I spent the night outside. It has been too long since I last slept under the stars.”
She was amused by the tone of his voice. “I did not know that it was so important to you.”
Ravi smiled as well. “Yes. I have lived most of my life out of doors. I missed my dear friends.”
“Your friends? Do you mean the stars?”
He wasn’t bothered by her teasing inflections. “Yes, Ma’eve, I mean the stars. Someday you will understand what I mean.”
The conversation ended after this comment because Adesina needed all of her breath and concentration. A fit of restless energy drove her to push herself harder and longer than usual. She lost all track of time as she practiced every one of her Shimat skills. Outside of the room she could hear the vague voices of people moving about the fort, but she ignored it all and focused solely on her training.
For a long time, her activity only gave her more energy. She continued on and on, until she finally decided it was time to wind down. She wasn’t very tired, even after all she had accomplished, but something told her that much time had passed.
Adesina walked over to the table and poured water from the pitcher into the basin. She picked up the cloth lying next to it, immersed it in the cool water and washed away her sweat. It felt refreshing against her skin and she let out a small sigh. Ravi began humming softly as she sat down on the chair that faced the window.
They heard a soft knock at the door, which stood open. E’nes stood leaning on the doorframe. “Would you like to go for a walk, Adesina? You have not yet been outside the fort.”
The young woman nodded and got back on her feet as E’nes gestured to Ravi. “Would you like to come as well, old friend?”
He also got to his feet. “Thank you, but no. I think I will go hunt.” 
With that, he disappeared. 
E’nes smiled at the surprised expression on Adesina’s face and wordlessly invited her to follow him. 
“How long have you known Ravi?” she asked as they walked down the hall. 
A fond expression passed over E’nes’s face. “Since he was born. I was three years old at the time, and I remember the excitement. Our parents were good friends with his parents and I was very close to his older brother, Ruvim.”
“He has a brother?”
E’nes nodded. “As well as a younger sister. Ruvim is out in the world, following his Purpose, but Rissa and their parents are still back in the Rashad homeland. They have not seen Ravi in two years.”
Adesina’s step slowed to a stop. “Why?” 
E’nes also stopped, turning to face his sister. “He left to search for you.” 
“He searched for me for over a year?” 
E’nes studied his sister’s face. “I assumed you knew.” 
Adesina was going to ask another question, but E’nes held up a hand. “Perhaps this is something you should discuss with Ravi.” 
Another thought occurred to Adesina. “If you were three years old when Ravi was born, that would mean he is only two years older than me.” 
E’nes was perplexed. “So?” 
She struggled to explain why this was hard for her to accept. “I assumed he was older.” 
Her brother smiled and continued walking. “Rashad reach maturity when they are two years old. So, in a way, he is much older than either of us.” 
A’asil, the man Adesina had struck with her dart, was standing at the entrance of the fort as if on guard. He watched them as they walked away from the building. The stiff look in his eyes told Adesina that he was still nursing his wounded pride.
She paid him no mind and turned her attention to the forest. It felt young, even though it was probably several hundred years old. There were birds flitting through the branches and butterflies hovered over flowers. Sunlight streamed down through the boughs of the tilia trees, bringing to life a myriad of colors. The air was warm and vibrant, filled with a dozen different scents. Ravi may have said that it was similar to the forest of Dreams, but it felt completely opposite.
E’nes seemed just as affected as Adesina. He took in a deep breath and let it out with a smile. “It is almost like home.”
He instantly had his sister’s full attention. “Do you mean your home?” she inquired. 
The young man nodded. “Yes. The home of the L’avan.” 
It was obvious that the L’avan were from somewhere in the north, but no one knew the exact location. 
Adesina studied the ground casually. “What is it like?” 
A knowing smile crossed his face. “If you wish to retain the option of parting ways with us when we leave, I cannot answer that.” 
She was a bit disappointed. “You have already said that it is located in a forest.” 
“In a forest, by a forest, near a forest. None of this would help you in the north. There are forests everywhere.” 
This may have been an exaggeration, but it wasn’t far from the truth. There were hundreds of massive forests that dotted the northern part of the continent. 
Adesina shrugged. “It does not matter.” 
E’nes gave her a sidelong glance. “Does it not?” When she didn’t answer he went on. “Do you not care about the home of your ancestors? Of your family?” 
Or my enemies, she thought to herself.
Her feelings on the matter were so convoluted that she couldn’t even put them into words when explaining it to herself. There was a part of her that desperately wanted to know more about her past and her family. Another part was afraid to know, given their deep involvement with a group of people that she had been warned were dangerous. Yet another part was tugging at the back of her mind, reminding her of her duty as a Shimat to gather as much information as possible and then report it to her superiors. 
Even with all her misgivings about these people, though, it seemed wrong to spy on them when they had given her their trust.
Adesina decided to take the conversation in a different direction. She picked the first subject of interest that came to mind that had nothing to do with herself. “What are L’avan soldiers doing in the central lands?”
E’nes took a minute to consider the information being requested. After some thought, he deemed it safe to discuss. “A number of things. Reconnaissance, trade, protection…”
She rolled her eyes. “Very descriptive.”
Her brother laughed. “For the most part the L’avan are a self-sustaining civilization, but there are a few things that require us to trade with the outside world. Also, trade helps develop trust between nations. That being said, we also value our privacy and are aware that there are many who wish the L’avan harm. Occasionally we send out people to lay false trails for those who seek to find us.”
A brief silence followed. “And the reconnaissance?” she encouraged.
E’nes hesitated slightly. “There have been some disturbing rumors over the past several months. The king asked us to investigate, and we are on our way home to report.”
She recalled that he had mentioned a king the previous night. Very few modern nations were ruled by monarchies. She frowned thoughtfully. “You have a king?”
He nodded once, but was clearly against further discussion. She decided to try a different tactic to get information out of him.
“It takes seven L’avan soldiers to do the things you named?”
“I am sure that the Shimat would go about it differently,” he laughed, “but we have our own way of doing things.”
The sound of clashing metal broke through the harmony of the forest. Several feet ahead of the brother and sister was a small clearing where two crimson clad figures practiced their swordsmanship.
It was K’eb and Sa’jan. They were both in defensive stances when E’nes and Adesina entered the clearing. Sa’jan spotted them and straightened, dropping his guard. Instead of taking advantage of his opponent’s distraction, K’eb turned to look at them as well.
Sa’jan measured the expression on Adesina’s face and grinned. “You detect flaws.” 
It was halfway between a question and a statement. When the young woman didn’t respond, Sa’jan took a step back and gestured to his spot. “What would you do differently?” 
For a moment Adesina was torn. She wanted to step into the place offered to her, but she didn’t know if it was proper as a Shimat. She should not be offering assistance to the enemy, even if it was simply a matter of casual curiosity. On the other hand, it had been so long since she had had the pleasure of placing herself against a real opponent in a test of skills. 
Her steps were slow as she walked over to face K’eb. The L’avan soldier looked at Adesina, slender and unarmed, uncertain what to do. He finally passed E’nes his sword and stood ready for hand-to-hand combat. 
A small smile played at the corners of Adesina’s mouth as she began to circle him. K’eb circled with her, trying not to look as apprehensive as he felt.
She continued to circle slowly with a faint sneer on her face. Intimidation was a big part of the game, and Adesina was very good at it. When she felt that he was nervous enough to lose his clarity of thought, she moved on to the next part of her strategy. She pretended to drop her guard in the slightest degree, inviting him to make an attack. K’eb saw it as his only chance to gain an advantage, and he moved forward as quickly as he could.
She was behind him before he could blink. She grabbed him around the shoulders and brought his feet out from under him, slamming him hard on the ground. K’eb’s breath was knocked out of his body, and it took him several moments to recover. By that time, Adesina was pressing her knee against his throat.
“Your problem,” she told him quietly, “is that you assume everyone is as honorable as you.”
The Shimat got to her feet and took a couple of steps away from K’eb. As she looked up, she saw a small crowd had gathered. E’nes and Sa’jan stood together, watching the contest with critical eyes. L’iam, A’asil and Ri’sel stood a little farther off. They appeared to have been walking somewhere else when they stopped to watch the match.
L’iam’s expression was unreadable, which made Adesina rather uncomfortable. After a few moments of thought, he gestured to his companion. “A’asil, how would you like the chance to regain some of the pride this young woman took from you?”
Sa’jan and E’nes turned around in surprise. They had not been aware of the others’ presence. 
A’asil was eager for the opportunity. “I would be pleased for such a chance.” 
L’iam looked at Adesina. “Would you be willing to humor us? I would like to see how the L’avan measure up to a Shimat.” 
She considered for a moment and then nodded. What harm could it do? 
E’nes wasn’t of the same mindset, and looked a bit worried. “What kind of challenge did you have in mind, L’iam?” 
He shrugged casually. “A’asil is rather well known for his talent at throwing knives.” 
A wide grin flashed across A’asil’s face, and Adesina also felt a wave of satisfaction. She cocked her head to one side, giving her opponent a superior smile. “I accept your challenge, and propose we do it in Shimat style.”
A’asil became wary. “What does that entail?”
She made her voice as offhanded as she could. “It is nothing too complicated. Both competitors stand facing away from the target, then turn and throw their knives without pausing, one right after another.”
He appeared to be at ease with this idea, and Adesina had to suppress a smile. She knew from experience that it was harder than it sounded.
L’iam led them to a spot behind the fort where targets were set up. A’asil was handed five throwing knives and gestured to go first. Adesina measured the appropriate distance from the target and pointed to where her opponent should stand. 
He turned his back to the target, taking a moment to breathe and steady himself. He spun and threw all five knives one after another. Adesina watched carefully and thought that he did surprisingly well. 
The first knife flew left of the target, the next one hit the outer ring, the following one hit the inner ring, and the last two hit the center.
There was a murmur of approval from the watching L’avan. In spite of that, A’asil was trying not to look disappointed. He walked up and retrieved the knives from the target, turning them in his hand as he walked back to the measured distance. Adesina took them from him and positioned herself with her back to the target.
She closed her eyes, shutting out all distractions and focusing on her goal. It was almost as if she could feel where the target stood and how she would need to throw her knives to strike its center. 
In the split second between when she opened her eyes and when she turned, her eyes met L’iam’s. Her eyes were a glowing swirl of purple, gold and dark green. L’iam looked stunned by what he saw.
Adesina whipped around and sent all five knives flying into the heart of the target. 
She was met with a stunned silence. 
The young Shimat had a hard time not looking smug. She glanced around the group of spectators, but all of her feelings of self-satisfaction were swept away when she saw L’iam and E’nes. They were both staring at her with strange expressions on their faces.
A’asil walked up to her and offered his hand. “That was extraordinary!”
Adesina took his hand and tried to force a smile past her concern. Why were they looking at her that way? 
“Yes,” she said distractedly.
K’eb and Sa’jan also walked up to her, commenting on her show of skill. Adesina’s focus remained on E’nes and L’iam, who were speaking to each other in low voices. Sa’jan was in the middle of observing to the others the more minute differences of throwing styles when L’iam’s strong voice commanded her attention.
“Adesina, would you be willing to try something harder?”
This brought everyone around to look back and forth between Adesina and L’iam. Everyone seemed to anticipate the young woman’s next show of talent.
She gave a curt nod. Her months in the High City made her hungry for any kind of challenge thrown her way.
L’iam approached her and handed her two more throwing knives. “Directly behind you are two tilia trees. Without looking at your target first, I want you to turn and throw those knives at the lowest branch on each tree. And I want you to throw them simultaneously.”
Quiet mutterings of disbelief sounded on every onlooker’s breath. Adesina studied the face of the issuer of the challenge. There was no mocking gleam in his eye, no doubtful tone in his voice. It was merely a request, just to see if she could do it.
She closed her eyes again, focusing on the landscape behind her. A slight breeze stirred the air, giving her all the information she needed. She could hear where the wind met the resistance of the trunk and fluttered through the branches and leaves. It painted a picture in her mind of what she couldn’t see with her eyes. A moment more passed before her mind locked on her target and she began shifting her body accordingly.
She opened her eyes, once again meeting L’iam’s for a fraction of a second, and whirled around to release both knives. There was a single and distinct thud as both blades hit their mark at the exact same time. 
This time the silence was mingled with something else: fear. 
Adesina looked around the group again, taking in their expressions. She was aware that she should feel proud for representing the Shimat so well—in a way that struck fear into the hearts of its enemies.
But she did not.
Adesina knew that she was not like the other Shimat. She had skills that Shimat like Basha or Kendan could only dream of having. 
Whether the L’avan were conscious of it or not, the fear that Adesina saw in their eyes was not of the Shimat. It was of her.
They were afraid of her.
 



Chapter Twenty-two: Vyala
  
L’iam approached Adesina. There was no fear in his eyes, which was strangely comforting to her. Instead, he looked thoughtful.
He gestured to a direction away from the fort. “Would you walk with me?”
She glanced at her brother. E’nes’s eyes weren’t frightened either, and he gave her an encouraging smile.
Feeling guarded, but also curious, she agreed and followed L’iam away from the group of L’avan. They walked at an easy pace, not speaking for the first few minutes. He studied the ground in front of him, his hands clasped behind his back as he walked. Adesina fixed her gaze straight ahead, looking but not really seeing.
“You are very talented.” 
She responded to this compliment the same way she had to A’asil’s. “Yes.” 
Amusement twitched at the edges of L’iam’s mouth. “Would you mind telling me how you did it?” 
She had been asked the same thing by her classmates when she had first discovered the skill, but no one had ever understood enough to be able to do it themselves. “If I focus hard enough, my mind creates a picture of the world around me. From there it is simply a matter of aim.” 
He gave a slow nod. “Have you any other skills that set you apart from your fellow Shimat?” 
Adesina looked at him warily. She had not said that other Shimat did not possess the same skills as the ones she had shown the L’avan. Still, she could not help commenting, “I am the best.”
Once again, L’iam looked entertained. “Really? The best of the Shimat at seventeen years of age?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps not the most experienced, but certainly the most skilled.” 
He became serious. “I do not doubt that.” 
L’iam came to a stop and faced Adesina, a crease forming on his forehead. “I am certain that you have heard rumors of the L’avan. In particular, our ability to use what is commonly called magic.”
The young woman nodded, intrigued.
“This is true, in a way. We have what is called vyala. It means ‘soul light’ in our language. It has many different forms, and it is what sets us apart from the rest of the human race.” He gave her a searching look. “I believe that you have been using your vyala unintentionally. This is what makes you the best among your peers.”
Adesina was skeptical. “You think I have been performing magic without knowing it?”
He assented. “Your ability to sense the world around you is one of the abilities given to certain L’avan.”
She just couldn’t bring herself to believe that her talents had not come from years and years of hard work. “How do you know I am even capable of performing magic?”
L’iam had to work to keep his expression smooth. “Because you are L’avan. Even if I did not know your parents, I would know of your ability, for the eyes do not lie. Vyala runs through your veins.” 
“The eyes?” she asked. 
“That is why every L’avan you will meet has unusual eyes. They are touched by vyala.” 
Silence followed for a few minutes as Adesina processed all of this new information. She felt a strange craving to learn all that she could about these people. Perhaps it was an attempt to learn more about herself. 
As she considered everything L’iam had told her, pieces of the puzzle of her life began falling into place.
Yes, she had worked hard her entire life. She had struggled and sacrificed and forced herself to continue when she felt she had nothing left. No one could say that it had been easy for her, even with all of her talent. Although, looking back, Adesina could see all the things that had set her apart from her fellow Shi. She knew it wasn’t just her strange appearances. She knew it wasn’t her driving ambition to be the best, because every Shi shared that goal. She knew it wasn’t because she had been given a head start in her training.
L’iam saw the emotions playing across her face, and he could see when she had accepted his words. “I could teach you how to access your vyala consciously. I could show you how to use it to make you an even better warrior.”
Adesina was instantly suspicious. “Why would you want to teach me to be more dangerous than I already am?”
He thought about his answer before giving it. “Because we were not born enemies, even if our different lives have made us such. Because I believe that every being deserves to know their full potential. And because as L’avan, I have no right to deny you the knowledge you were born to have.” After a pause, he added softly, “Magic changes us in ways we cannot imagine. Perhaps when you discover your potential, I will have no reason to fear your intentions.”
Adesina looked at the man standing in front of her. She looked at him the way Mistress Faryl had taught her.
He held himself upright, accustomed to standing before others. Even though he was relaxed at the moment, there was a great deal of nobility in his bearing. His features were soft and open, inviting her to search them for any signs of deceit. His eyes, more than anything else, drew Adesina’s gaze. They were sharply intelligent, but wise as well. They were modest yet confident, unreserved but controlled, compassionate, lively and unflinchingly honorable.
She finally nodded. “Very well. I accept your offer.” 
A brilliant smile broke over L’iam’s face. “I am glad! We shall begin tomorrow.” 
At first Adesina was confused over the delay, but then she looked at the sky and noticed it was getting to be evening. They walked back to the fort and went inside, where everyone was waiting.
K’eb was serving supper, and everyone was engaged in pleasant conversation. It struck Adesina how different it felt to be among this group of companions rather than when she had been among her fellow Shi. The friendly words hid no underlying hostility and the camaraderie felt between them was real.
L’iam went to sit by Ri’sel, and E’nes beckoned for Adesina to join him. K’eb filled two plates of fried potatoes and venison and brought them over to the newcomers. The conversations continued, only slightly more subdued. 
Ravi was also sitting by E’nes, studying Adesina with his usual thoughtful expression. She took the chair that was offered to her. “How was your hunt?” 
Ravi smiled. “It went well.” 
She raised an eyebrow. “You know, I have never seen you hunt before.” 
“Well, I could not take you with me.” 
The young Shimat rolled her eyes. “I mean, I have never even seen you leave to go hunt. I assumed that you did not need to eat.” 
A faint frown crossed her guardian’s face. “That is ridiculous. Every living creature needs nourishment of some kind.” 
“You are the one who said you were a figment of my imagination,” she said sarcastically. 
E’nes chuckled at this exchange. “I am glad to see that you have found someone new to torment, Ravi, now that my mother is gone.” 
Adesina looked up from her plate in surprise. “Mother?” 
Her brother nodded. “Yes. I told you that our family was good friends with Ravi’s family.” 
The Rashad had an affectionate look in his eyes. “I never tormented E’rian. It was more of a battle of wits.” 
“Why did you not tell me before?” Adesina asked Ravi. 
“I said that I knew your mother.” 
She shook her head in denial. “You said that you knew she was a good and wise woman, which any stranger could observe or overhear. You never told me that you knew her well.” 
He shrugged. “It was not relevant at the time.”
Adesina was starting to feel angry. “Not relevant? How can you say that after my Dreams?” 
E’nes looked back and forth between Adesina and Ravi with a puzzled expression. “Dreams? Adesina can Dream?” 
She was too focused on Ravi to fully understand what her brother had said. It was a moment before she tore her gaze from her guardian and turned it to her brother. “What?” 
The room had unexpectedly fallen silent. Adesina glanced around to see that all the L’avan were staring at her again, with the same look of apprehension in their eyes. 
L’iam leaned forward. “Is it true, Adesina? Do you have the ability to Dream?” 
The young woman clenched her jaw together, irritated that she was being stared at like an aberration. 
Ravi was the one who ended up answering the question. “Yes, she can.”
Adesina got to her feet, her chin held high. She looked each of the L’avan in the eye and then walked out of the room. She didn’t stop until she was in the solitude of her bedroom. She shut and bolted the door, anxious to be left alone, then turned to face the window.
“Ma’eve?”
Ravi was standing next to the bed in the corner. Adesina didn’t know how he had gotten into the room without her noticing, but did not question it. She was not in the mood for those kinds of questions.
“Did you see it, Ravi? Did you see the look in their eyes?” 
His expression was kind as he moved to stand by her. “What look, Ma’eve?” 
“Like I am a freak of nature,” she spat.
 “They are afraid,” he explained gently, “because they do not understand.”
She sat down so she was at eye level with her guardian. “Understand what? You said I was L’avan, and so did L’iam. Why am I still so different from them?”
His golden eyes were luminous, even in the fading light. “You are L’avan, Ma’eve, but you did not grow up as such. Your life has been very different from theirs, so of course you are different as well.”
“I do not belong anywhere,” she said softly, the words falling on her like a blanket of despair. 
He shook his head. “Only if you choose to not belong.” 
They sat in silence for several minutes before Adesina could trust that her voice was steady enough to not betray the strength of her emotion. 
She had been an outsider her entire life because of her physical traits and her unusual skills. Even though she had worked harder than anyone, it was not enough to earn her a place among her Shimat peers. Now she had found people who shared her abilities as well as her strange coloring, and she was still an outsider even to them.
It did not matter that she had been born one of them, because she had not been raised like one of them. And it did not matter that she had been raised a Shimat, because she had not been born a Shimat. No matter what she did or whom she was with, she was completely alone.
Adesina used anger to cover her voice, and snapped at the Rashad, “Why can I do things that they cannot?”
Ravi, unmoved by her tone, thought about this for a while before answering. “You received training in your youth that is radically different from anything that the L’avan receive. Due to this training, you have developed in ways that the L’avan thought impossible.”
It made sense in a way, but it didn’t make Adesina feel any better. She walked over to the cot and laid down, draping her arm over her face. She was appalled to find tears welling up in her eyes.
Why was she crying?
Adesina couldn’t understand. Yes, she was being judged and misunderstood, but this wasn’t new. She had spent her whole life being judged by teachers and peers alike. Why should it bother her now?
She could only conclude that she was overly tired.
Ravi walked over and sat by the bed, leaning his head against her arm. He began singing softly in his rich, beautiful voice. Tears fell freely from Adesina’s eyes, which remained covered by her arm.
When she had no more tears to cry, she finally found solace in sleep.
 



Chapter Twenty-three: New Lessons
  
A soft knock on her door jerked Adesina out of sleep. Ravi was still sitting by her side, resting his head against her arm and humming quietly. A glance out the window told her that it was late morning. How had she slept so long?
She got out of bed and walked to the door, talking through it instead of opening it. “Yes?” 
“Adesina?” came a muffled voice. “It is I, E’nes.” 
The young woman debated whether or not to open the door. “What do you want?” 
“You did not come out for breakfast. I just wanted to see if you were all right.”
She leaned her forehead against the wood of the door. “I am fine.” 
There was pause. 
“Would you like something to eat?” 
Adesina shook her head, even though she knew he couldn’t see it. “No. I am not hungry.” 
Another pause.
“Very well. L’iam was wondering if you wanted to begin your lessons.”
L’iam did not stare at Adesina the way the others did, and she deeply appreciated that. Also, it would give her something new to think about. She glanced back at Ravi, who was looking at her intently, and took a deep breath.
“Tell him I will be out shortly.”
She could hear E’nes walking away, even though he moved very quietly. There was a brief moment where Adesina simply stood leaning against the door. She felt weary, down to her very spirit.
Finally, she sighed and straightened.
She turned towards the table, imagining that she probably was a mess. She brushed out her long hair and re-braided it, letting the braid hang down her back. She washed her face and tidied her Shimat uniform, wishing she had a change of clothes. Then she pulled on her boots and turned to Ravi.
“Will you be following me today?” 
It was said sarcastically, but Ravi detected a hint of a request behind her tone. 
“Of course, Ma’eve.” 
Adesina nodded in a seemingly cold manner and walked out the door. Her step was firm with determination now and there was a steely glint in her eye. K’eb and Ri’sel were sitting in the main room, but she passed them as if they were nonentities.
Her brother was waiting for her just outside. He said nothing, but pointed north of the fort. She turned to walk in the direction that he had indicated.
For several minutes there was nothing but trees and occasional birds. Then, in the distance, she spotted L’iam’s deep blue tunic and golden hair.
He stood with his back to her and his arms relaxed at his side. There was something different about him—something that flickered just outside of Adesina’s range of sight. Almost as if he would be glowing if it were dark.
He heard her approach and turned around, the flicker dying with the movement. His pleasant features greeted her amiably with a smile. “Good morning.”
 “Good morning,” she replied.
He gestured that she should come and stand by him, which she did warily. Ravi took a seat several feet away, a faintly amused expression on his face.
“There are several different kinds of vyala,” L’iam began, not wasting any time. “Nevertheless, understanding one means understanding them all.”
The Shimat nodded, but said nothing.
“The most important part of working with your vyala is focus. Focus hard enough, and you can do almost anything.”
L’iam saw her body tense in preparation. He smiled, “Also keep in mind that this is something that comes naturally to you. An infant is not taught how to breathe, it automatically knows how. The awareness of it only comes later when it is brought to their attention. Such is the nature of vyala with the L’avan. A L’avan child can use vyala years before they realize what they are doing.”
She frowned. “How can something come naturally but need focus at the same time?”
“Do you breathe the same when you run as when you walk?” L’iam asked. “When you fight as when you sleep? Vyala is connected to instinct up to a certain point. After that, it requires work.”
It made sense to Adesina. L’iam had mentioned that she had been using magic unintentionally, but even that had called for practice and focus.
He planted his feet, facing the young woman before him. “To begin, I believe it will be more effective if I show you before you try yourself.”
The strange luminescence that she had seen before reappeared in L’iam’s eyes. They became a shimmering gold and green, swirling as if moved by some underlying current. Adesina stared in fascination at the change.
He reached out to her. “Give me your hand.”
She hesitated, suddenly afraid of what might happen. He had said that magic would change her, and she didn’t know if she was ready. 
L’iam did not push her to a decision, but waited patiently with his arm outstretched. With a small amount of trepidation, she decided to trust him and took his hand.
Adesina immediately felt power surge up her arm and through her entire body. It was beyond anything that she had ever experienced in her entire life, and she found that she was both warmed and energized by the feeling. It was overwhelming and fulfilling and heady.
She discovered that she was hyperaware of her environment. It was almost as if the wind were actually visible around her. The plants and rocks radiated a peculiar light, and the trees seemed to be moving of their own accord.
Somewhere through the glow of energy she felt, Adesina heard L’iam’s musical voice speaking to her. “Everything in the universe has energy. This energy can take many forms, but it is always the same energy. It is the link between us all.” She felt him reaching out and connecting with their surroundings. “As a wielder of this energy, you have the ability to affect everything around you in a wide variety of ways. You can lend energy…”
She felt some of their power drain as L’iam channeled it into a small bush, causing it to flourish and bloom.
“…or you can take energy away.” 
The bush withered, returning the power to L’iam and Adesina. 
“This is only the beginning, you understand. A L’avan’s ability is only as limited as their creativity.” 
He carefully returned the bush to its original state before continuing. 
“Close your eyes,” he instructed. 
As she obeyed, the limitations of her physical vision dropped away and the universe opened up to her. She felt an understanding and belonging that she never could have imagined, and she suddenly believed that all things were possible.
Her teacher spoke in a low voice. “This is the world of the L’avan. Few are able to see it as clearly as you do right now, but we are all a part of it.”
Adesina opened her eyes again, surprised to find that she still felt that connection to the universe. She looked at L’iam through the brilliance of this new world and found that she could look deeper than before.
It was like gazing at his soul rather than his physical being. She saw all of the things that she had seen in his eyes the day before: his integrity, his compassion and so forth. She also saw the things that he held hidden from view. She recognized his uncertainty, his worry that he wasn’t a good enough leader. She saw his confusion over some of the things he had found on this mission, and something deeper that Adesina couldn’t quite place.
L’iam could sense her probing and gently removed his hand from hers. The unexpected disconnection from the power left Adesina cold and trembling. The colors around her, so beautiful only minutes ago, now seemed dull and lifeless. Her own vision seemed shallow and inadequate when compared with what she had just experienced. She steadied her breathing, looking away from L’iam as she composed herself.
As she did this, her gaze fell on Ravi. There was a small, knowing smile on his face and a sudden realization swept through Adesina’s mind. “This is what you were trying to teach me. This is why you had me staring out the window for hours at a time.”
Ravi merely nodded.
Irritation began creeping forward in the young woman’s thoughts. L’iam had made it her lesson simple and straightforward. Why had Ravi made it seem so mysterious and muddled?
L’iam saw the expression on her face and hurried to head off her anger. “It was easy for me to show you because of my gift—a gift that Ravi does not possess. Tomorrow I will teach you how to do it on your own.”
She furrowed her brow. “Why tomorrow?” 
He was surprised by this question. “To give you time to rest. Are you not tired?” 
It had not occurred to her, but she was extremely tired. When this realization came over her, she nodded in acquiescence. 
He laughed when he saw the change on her face. “I know how you feel. My first conscious experience with my vyala left me flat on the floor.” 
They sat down for a bit, breathing in the warm air and letting the sunlight bathe their faces.
Adesina gave L’iam a quick glance out of the corner of her eye. “How old were you when you had your first lesson?” 
He picked a blade of grass and began to shred it as he searched his memories. “I was eight years old. My father was the one who showed me what I just showed you.” 
There was love and respect in his voice as he mentioned his father, and Adesina suddenly felt jealous of his relationship with his parents. 
She studied her clasped hands. “He must mean a lot to you.”
He was momentarily confused. “My father? Yes, he does.” He was quiet for a few seconds before going on. “I saw very little of my father when I was growing up—he was always so busy. I remember that day because he took me on a walk, just the two of us. I was surprised that my older brother was not invited to come along, because L’on always joined us when I had personal time with Father.”
He closed his eyes, imagining the scene before him. “He took me to his meadow, a special place where he would go to think and be alone. He told me that even though I was young, it was time for me to begin my preparations to become a man. He told me about the responsibilities of a man, and the ones for me specifically. I remember feeling overwhelmed by the things he told me, but he reassured me that everything would be fine.”
The young man opened his eyes again and looked directly at Adesina, giving weight to each of his words. “My father said that the L’avan had been given gifts to help them bear the burdens placed upon them. He warned me that our lives would never be easy.”
She felt vulnerable under his penetrating gaze. She didn’t know what to say in return, but L’iam didn’t need a reply. He looked out at the surrounding forest for a while before getting to his feet.
“Shall we return to the others?”
Adesina nodded and also stood, looking around for Ravi. Her guardian was a few feet away, dozing in the sunlight. As soon as he heard their movements, he opened his eyes and joined them. 
They walked back to the fort at a slow, thoughtful pace. L’iam and Ravi conversed in the language of the L’avan while Adesina sorted through what she had learned over the past couple of days. As they drew closer to the fort, they could see a bustle of activity.
A’asil ran to greet them, giving L’iam a report in their native tongue. Adesina frowned in annoyance at her inability to understand.
L’iam nodded and sent A’asil off again, then he glanced at Adesina. “Mar’sal has returned from the village. We are preparing to leave.”
“Leave?” she asked in a shocked voice. 
E’nes spotted them and hurried over. “L’iam, what about Adesina?” 
This was the question that had jumped to Adesina’s mind when she had heard the news. She tried to anticipate her reaction to any number of situations but was drawing a blank. Therefore, she wasn’t prepared when L’iam turned to her.
“Will you come with us?” 
The young Shimat started. “What?” 
“Will you come with us?” he repeated. 
E’nes looked just as surprised as Adesina, but he still turned to his sister, silently pleading for her to consider. 
She honestly didn’t know what to do. Part of her wanted to go with them and learn all that she could about her race. She wanted to see the house she would have grown up in if things had been different. She wanted to hear her brother tell stories about their mother and father. She wanted L’iam to teach her more about magic. She wanted Ravi to show her how to Dream on her own.
However, another part of Adesina was equally insistent that she needed to find a way to contact the Shimat. She had to let them know where she was and that she safe. She imagined Kendan’s worried face and she felt her heart constrict. The pull of duty told her to rejoin her order. 
It was clear that she could not complete her original mission. Even if she had been able to, her conscience would not allow it now that she knew her targets personally. In the event of a failed mission, the Shimat were trained to reestablish contact as soon as possible and wait for further instructions.
The young woman’s eyes turned to Ravi, and she found him gazing back. Deep down she knew that this was one of the moments he had told her about. This was a decision that would determine her course in the “labyrinth of destiny,” as her guardian had called it.
What was she supposed to do? 
She forced herself to find her voice. “I need some time to think about it.” 
L’iam was reluctant, but finally nodded. “We depart within the hour. Tell us your decision as quickly as possible.” 
He and E’nes walked away, leaving Adesina alone with Ravi. Together they moved to a fallen tree where they sat down. Ravi was the first to speak. 
“I will follow you wherever you decide to go, Ma’eve. I will always do whatever I can to aid you in your quest. Unfortunately, there is much that I, alone, cannot teach you or reveal to you.”
“Such as…?” she asked quietly. 
He merely smiled. 
Adesina made an exasperated noise. “You are not helping me make a decision, Ravi.” 
Her guardian shrugged. “Nor will I. There is something you must know, though.” 
She turned to look at his large feline face. “What is that?” 
“You will never be given this opportunity again.” 
Her eyes jerked to the fort, where the preparations for departure continued. “Do you mean I will never see E’nes again?” 
“Perhaps you will see him, but you will never again be invited to the home of the L’avan.”
Doubt colored the first part of his sentence, but there was a certainty in the last statement that sent a chill up Adesina’s spine.
“Why?” she asked breathlessly.
“Because the Shimat are their enemies,” he explained gently. “Right now the L’avan understand that there are extenuating circumstances in regard to your alliance with them. If you choose to return to your order, the L’avan will know where your loyalties lie.”
A mixture of frustration and despair weighed down on her mind. “If I go with the L’avan, the Shimat will assume that I have betrayed them.”
The Rashad smiled briefly. “The Shimat believe you have been taken captive, Ma’eve.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you said that you were not going to help me make a decision.” 
“I am not,” he insisted. “I merely wish for you to have all the facts before you make your decision.” 
There was a momentary silence. Adesina hugged her knees, resting her chin on them. “What about my father?” she asked. “If I am with the Shimat I might be able to find where he is being held.” 
“Perhaps.” Ravi didn’t sound very hopeful. 
Adesina also had her doubts. She was a new Shimat, and it was extremely unlikely that her superiors would share such information with her. In all honesty, if she returned to the Shimat right now, she would probably be sent back to the High City to wait for a new mission.
The very idea of waiting around for months at a time in that boring, self-important city was enough to make her cringe.
“I really only have one option.” she said in a resigned tone. 
Ravi shook his head. “There is always a choice.” 
She got to her feet and brushed herself off. “Not for me.” 
They walked over to the fort and sought out L’iam. He was standing next to a young man that Adesina assumed to be Mar’sal. He was clearly the youngest of the group. His boyish face was strained between the underlying anxiety of being inexperienced and the elation of completing a mission successfully.
Mar’sal was reporting to L’iam, but stopped when he saw Adesina approach. L’iam turned and looked at her expectantly.
“What have you decided?” 
She took a deep breath. “I am coming with you.” 
The young leader smiled, genuinely happy with this news. “I am glad, as will be E’nes. He is in the fort, awaiting your decision.” 
Adesina nodded and walked through the open door, feeling strangely elated with her decision.
E’nes was helping K’eb pack up all the cooking supplies. He glanced up at her entrance and was instantly on his feet when he saw it was her. He walked up to his sister with an air of uncertainty and looked as if he wanted to reach out and touch her hand. He refrained, aware that their relationship was still uncertain.
She spoke quickly, wanting to both ease his discomfort. “I am coming with you.” 
He blew out his breath in relief. “I was worried you would not want to.” 
She forced a smile, but did not reply. Her brother reached out to briefly touch her shoulder. “I am more happy than I can say!” 
The young woman knew that he meant it, and enjoyed the sensation of belonging. She quickly stifled the feeling, not trusting that it would last. 
The closing of the fort was fairly straightforward, and done very quickly. It seemed that most of the things that they had been using stayed at the fort, which had made it unnecessary for them to unpack their own belongings. Everything was cleaned and some dried goods were left in the cooking area, for those who would use the fort in the future. Then they closed the door behind them, not bothering to lock it.
E’nes smiled at the questioning expression on his sister’s face. “The fort is always open to those who need it.”
She nodded in understanding. It was, after all, in the middle of a magically protected forest. It was very likely that only friends of the L’avan could get near the shelter. 
Being that Adesina had no horse of her own, she was forced to ride with E’nes. He had offered to walk and let her ride, but L’iam had disagreed before Adesina had a chance to refuse and insist on walking herself.
“We must move quickly until we leave the central lands. Everyone must ride.”
E’nes obeyed immediately, climbing onto his horse and then lending a hand to help Adesina mount behind him. It was uncomfortable and she didn’t like leaving control of the horse to someone else, but she didn’t complain. Instead she made a mental list of all the things she was going to ask her brother during their travels. She assumed it would be a long journey, and she planned to use the time wisely.
 



Chapter Twenty-four: Power
  
They set off at a fairly easy pace and Adesina couldn’t see why L’iam had made an issue of someone walking. As they reached the edge of the trees, he commanded them to slow to a stop and he turned to face the rest of the group.
“A’asil.”
A’asil nodded and closed his eyes in concentration. When he opened them again they were shimmering with vyala. L’iam saw this and urged his horse forward at a brisk pace. The group moved out from under the trees and into the open, heading north.
Adesina leaned forward to speak in her brother’s ear. “What is A’asil doing?”
E’nes turned his head slightly to respond. “He is creating an illusion that hides us from the sight of others. If we did not have him in our group, we would have to travel at night.”
She frowned in confusion. “Why?”
“Because he is the only one of us who knows how to create illusions, and it is imperative that we are not seen.”
The young woman stewed over this for a while, staring at the landscape. They were currently in grasslands, which stretched out as far as the eye could see. The grass was long and green, flourishing in the early summer weather. A slight wind stirred the grass, making it whisper and sway, which helped to hide any sign of their horses passing through.
Adesina decided to start a different train of conversation. “E’nes?” 
“Yes?” 
She hesitated, wondering what kind of a response she would receive. “Would you teach me the language of the L’avan?” 
There was a startled silence and she held her breath as she waited for his answer. The Shimat adamantly refused to teach their language to anybody who was not of their order. It was among their most closely guarded secrets. Adesina wondered if it was the same with the L’avan.
When he spoke, the surprise he felt was evident in his voice. “Of course! I will teach you if you wish to learn.”
The young Shimat smiled. “Thank you, E’nes. When can we begin?” 
She felt him chuckle quietly. “Right now.” 
He then began to explain the origins of the language and how it had evolved over time. He spoke of grammar rules and began teaching her simple, useful words. Adesina had always been a quick learner, and she drank in everything that her brother had to offer.
The two of them were riding beside Mar’sal, who was listening with interest. After a time, he began contributing to Adesina’s lessons. He would offer bits of information that E’nes had left out or give more detailed explanations. By early evening, Adesina was forming simple sentences.
It was around this time that they came across a small wooded area. Once they were under cover, they brought their horses to a halt and dismounted. Adesina was sore from riding so long, but she looked at A’asil and immediately felt that she had no right to complain. He was completely exhausted from the hours of sustaining his vyala. No one said a word when he left the others, who were setting up a camp, and went to sit beside a tree. Instead, they willingly took over his portion of the work. 
Adesina was perplexed to see L’iam go to join him, also looking worn out. 
“What is wrong with L’iam?” she quietly asked her brother. 
He glanced in their direction before continuing to rub down his horse. “He has been channeling energy into A’asil and the horses for a good portion of the day. A’asil might have died without his assistance.”
She was surprised that she hadn’t noticed sooner. They had kept their hurried pace all day, not stopping for any breaks. This wooded area was the first cover they had come across, and therefore their first chance to stop. Even though there was still a fair amount of daylight left, they were getting ready to settle in for the night. Here, at least, they would be protected from prying eyes without the aid of magical illusion.
Adesina walked over to L’iam’s horse and began to care for it. It was a proud-looking stallion that was probably seventeen hands tall. He was a beautiful golden chestnut with a long mane and tail only slightly darker in color. He looked at Adesina curiously, but by no means opposed her gentle touch. The L’avan horses were not tethered, but left to roam free. After she was done caring for L’iam’s horse, she let him do the same.
“His name is Avab. It means ‘devotion.’”
She turned and saw L’iam leaning against a tree behind her. He gave a weary smile and went on. “He began following me around when he was a colt, so my father gave him to me. I trained him myself.”
Adesina glanced at the horse with admiration. “I have never seen anything like him.”
L’iam nodded in agreement. “Yes, he comes from an exceptional bloodline. I enjoyed training him, and perhaps if things were different…”
Her brow furrowed in inquisition. “What?” she urged. 
He shrugged in an offhanded manner. “Perhaps I would have chosen the training of horses for my profession.” 
“Can you not?” she asked. 
With a brief smile, he shook his head. “No, I cannot. My path has been chosen for me, in that regard.” 
Adesina’s thoughts turned to the conversation she had had with her brother previously.
“Because of your father?” 
The young leader was startled by her question. It was clear that he didn’t expect her to know about that aspect of his personal life. 
“Yes,” he replied slowly, “because of my father.” 
She knew how he felt, to a degree, and unexpectedly decided to share that with him. “I also had my path chosen for me. Sometimes I wonder what kind of life I would have chosen if I had not been raised by the Shimat.” 
“Have you come to any conclusions?” he asked. 
Adesina looked down at the ground, pushing some grass around with the toe of her boot. “I never decided. It seemed to be a pointless line of thought.” 
L’iam studied her face for several moments before turning and walking towards the camp. After a second of hesitation, she followed him. 
“I understand that your brother has been teaching you our language.” 
She nodded. “Yes…is that a problem?” 
He immediately shook his head. “No, of course not. I was simply unaware of your interest.” He quirked and eyebrow teasingly. “We will simply have to be more careful of what we say around you.”
Adesina could see that all of his movements were labored and she looked at him in concern. “Are your gifts so tiring?”
L’iam’s expression became rueful. “They are when used as foolishly as I have used them today.”
“What do you mean?” she prompted.
“I tend to overestimate my own strength,” he explained. “I pushed myself too hard for too long.”
She cocked her head to one side. “Is that not how we become stronger?”
He assented, “To an extent, but there are limits to how far one can test oneself before it merely becomes foolhardy.”
Adesina wasn’t sure if she should be offended or if she was inferring more than what he actually meant.
They were now approaching the camp, and she could see that A’asil was still resting by a tree with Ravi at his side, conferring in low voices. K’eb was leaning over the fire pit cooking something, Mar’sal gathered firewood and E’nes was drawing water from a nearby stream. Ri’sel seemed to be standing guard and Sa’jan was nowhere to be seen.
She took in the sight of the groups—watchful order mixed with friendly ease—and for a moment she forgot that she didn’t belong with them. It all felt so natural, so soothing. She felt more at home in the military environment, but these people were also longtime friends. Everyone knew how things were done and they were accustomed to each other’s ways.
L’iam didn’t notice anything extraordinary about the scene before them. This was how things always were for him. He gave her a parting smile and went to join A’asil and Ravi. She wanted to lend a hand, but she was afraid of just being in the way of the seamless flow of duties. Eventually she wandered over to E’nes, who greeted her warmly.
“May I help?” 
He paused to glance around. “I believe we have taken care of everything.” 
She pursed her lips together and slowly walked away. Ravi, who seemed to sense her restlessness, moved to join her. 
“What is it, Ma’eve?” 
She sat down at the edge of the camp, like a stranger looking in. “It has been a long time since I have had nothing to do. Even the High City kept me busy in its own way.” 
He nodded in understanding, but said nothing in return. Together they watched the others go about their business happily. Later that evening Sa’jan returned with a respectable-looking gray horse. He led it over to Adesina, where it looked at her with large benign eyes. 
He handed her the reins and said, “L’iam thought you would enjoy the journey more if you had a horse of your own.”
She looked over at the L’avan leader, but he was deep in conversation with Ri’sel and not paying attention. She took the reigns of the horse and gave Sa’jan an uncertain smile. “Thank you.”
He nodded in an oddly apologetic way. “She is not much more than a farm horse, but she will do for now.” 
Adesina expressed her gratitude again, acknowledging that she would be more comfortable on her own horse. She watched as the aging warrior walked away and then glanced back to L’iam. She had the feeling that he had been looking at her the moment before, but his full attention was now on the man sitting next to him.
She cared for the mare and let her go to graze with the other horses. Then she walked over to her blankets and rolled up, trying to get some rest. Ravi joined her shortly and sang her into a peaceful sleep. 
When she woke up, one arm was laying over him, his warmth a protection against the morning chill.
The first week of their journey passed in this manner. They woke up long before dawn and left as soon as the camp was broken, often eating cold rations as they traveled. They continued heading north, rarely deviating in course. 
The young Shimat found ways of making herself useful in the camp. She would gather wood or draw water, wash dishes or find ways to pad their beds on the ground. The L’avan never expected any labor from her, but were always grateful for her assistance.
Every day A’asil would shield them from outside eyes, and L’iam would channel energy. They never stopped travelling until they came to an area that offered some sort of protection. It was apparent that they had traveled this route before and knew when to stop for the night and when to keep going.
E’nes and Adesina continued with their language lessons, with the help of Mar’sal. Both L’avan were impressed by how quickly she was learning, and she was secretly pleased as well. The words felt strangely natural, like she was remembering rather than learning.
Adesina was anxious for her lessons with L’iam to continue, but he was too tired in the evenings to teach her anything. He promised her early on in the journey that their lessons would continue as soon as possible.
Halfway through their second week, Adesina noticed greater changes in the landscape. There were more forests, hills and rivers. Everything seemed greener and more full of life. They spotted deer watching them from a distance and the air was adorned with the song of birds.
The L’avan traveled at an easier pace, keeping to the sheltered areas as they went. A’asil was no longer required to hide them, and the hours they traveled were more traditional. They got up at dawn, ate breakfast and took down the camp, rode at a steady pace with occasional stops along the way, and then set up camp again in the early evening.
At the end of this second week, L’iam approached Adesina as soon as the camp had been put in order. 
“Are you ready for another lesson?”
She immediately got to her feet. “Of course.”
They moved a short distance away from the camp and stood facing each other. Ravi followed and seated himself nearby, watching them intently.
L’iam held out his hand. “This time I will show you how I connect with the world of spirit.”
The Shimat frowned briefly at the name he gave the universe of energy he had shown her, not quite sure she understood his word choice. She took his hand anyway, impatient to begin.
He smiled at her eagerness. “Watch my eyes.”
Adesina’s gaze locked on his. Between what she saw there and what she felt through his grasp, she somehow knew the process in which he connected to his vyala. Without moving a muscle, he reached deep down into the core of his being where he held powers such as love and intelligence. His vyala was found there as well. He beckoned to it, encouraging it to flow to the rest of his body. The vyala swelled forth from its resting place, uniting with L’iam like an old friend. 
She felt it starting up her own arm and withdrew her hand from L’iam’s. He was startled by her sudden movement, but did not protest. He seemed to understand that she wanted to connect on her own.
Adesina closed her eyes, trying to become more aware of herself beyond the physical existence. She stood there for several strained minutes before opening her eyes and looking at L’iam in frustration.
“Why can I not do it?”
He nodded in empathy. “It is difficult to find at first. Close your eyes again and think of someone you love. Follow the emotion deep into yourself. It will lead you to your vyala.”
She obeyed his instructions, anxious to succeed. She studied her thoughts, searching for someone she loved. To her dismay, she couldn’t think of anyone. 
There were several people of whom she was fond, but she could not think of anyone she truly loved. She felt that she should love her family, but she hardly knew them. She wondered if she loved Signe for raising her, but found that she felt only a deep respect.
Then she thought of Kendan. She imagined his brilliant smile and his warm touch. She blocked out the memories of him as her harsh Shar and focused on the time they had spent together since leaving the fortress. He had seemed like a completely different person, and he had been eager to show her that side of him. She remembered how it had felt every time he touched her, or when he had taken her in his arms and kissed her.
Adesina felt the emotion she had been searching for and quickly followed it deeper, worried that she would lose its trail. It led to a rarely used part of Adesina, one that felt repressed and resigned. There she found a spark that was akin to the warm glow found in L’iam. She touched the spark, silently asking it to become brighter.
It was as if it had been awaiting this request. It flared to life, consuming everything in its path. The young Shimat gasped, unable to control the power she had unleashed.
L’iam hurried forward to take her hand. Using his own vyala, he helped her to calm the spark to a more manageable magnitude. It still occasionally flickered in surges of energy, but it was almost as amenable as L’iam’s.
He gave her a rueful smile. “Your vyala is still quite untamed. I apologize, I should have warned you that might happen.” He paused. “It seems to have developed a personality rather like your own, which is to be expected.”
Adesina merely nodded, not quite trusting her voice at first. She cleared her throat and spoke quietly. “How long will it take me to be able to tame it?”
His smile broadened. “Not long.”
He let go of her hand, and Adesina tensed for the overpowering sensation she had experienced before. Instead, the vyala remained as it was.
“The first rush of conscious vyala is always the hardest to control. As you get to know your vyala better, and as it gets to know you, it will get easier.”
She shifted uncomfortably. “You talk about it as if it were a living thing.” 
L’iam inclined his head. “And so it is. You must remember that and treat it as such.” 
With this new perspective, she examined her vyala again. It did seem more like a being than a thing—a radiating outline of herself. Adesina wondered what would happen if this almost-person decided to step outside of her physical being. She shuddered and pushed the thought out of her mind.
Then she started to experiment. It wasn’t like ordering a servant to obey or even like wielding a weapon. It was more like working with a partner—one that was infinitely more powerful than herself.
L’iam sensed her hesitation and gave her a few more tips. “You must treat your vyala with respect, but remember that you are the master. Be firm but understanding, and soon you will know each other well enough that you will work together effortlessly.”
She nodded and tried again, this time moving in synchronization with her vyala. She tentatively reached out with her mind and was once again hyperaware of everything around her. She extended even further and felt as if she could touch worlds beyond her own.
Adesina pushed harder and suddenly felt herself being yanked forward. Her surroundings rushed past as if she were flying through the air. She almost felt sick to her stomach as the sensations of violent motion and not moving at all assailed her simultaneously.
She came to an abrupt stop and found herself standing in the Garden.
 



Chapter Twenty-five: Revelations
  
Adesina’s eyes widened in disbelief as she saw her mother walking towards her. She rushed forward impulsively into her mother’s open arms.
E’rian was reluctant to let her daughter go again. “I have missed you, Ma’eve.” 
“Mother, I kidnapped father and turned him over to the Shimat,” she blurted guiltily. 
Her mother nodded. “Yes, I know.” 
Then, as if a cover had been lifted from her mind, Adesina knew the question that she needed to ask her mother. The question that had brought both of them to the realm of Dreaming. 
“Why did you ask Signe to raise me? Why, if the Shimat are your enemies? Did you not know that I would become a Shimat as well?” 
E’rian’s expression was both sorrowful and pained. Slowly, almost unwillingly, she held out her slender hand to her daughter. “Take my hand, Ma’eve. I will show you what I know.” 
She was almost afraid of knowing the answer to her questions. Still, she reached forward and took her mother’s hand. 
There was a flash of light and Adesina found herself standing in a forest. They were just outside of a building that she recognized as the fort they had left two weeks earlier. A saddled horse was grazing a few feet away from the door without much success, as it appeared to be early spring and the grass had barely begun to grow. The light was fading from the sky, painting everything in rosy tints.
“What is this?” she asked in confusion. 
E’rian looked around sadly. “This is one of my memories.” 
A high-pitched squeal rang through the quiet forest, bringing the Shimat around sharply. She saw a small boy run out the front door of the fort, followed closely by a man. Both were laughing loudly.
She recognized the man as her father, and she could guess the identity of the small boy. Another figure darkened the doorway. It was her mother, and it was evident that she was in the early stages of pregnancy.
Her father grabbed the boy and spun him around. When he saw his wife he stopped, suddenly looking serious.
“E’rian, I would rather you did not go riding alone. Can you not wait until we begin our journey home?”
She laughed lightly at his concerns. “I need just one hour to feel completely at ease. One hour, Me’shan, that is all.”
He was still reluctant. Even the exuberant attacks of his son could not completely distract him. “Well…”
E’rian walked over to the saddled horse before he could protest. “I will be back soon. Make sure that E’nes has an extra blanket when you put him to bed.”
Adesina looked again at the boy, seeing traces of her brother’s features in the cherubic face. She also found herself looking more closely at her father. He was quite handsome, and seemed much younger than when she had seen him in the High City. Perhaps it was due to care as well as the years.
She wanted more time to study him, but the memory was moving on. 
“I will be back soon, I promise.” 
E’rian was riding away. Adesina started after her, but her Dream mother still held her hand. 
“Wait. You do not need to move, for the memory will find us.” 
There was a shift in the scenery as they followed the memory E’rian through the forest.
Adesina was a bit disoriented feeling the change without ever moving her feet. It felt as if the earth was moving beneath her feet with the same fluid motion of a river, and she only had to stand firm against its flow.
The memory E’rian rode quickly at first, eager to leave the shelter of the trees. Once she was out in the open, she slowed her horse to a steady walk. She looked up at the stars and sighed in satisfaction, as if she had not seen them in a long time.
She was so enraptured that she did not notice the small band of men riding through the grassland. They, on the other hand, spotted her quickly and held a quiet conversation deciding what to do. The leader nudged his horse forward to intercept the beautiful young L’avan.
“Excuse me, m’lady, are you lost?”
The man was slender and had a thick beard covering half of his face. Adesina frowned at him, searching her memory to discover why he looked so familiar. Her thoughts were quickly pulled back to the Dream as she watched the memory unfold.
The woman was startled and looked at the group of men nervously. “No, I was just on my way home.”
The man looked amused. “There is nothing for leagues, m’lady. Surely you will not get home tonight.”
The other five men moved their horses to surround the L’avan. Adesina wanted to shout a warning, but she knew it would do no good.
“My husband is not far,” stammered E’rian.
Adesina knew what was coming and could not bear to watch. She clenched her eyes shut, wishing she could shut out the noise as well. There was the sound of a struggle and E’rian’s screams, then everything went quiet. When the observer opened her eyes, she saw that it had also gone dark.
“What happened?” she asked her mother. 
“I was taken far away. I remember little of the journey, only that it took a long time.” 
Her daughter forced out the words, “Then what?” 
“Watch.” 
They were in a dimly lit stone dungeon. E’rian’s dress was reduced to rags and she was covered in blood and dirt. She lay shivering on a pile of moldy straw, her arms wrapped around her swollen abdomen.
“She is very weak,” commented a cold, calculating voice from the shadows. Adesina found it disturbingly familiar.
“Yes, but the child will survive. Is that not what you wanted?” 
E’rian’s emaciated arms tightened around her stomach. 
“Yes, the child will be very valuable. You have done well, Breyen.” 
The two voices stepped into the light, revealing their faces to the Shimat observer and her guide. 
“Do not forget your promise, Signe.” 
An arctic smile passed over the lips that Adesina knew well. The lips that had spoken guidance and directed her throughout her childhood. The lips that had sung lullabies when she couldn’t sleep. The lips that had spun a web of tales that she had always been so desperate to believe.
“Do not worry, Breyen. The possession of a L’avan child ensures me the position of Sharifal. Such a gift will not go unrewarded.”
“I want a part in the experiments, Signe. I want a part in the child’s upbringing.” 
Signe inclined her head. “I would not entrust it’s training to anyone else.” 
There was another shift in E’rian’s memory. It wasn’t a significant passage of time, but the setting was dramatically different. The dungeon was filled with the L’avan’s moans of pain, and there was a bustle of activity around her.
The cry of an infant rent the air and Signe stepped forward impatiently. “Well?” 
“A girl. She seems healthy enough.” 
Signe held out her hands imperiously. “Give it to me.”
“No!” E’rian cried weakly.
The Shimat leader’s face was contorted with a sneer. “Kill the witch. She has served her purpose.”
A masked guard stepped forward, drawing a knife. The young mother threw a panicked glance at the dagger and then fixed her gaze on her newborn daughter, her eyes glowing with vyala. Then, using the last of her life force, she used an old form of magic—her last resort to protect her daughter from such dangerous enemies.
“Her father will come for her!”
Somehow, Adesina instinctively knew what had happened in that moment. The declaration was E’rian’s dying breath, but it would create a connection between father and daughter that would ensure that they would someday find each other. It would feel like a compulsion to search for the other, and it would lead them to decisions that would help to reunite their paths.
Adesina could almost see E’rian’s spirit leave her body. The guard looked disappointed that he had lost the opportunity to kill the “witch” himself, and Signe looked supremely disinterested. She only had eyes for the infant in her arms: a weapon waiting to be shaped.
She turned and walked out of the dungeon, leaving the servants to deal with the corpse. 
  
***
  
Adesina was silent.
She hadn’t spoken since she had been pulled into a Dream the previous night. Ravi and E’nes stayed close to her trying to give her some emotional support as she grappled with the devastating history she had seen. They did not ask any questions, which the young woman appreciated.
She lay beside the fire, curled up in a ball. Her head rested in the curve of Ravi’s body and E’nes sat absently toying with a strand of her hair. She found their proximity comforting. 
“Ravi?” she asked softly. 
Her guardian lowered his head closer to hers. “Yes, Ma’eve?” 
“Is it possible for a Dream to be a lie?” She held her breath as she waited for him to answer, not knowing what response she feared more. 
“No, dear one,” he said gently, “Dreams never lie.” 
Her fists clenched tightly, and her brother placed a comforting hand over hers. She automatically flinched away from his touch and his arm retreated. She regretted her reaction, but was too proud to reach out to him. Instead, she hugged herself more closely and shut her eyes against the tears she felt forming.
“It cannot be true,” she said more to herself than to anyone else.
She couldn’t believe it. She didn’t want to believe it. And yet, as Ravi had said, it could not be a lie.
The people she had always felt closest to were murderers and liars. She felt she was more alone than ever. For as long as she could remember, Adesina had taken great comfort in the solidity of the Shimat order. There were rules and regulations; everything was consistent and unflinching. It was something that could always be counted on, and it was something of which she was a part. No matter how many questions had plagued Adesina’s mind, of that she had been sure.
In the times when Basha, her oldest enemy, would persecute her or make dishonorable decisions, Adesina comforted herself in knowing that Basha would never be among the great Shimat. That Basha, who saw no good in the world and gave back even less than that, would never rise above the mediocre Shimat because she lacked that higher vision that set the Shimat apart from the rest of the world.
The Shimat had been something elite in Adesina’s eyes. They were the peacekeepers, the silent heroes, the shadows that allowed the light to exist.
But now…
Now she saw them for what they truly were. Now she had seen things through her mother’s eyes.
“They took her,” she whispered, “and they beat her so badly she could not move. They did not care if she lived or died, just as long as they got what they wanted.”
E’nes frowned. “Who?” 
“The Shimat took our mother.” 
He cringed at her words, as if they had physically seared him. “You saw all of that?”
 She nodded. “Mother showed me her memories.” 
Her brother did his best to hide his tears. He passed a hand over his eyes, as if shading them from the light of the campfire. “Father was frantic when she disappeared. He spent more than a year searching for the two of you. I rarely saw him during that time, and it felt as if I had lost both of my parents.”
For the first time, Adesina stopped thinking of her own pain and turned her thoughts to her brother. She pushed herself into a sitting position and looked at him with sympathy in her eyes. “Where did you live while he was gone?”
 “With our grandparents,” he replied. “Our father’s parents. I grew very close to Ri’sel during that time. He became like a second father to me.”
She searched for the right words to say in a situation such as this. “I am sorry. For me, growing up without parents was simply how things were. No one around me had family either, so it was accepted as normal. It must have been harder for you because you could remember what it was like to have a mother and father.”
“I do not blame him,” E’nes insisted hastily, almost as if he were trying to convince himself of the statement. “I would do the same for those I loved.”
Ravi said what neither sibling wanted to say. “Still, he should not have forgotten his son in his search for his daughter.”
The silence that followed was heavy, only broken by the crackling of the wood on the fire. Adesina slowly laid back down, but kept her eyes wide open.
“You should rest, Ma’eve,” the Rashad advised. “Go to sleep and relieve your mind from troubling thoughts.”
She shook her head. “I cannot sleep. I am afraid I will Dream again.”
He sighed as if the weight of the world lay on his shoulders. “I know that fear well, dear one.”
Adesina lifted her head to look him in the eye. “What do you do, then?”
A sad smile brushed his lips. “I go to sleep anyway. The Dreams come whether we want them to or not. They give us the knowledge we need to make the choices we must.”
These words sunk in as she laid her head back down. Reluctantly, fearfully, she closed her eyes and let the Dream take her.
 



Chapter Twenty-six: Shadows of the Past
  
Adesina was standing in the Garden again. E’rian sat at the edge of the fountain, trailing her fingers through the crystal water. She glanced up at her daughter, looking sad.
“So, you have come again.” 
The young woman nodded. “I did not really have a choice in the matter.”
E’rian got to her feet and hesitantly approached her daughter. Her voice trembled with emotion. “I am sorry to cause you such pain, Ma’eve.” 
She shook her head adamantly. “No, it is not your fault.” 
Her mother sighed softly. “I wanted you to have the truth.” 
“I know,” she said, “and I am grateful for that.” 
A questioning glint appeared in E’rian’s eyes. “But?” 
Adesina felt tears welling up in her eyes, but for the first time since becoming a Shi, she didn’t care. “I do not understand. I thought Signe was a good woman. I thought the Shimat…” She trailed off, shaking her head and angrily wiping her eyes.
E’rian embraced her daughter. She considered the choice before her of how to best ease Adesina’s mind. “Ma’eve, I wish I could simply soothe you with kind words, but that will not help you to heal. The only thing that will allow you to overcome this hardship is the truth, even if you do not want it.”
Her daughter nodded immediately. “I do want the truth.”
She looked closely into her eyes. “It will not be easy to accept. It will be a painful experience, but with the truth you can learn to move on.”
Adesina paused, making sure that this was really what she wanted. “I want to know everything.”
E’rian took her daughter by the hand. “Come with me.” 
She was startled by her mother’s determined tone. “Where are we going?” 
“We are going to visit those who can give you the answers you seek.” 
They walked from the Garden to a door in the white marble corridor that lay beyond. The wood of the door was ornately carved with vines and flowers. The latch had a silver bird with delicate wings and glittering jewels for eyes. E’rian placed her hand on its finely wrought body and lifted, pushing the door open.
The room beyond was dimly lit, with the fireplace as the only source of light. The walls were covered in weapons arranged in various designs, and the large table in the center of the room was overspread with maps.
Adesina lowered her voice, even though she wasn’t quite sure why. “What are we doing here?”
E’rian held up a finger, urging patience.
A burly man sat in a large velvet armchair, watching their entrance. He had a dark complexion and was dressed in a strange fashion. There were ruffles on the edges of the clothing and quite a bit of gathered fabric. It reminded Adesina of one of the few illustrations found in one of the history books she had read in the Shimat library.
“What do you want?” he asked in a voice that was rough but not unfriendly.
E’rian smiled at his abrupt manner. “We need one of your memories.” 
The man nodded in understanding. “Which one?” 
“The night you were executed.” 
His features darkened in anger. “Ah.”
He stood and set aside the book he had been holding in his lap. Adesina appraised him as he approached. He was much taller than she anticipated, and he held himself like a warrior. He stopped a couple of feet away from Adesina and held out his hand. E’rian gestured her daughter forward with an encouraging expression on her face.
The young woman took his hand, momentarily surprised by his gentle grip. There was a pause before a flash of light enveloped her vision and she felt a strange tingling pass through her body. When the light disappeared again, they were no longer standing in the room to which E’rian had led her. Adesina looked at her surroundings in confusion.
They stood together, still clasping hands, in what appeared to be the attic of a derelict house. E’rian was nowhere to be seen, which caused Adesina some alarm. She glanced towards the windows in an attempt to ascertain where they were, but the windows were boarded shut.
“Where are we?” she demanded of the burly man grasping her hand. 
He looked around the room, his face filled with emotion. “We are inside my memory.” 
She tried to pull her hand out of his, but he tightened his grip. “Do not break the connection, or you will be pulled out of my memory.” 
One large candle flickered in the center of the room, but its light was hardly adequate. It took Adesina’s eyes a moment to separate the flickering shadows around her. To her dismay, she discovered that they were not alone in the room.
There were several figures wearing black cloaks with the hoods pulled down to hide their faces. They stood in a semicircle on one side of the room, while the other side held only three shadowed figures.
“Do you know why you are here?” asked the foremost of the three silhouettes. It was a deep, commanding voice, pronouncing each word in clipped tones.
“No, your Majesty,” replied one in the semicircle.
The tension in the room jumped even higher as the figure was given a title. It was as if they didn’t want to acknowledge whose presence they were in.
Adesina frowned in confusion. “Can they not see us?” she asked her guide.
The man shook his head, but said nothing. She looked around, trying to piece together what was going on. There were very few monarchies left in the world, and those remaining had practically been reduced to feudal lords. That meant that this memory must have taken place several hundred years ago. Her line of thinking was interrupted by the king’s overbearing voice.
“You who are gathered here are the best assassins in the realm. What is more impressive is that you are also the least known. Your skill in being undetected goes beyond your work; so much so that, to the civilized world, none of you exist.”
The figures in the semicircle shifted restlessly. They already knew this. 
The king puffed out his chest in self-importance. “For this reason, I propose an alliance.” 
A surprised pause followed this declaration. One of the forms across the room sneered. “Why would we want an alliance with you?”
 “And more importantly,” inserted another shadow, “why would you want an alliance with us?”
The monarch let those questions linger for dramatic effect. “I offer you permanent amnesty and generous funding in exchange for your exclusive services and pledged loyalty.”
The air was filled with a mixture of emotions: surprise, apprehension, irritation, and cautious excitement. It was a while before the silence was broken.
The sneering silhouette shook his head. “I will not be the king’s dog.”
He twitched aside the corner of his cloak and swept out of the room. Several others followed him, but the remaining six shadows stood in a thoughtful silence.
“Is this to be a written contract?” asked one of the remaining shadows.
Adesina could hear the grim smile in the king’s voice. “I would prefer to have as little documentation in this affair as possible.”
Another voice spoke, this one female. “Who else is to know about this?” 
He made a circling gesture. “Only those of us in this room.” 
“None of your counselors or military leaders are privy to this endeavor?” she asked curiously. 
The king’s tone became a touch sharper. “That is what I said.” 
“How long is this arrangement to continue?” asked another shadow. 
The ruler’s voice was unflinching. “As long as I and my posterity are living.” 
Each of the six remaining shadows considered the offer for several minutes. Then, one by one, they got on their knees and pledged their loyalty to the king. Adesina strained to hear the words they spoke, but the memory had taken on a fuzzy quality. 
Her vision was once again engulfed in light, and she found herself standing back in the room with her mother and the burly man.
She looked around, feeling a bit disoriented. “What happened next?”
The man moved away from her and sat down in his velvet chair. “One of the assassins killed me and the other King’s Guard, after insisting that there be no witnesses. I assume that those who refused the king’s offer did not live much longer.”
The young woman frowned. “So you do not know what became of this secret organization?”
He shook his head. “I suppose I could have asked someone who witnessed the growth and final form of the organization began by those assassins, but quite frankly, I do not want to know the details. Such corruption must eventually fall, and that is all I need to know.”
Adesina didn’t know what to say to such a statement. E’rian took her daughter’s hand and gave the man a sad smile. “Thank you for your help.”
He nodded and turned his attention to the maps on the table.
The older woman led the way back through the door and into the Garden. Adesina was still carefully analyzing what she had seen.
“Mother, why did you show me that?”
She glanced up at the sky, as if measuring the time. “Dream again tomorrow and I will show you more. It will all make sense in time.”
Adesina wanted to resist, but she felt the pull of her own world. She yielded and closed her eyes, knowing from experience that it made the crossing easier.
When she opened them again she was lying in the L’avan camp. E’nes saw that she was awake and knelt by her side. “How are you feeling, Adesina?” 
She sat up slowly, trying to assess her personal well-being. “Better.” 
“Are you still able to travel?” 
Adesina nodded and got to her feet, ready to help break down the camp. She didn’t say much to her companions, nor did they say much to her. Her brother continued with his lessons on the L’avan language, in which she was growing quite proficient, but Adesina seemed more anxious to stop for the night.
As soon as the evening meal was over, she wrapped herself in her blanket and reached out to connect to her vyala. More than willing to obey her command, the power sent her speeding back into the world of Dreams.
E’rian was waiting for her next to the shimmering fountain. She stood when she saw her daughter approaching.
“Do you wish to continue?” she asked in a gentle voice. 
Adesina nodded without hesitation. “Yes.” 
Her mother took her hand and led her back to the wooden door. She stared at it in confusion. “Are we visiting the guard again?” 
E’rian smiled and shook her head. She opened the door to reveal a large open field bathed in the sunlight of early summer. 
Adesina was bewildered. “Where is the room?” 
Her mother smiled mysteriously. “The room is where is has always been and where it always will be.” 
She began walking through the tall green grass, holding out her hands to let the blades brush her fingertips. Her daughter hurried to follow. 
“What do you mean?” 
She didn’t slow her pace as she explained. “The door leads to many places, Ma’eve. It is a way to connect the world of the spirits. Just as the Garden is my place of rest, this field is the resting place of another. The door is a way to visit parts of the spirit world other than one’s own.”
Adesina looked back, expecting to see the building from which they had just come. Instead she saw the wooden door standing on its own, with nothing to connect it to any structure. The sight was slightly unnerving. She hurried to catch up with her mother while processing this strange new information about spirit worlds.
The Shimat were not religious in any sense of the word. They relied heavily on science and did not believe in anything that could not be proven. They believed that superstitions were evidence of a weak and uninformed mind. However, Adesina found herself thrown into a world where one was continually met with something unexplained by the rationality of science: talking animals, spirits of the dead, life force turned into some kind of “magic.” For all of her extensive training, she felt completely lost, which was a feeling she greatly disliked.
If E’rian noticed Adesina’s souring mood, she said nothing about it. She kept walking at her businesslike pace, not looking back to see if her daughter was following.
There was a large oak tree not far in the distance that was clearly their destination. Resting in the wide branches of the tree sat a young man singing softly to himself. He was probably Adesina’s age, with fair features and clothing that looked like it came from another period of time.
Unlike the man from the night before, who had been very formally dressed, this boy looked more like a well-groomed peasant.
He looked up when he heard them, giving them a puzzled smile. “Hello.”
The Dream woman raised her hand in greeting. “I was wondering if you would be willing to show my daughter one of your memories.”
The young man hopped down from the tree. “Which one?” 
“When you were a servant as a boy.” 
His youthful face stiffened. “The assassins.” 
She nodded. “The founding of the fortress.”
He was clearly reluctant to relive such memories, and felt the need to explain himself. “I was very young when they asked me to serve them. My family had nothing to offer me and serving was an honorable profession. I had no idea what kind of people my masters were.”
E’rian nodded in sympathy. “You do not need to justify yourself to us. We do not judge you.”
Still, he looked as if he wanted to say more. “I am not like them. I did not wish to take part in their ambitions.”
He looked at the mother and daughter for a few heavy moments. Finally, he held out his hand to Adesina.
The flash of light took them to the familiar courtyard of the Shimat fortress. Adesina looked around in amazement. She had been away for a long time, but she was surprised to find that she still remembered the smallest details of her former home. 
Closer inspection showed her that it was different from how she remembered it. It looked run-down and abandoned—weeds and moss grew in between the stones, the wood of the gate was rotted and broken, the roofs were in desperate need of repair, and so forth.
Six figures walked around slowly, as if inspecting it, while the seventh stood off to the side with his arms folded. Adesina spotted the form of a young serving boy waiting at the edge of the scene. The figures all wore heavy black cloaks with the cowls up around their faces, and they walked with a feline grace that spoke of danger.
The seventh figure also stood apart in the way he was extravagantly dressed. Even though he wore a modest cloak to cover the gaudy material, it was now thrown back to exhibit his obvious wealth. The man had an arrogant look on his face, which marred the youth of his features.
“There should be adequate space for you and your subordinates. It can serve as a training ground as well as a fortress.”
Adesina recognized the voice of the king.
He received no response, so he continued with his recommendations of the abandoned castle. “It is also ideally located—isolated from the rest of the kingdom.”
“Will it be kept that way?” asked one of the inspectors.
The king was irritated by the question. “Of course! I have gone to great lengths to ensure secrecy.”
A reedy woman turned her sharp eyes to the king. “Will we have autonomy?” 
“Yes.” 
The woman wasn’t satisfied. “I want an official document stating it to be so.”
He hesitated before answering in a sarcastic voice. “What would you have it say? ‘I, the king, promise not to interfere with the running of the secret organization that I created.’ How would I explain such a document to my counselors?”
She shrugged. “Sign a document saying that this land is under your protection, but not subject to your rule. We will take care of the rest.”
The monarch gritted his teeth in anger. He did not want to sign his name in connection with these proceedings, and he did not want to lose the freedom of altering his agreement with the assassins whenever he chose.
“Well?” prompted the woman. 
He set his jaw stubbornly. “Very well. But remember, your loyalty is still sworn to me.” 
The woman turned, so only Adesina could see her grim smile. “Of course, your Majesty.” 
A robust middle-aged man nodded. “Yes, this will do very well.” 
Another woman, more burly than the first, shook her head. “I still do not agree with this endeavor.” 
They all turned to look at her, but only the king voiced his question. “Why not?” 
“You said you wanted an army of assassins—the best assassins in the world. This will not be possible.” 
The king’s face hardened. “What is your reasoning?” 
She shrugged. “We are too few. We, alone, cannot teach great numbers to be as skilled as ourselves. It would take many years.” 
The robust man gestured carelessly. “It will take many years regardless. Especially to build the organization to the scope that His Majesty requests.” 
The king mulled this over for a while. He paced the stone floors that Adesina had often paced herself. When he came to a decision, it was with a degree of uncertainty. He tried to make his voice seem unconcerned, but no one was fooled. “I will search out other skilled assassins to aid you in this undertaking.”
“They must be subject to our approval, of course,” insisted a tall man.
The ruler assented reluctantly. All six assassins nodded in satisfaction, but the king had a sneaking suspicion that the situation was far too precarious. It would be too easy for things to get out of hand.
In spite of this fear, he agreed to press forward. His visions of power and glory were too great to pass up.
“We shall begin immediately,” said the reedy woman.
Once again, the scene grew hazy as Adesina was pulled out of the memory. It was a bit jarring, and she didn’t like it. She looked at the young man, who seemed preoccupied by the grass at his feet.
She couldn’t help asking, “How long did they allow you to live, knowing such secrets?” 
He kept his eyes on the ground as he answered. “I lived only as long as I served a purpose.”
  
***
  
There was much on Adesina’s mind as she followed her mother to the wooden door the next night. She thought of the lives taken by this secret organization, simply because they ceased to be a benefit. She silently shuddered at such cold-hearted practices, and felt a growing dread at the understanding that was forming in her mind.
This time the wooden door took them to a beautiful marble hall filled with light. Unlike the other “resting places,” which had seemed rather solitary, this hall was filled with people. They lounged on large pillows, discussing a variety of topics in lively voices. The expanding sound of music echoed through the hall, but it was difficult to see where it came from.
E’rian stood in place for several moments, swaying to the music with her eyes closed. Finally, she looked at her daughter with a smile. “I love music.”
Adesina smiled in return. “Me, too.”
In all honesty, music had never really been a part of her life until she had met Ravi. Since then, it had become a powerful influence over her. Her guardian seemed to take music with him wherever he went, and Adesina began to associate music with all the qualities that personified Ravi. He was a source of strength, her comfort in hard times, calming, encouraging, a voice of reason, and so much more. In its own way, music had become those things to her as well.
The L’avan seemed to share the deep love of music that Adesina assumed was part of Rashad nature. It was not uncommon for her companions to suddenly break into song and have everyone join in. They had begun teaching some of the songs to her, but she preferred to listen rather than add in her voice.
E’rian walked over to the group of music connoisseurs and managed to detach one of them, leading him over to where her daughter was waiting. He was a short, balding man with snub features and a fussy air. “So, you want a memory, do you?”
She immediately took a dislike to his tone of voice, but her mother acted as if nothing were wrong. “Yes, that is correct.”
The man sighed as if it were a great imposition. “Will it be just the one?” 
She rolled her eyes while E’rian smiled patiently. “Yes.” 
He reached out his hand, which Adesina gripped harder than what was strictly necessary. The man flinched, but did not pull away. The blanket of light whisked them into the warren of his memories.
She opened her eyes to find them standing in a well-lit study. The wall hangings were blood red in color and the large window was covered by a gilded screen. The king from the previous memories sat at a large desk filled with books and documents. It was clear that several years had passed, as evidenced by his graying hair and the weary expression on his face.
The door opened to admit a young page. “Your Majesty, there is a messenger here for you.” 
He waved a hand disinterestedly. “Send them in.” 
The woman that entered was the thin assassin from the fortress. Her dark hair was also streaked with gray and pulled tightly back, giving her an even more severe look than before. She was dressed like a servant, but anyone who looked her in the eye could see that she served no one but herself.
She locked the door behind herself and turned to face the king. “Greetings, your Majesty. And congratulations on the birth of your son.”
He was surprised to see her. “Why are you here? Are there any problems with the assignments I have given you?” 
She smiled briefly. “No, no problems.” 
The monarch frowned. “Well?” 
The assassin seated herself without asking permission. “I come with a request from the fortress.” 
Adesina frowned at the woman’s manner of speaking. It was seemingly passive, but behind the calm tones it was clear that she was the one in control rather than the king. 
His expression was immediately wary. “What do you want?” 
“Children.” 
He couldn’t have looked more bewildered. “What?”
The woman was entirely at ease, as if her request was completely ordinary. “Children, your Majesty. All the orphan children in the realm.”
The ruler was speechless, so the woman continued with her address.
“We want a system put in place so they can be transported to the fortress undetected, as well as all future orphans. We also want a rumor spread that impoverished families can turn their children over to the traveling workers for excellent care and a respectable future.”
“Who are these traveling workers?” 
She waved a bony hand. “Artisans who go from village to village looking for work.” 
“Where will we find artisans willing to acquire children for you?” he asked in confusion. 
A patronizing smile appeared on her face. “We already have Shimat in place to act in that capacity.” 
The king looked agitated and uncomfortable. “I wish you would stop calling yourselves that. The shimat are myths. Demons from old wives’ tales…” 
The woman’s eyes gleamed with a manic light. “Oh, but we are shadow demons. Your shadow demons, for you created us.” 
He shuffled the papers on his desk, avoiding eye contact. “For what purpose do you want these children?” 
“To be raised and trained as Shimat.” 
The idea caught the monarch’s attention, and an amazed smile appeared on his face. “Of course! An entire generation of assassins at my command!” 
The assassin said nothing, keeping her expression neutral. The feelings of apprehension that the king had been feeling moments ago were replaced by a greed for power. This lasted for several minutes before the he became cautious again.
“I will allow it on one condition: the children must be raised completely loyal to me.” 
She smiled slyly. “Of course, your Majesty.” 
He still looked distrustful, but nodded. “I will begin gathering them immediately. What ages would you prefer?” 
She leaned back in her chair, interlacing her fingers. “For now we will take all the children who range from infancy to fifteen years of age. In the future, when this program is more established, we will lower that cutoff age.”
They began discussing the details, but Adesina felt herself being pulled out of the memory. She shuddered as she pulled her hand away from the man standing in the marble hall.
“How did you witness this without notice?” she asked him.
He sighed with a melodramatic expression on his face. “I was one of the King’s Counselors, and I wished gain prestige and riches. I was spying on the king with the hope of learning something valuable.”
“You tried to blackmail him?”
He looked offended. “I merely wanted to warn him of his lack of discretion! He had me executed…”
Adesina wasn’t surprised in the least. The fussy man turned away from them and went back to his friends in the marble hall. The two L’avan made their way back to the Garden, where they could discuss what she had seen.
This had been the hardest memory for Adesina to watch. She felt ill when she thought of all the children who had been manipulated through the years. More than that, she was angry when she thought about how she herself had been manipulated.
She thought about her Shi friend, Lanil, who was so sweet and caring that it was hard to believe that she was also a warrior in training. If her parents had lived, she probably would have been a lot like Deasa. Doubtless, Lanil would have married young and been happy to raise her family. Unfortunately, her parents had died when she was an infant, and she had become a Shar Child—raised in the Shimat fortress with no option but to be trained as one.
Adesina began pacing back and forth, and E’rian seated herself on the edge of the fountain, watching her daughter’s agitated movements.
“Why has nothing been done before now? Why are the Shimat not stopped?”
The older woman clasped her hands together and leaned forward. “Ma’eve, the Shimat order thrives on secrecy and subtle manipulation. To most of the world they are nothing but a dark story to get one’s children to behave. It was not until they approached us about an alliance that the L’avan knew of their reality.”
Adesina stopped in her tracks. “The Shimat offered an alliance with the L’avan?”
Her mother nodded. “It was before our isolation from the rest of the world. The L’avan king of that time had the gift of reading intentions, and he could see that the Shimat only wanted to manipulate us and have use of our powers. They thought vyala was something that could be transferred, and they wanted it for their own.”
Her daughter moved to sit next to her. “What happened?” 
“The king told them he would not accept their treaty, and then the persecution began.” 
The young woman frowned. “The Shimat began persecuting the L’avan?” 
E’rian smiled sadly. “No, they are much too subtle for that. They used all of their influences to create fear and distrust of the L’avan among other people. After that, they just had to sit back and watch. We were driven from our homes by farmers, merchants and artisans, all of whom thought they were protecting their families and ways of life from our evil influences.”
Her daughter shook her head, not understanding. “Why would they go to so much trouble?”
She tilted her head to one side. “For revenge, Ma’eve. We dared to defy them, and they hate us for it. Also, they did it for protection. We knew they existed, so they had to destroy any possibility that anyone would believe us if we exposed their secrets.”
Adesina was speechless. She knew her mother had warned her against what she would be shown in these memories, but she had still been completely unprepared for what she had seen. Each memory seemed worse than the last, and she was afraid of what she would learn next about this order of assassins to which she had sworn loyalty.
The next night the wooden door took them to a cozy cottage. It was a place that looked as if many generations had lived there, leaving behind traces of love and experience. An old man was sitting next to a fire with his arm around a kindly old woman when they entered.
“G’morrow to ye, lasses! How ken I hep ye?”
E’rian walked over and pressed each of their hands warmly. “Good morrow to you as well. We are in need of your memories.”
The old man shook his head adamantly. “No, no, ye kennot come to no good wit dem. Warm fire, good talk, det is all I ken offer ye.”
To Adesina’s surprise, her mother didn’t argue. She seated herself across from the old couple and indicated that she should do the same. The old woman looked them over carefully.
“Ye seems ta be da norther’ sort.” 
E’rian inclined her head. “Yes, we hail from the north. And you?” 
She knew that her mother already knew their answer, and couldn’t figure out why she was wasting time with small talk. 
“Weeell,” said the old man, “We cummot form de sout’.” 
The L’avan woman looked delighted by this news. “Oh, the south is a lovely place! Such beautiful farms.” 
The old man straightened proudly. “Yes, yes, I dunno’ deny it. I had a farm of such.” 
She reached over to lay a hand on Adesina’s arm. “My daughter was raised in the south.” 
The aged woman leaned forward with a concerned expression on her face. “Did ye not raise her yesef?” 
Her mother shook her head sadly. “I passed away before I even had the opportunity to hold her in my arms.” 
The woman turned to her husband. “Ach, sech a sad tale!” 
He nodded in agreement. “Yes, yes, I dunno’ deny it!” 
E’rian fixed her powerful gaze on the old couple. “You see, my daughter was raised by my enemies, the Shimat.” 
Both of them were horrified at this revelation. “Ye dunno’ say!” 
She went on in a low voice. “I have been showing her the truth of the order she formerly served. I want her to know that what the Shimat truly are.” 
The old man could see where she was going with this and started to shake his head. “Ye be a sly one, lass. Ye know I canno’ deny ye now.” 
She didn’t reply, but waited for the man to think things through. Finally, he held out his hands to Adesina and her mother. “Ye’ll haf ta guide me a bit’o. I dunno’ know what ye wan’te see.”
E’rian took one hand and gestured that her daughter should take the other. This time, when the flash of light faded, she stood with them inside the memory.
Adesina was about to question her mother why she had come along this time, but mayhem broke out around them. They were standing in the middle of the main street of a village when a man on a horse came riding into the middle of the crowd, shouting to the villagers. 
“The king has been murdered!” 
Shouts erupted everywhere. 
“How could this have happened?”
“He was heavily guarded both day and night!” 
“What of the queen?” 
The man on the horse answered this last question. “She is also dead!” 
“What will become of the monarchy?” 
“What of the young prince?” 
The man shook his head. “Dead! They are all dead!” 
He spurred his horse onward to spread the news to the next village. The pandemonium continued long after he was gone: shouting, wailing, people running in all directions. 
Off to the side of the street Adesina spotted the woman Shimat who had stood in the king’s study. She was barely visible, hiding in the shadows. There was a slight smile on her face as she watched the chaos around her.
The enveloping light took them away from the scene and placed them in another. E’rian guided Adesina through a myriad of memories all belonging to the old man. Some of them were short, others took several minutes to view. All of them showed how the old farmer’s entire life had been affected by the invisible influences of the Shimat.
Whispers of murder, neighbors blackmailed, children gone missing, rumors of shadows come to life.
The Shimat were still called old wives’ tales, but the underlying fear plagued every southern home. Even though the old farmer had not recognized all the signs of their presence in his life, Adesina did. She saw their hidden power shape the world around them for their personal gain.
The final memory shown to Adesina was of the old farmer’s death.
He and his aged wife were taken from their home to a dark, unknown room. Three Shimat began questioning them about a visitor they had had in their home.
The old man of the memory shook his head in genuine confusion. “I dunno’ know what ye mean! We be takin’ no visitors!”
The first Shimat smiled unpleasantly. “Do not make this harder on yourselves. Tell us what we need to know, and you will be spared.”
Adesina knew from his tone of voice that the old couple would not live no matter what information they gave him.
Still, they tried to convince him that they didn’t know what he was talking about. The Shimat looked at each other in a twisted sort of anticipation and began torturing their prisoners.
Adesina couldn’t bring herself to watch the horror before her. She jerked her hand free in order to stop her ears. 
The flash of light returned her to the cottage, where the old woman was patiently waiting. The abrupt return left the young woman feeling disoriented, but not enough to drive from her mind what she had seen. She gripped the armrests of the chair she occupied, feeling nauseated.
She felt her mother’s arms pull her in. “Ma’eve? Are you all right, love?” 
Adesina had noticed that while Dreaming she was much more emotional. It probably had to do with the connection with her vyala. She didn’t know how to handle the overwhelming feelings washing over her in waves. She struggled to breath, trying to tame the grief and despair crushing her chest.
She used her vyala to send her back to her own world, jerking her out of the Dream. Adesina laid on her back, staring at the night sky, sobbing quietly.
 



Chapter Twenty-seven: Darkness
  
E’nes, who was on guard duty, was instantly at her side with his hand on her arm. “Adesina? Are you all right?”
She managed a nod as she sat up. She hurriedly wiped away any trace of her sorrow, but found that it was soon replaced with more tears. The strengthened emotions of her Dreams had carried over into the waking part of her life, and she found she could not control them. Tears streamed freely from her eyes and, try as she might, she could not stop them.
He put his arms around her, saying nothing but letting her know that she was not alone. Once again, Adesina’s instinct was to pull away from his touch, but she fought the reaction and wept into his shoulder. 
For the first time since she was five years old, she allowed herself to be something other than a warrior and was grateful to be held and comforted. The night was silent, and for a few precious minutes, it seemed like they were alone.
“My entire life has been a lie,” Adesina whispered to her brother. She pushed away to look him in the eye. “I have done terrible things, E’nes.”
He brushed her hair from her face. “Father will understand why you did what you did, Adesina. No one blames you for being manipulated.”
She shook her head stubbornly. “I am not just talking about the things that I did as a Shimat. I mean the things that I did as part of my training—things that I chose to do to further my standing in the order.”
When E’nes didn’t say anything, she continued. “Did you know I committed my first murder when I was fourteen years old?”
The expression of stunned disbelief on her brother’s face urged her to go on. “At the time I thought it was an execution, but-”
“It does not matter, Adesina,” he interrupted. “None of that matters now.” 
New tears began to fall. “How can it not matter?” 
He gently wiped them away. “Because you cannot change it. What matters now is how you choose to move forward.” 
She found his words comforting, but was having a hard time believing them. It felt impossible to be free of her past. How could she move forward when she was so weighed down by a lifetime of misguided choices?
She was still pondering this the next morning when L’iam came to speak to her, carrying a canvas sack. 
Adesina was sitting away from the group, wanting to be alone. He knelt before her, looking into her eyes with unnerving clarity.
“I am returning your weapons to you.” 
The young woman studied him warily. “Why would you do that?” 
His expression was grim. “We will soon be entering part of a forest that is favored by thieves and other miscreants. It will be best if we are all armed.” 
She took the canvas bag slowly, as if not sure whether or not to believe him. “Why would you choose to travel through such a dangerous place?” 
L’iam gave her a half smile. “To avoid notice and to save time. A day and a half through this forest saves us several days of going around. As long as we keep our more distinct features hidden, we blend in rather well. No one will take note of us.” 
Keeping to this statement, they were all provided with long, hooded cloaks the following day. E’nes showed Adesina how to keep her hood pulled down while retaining the ability to keep a watchful eye.
The forest was resting up against a sharp range of impenetrable mountains. Passing through the woods took them around to the back side of the mountains. At first Adesina wasn’t sure if she would be able to tell when they had entered the section of forest that was apparently fraught with danger, but the change was noticeable.
The first thing that caught her attention was that this part of the forest was old. Strangely, much older than the surrounding forests, and also older than any she had ever seen in the southern lands. It had the slight smell of decay mingled with the other scents of a woodland. Adesina could also see why it would be a place favored by criminals. There was almost no light and there was an abundance of hiding places.
They rode at a measured pace, trying not to appear too hurried. Their hoods were always pulled down around their faces, even when they stopped for the night.
Adesina, impatient to be both of assistance and to be alone, volunteered to gather the firewood. She was quite a distance away from the camp when she heard the stealthy approach of several unseen figures. 
Setting her jaw in aggravation, she put down the armful of wood she had collected and checked to make sure her hood was in place. When this was done, she glanced at her surroundings.
Ten silhouettes appeared in the gloom, encircling her. The one standing closest to her spoke first. “Hello, girlie. Strayed too far from your friends, have you?”
“What do you want?” she asked in a cold voice.
The man chuckled roughly. “Well, you see, we normally do not bother other travelers in this lonely place we call home, but since you so willingly wandered into our camp, we thought you might give us a bit of friendly conversation.”
Adesina had never before been threatened by anyone other than her peers. She felt an odd sort of an angry thrill shoot down her spine and her limbs became alive with adrenaline.
“If you do not walk away right now, none of you will ever walk again,” she said in a tightly controlled voice.
There was a round of guffaws as the men began tightening the circle around her. The spokesman of the group gave her a leering grin. “Now, is that any way to talk to a stranger? You should learn to be more welcoming.”
Something awakened deep inside of Adesina, transforming the despondency that she had been feeling the past several days into pure rage. That anger took focus on the faceless forms in front of her, as if they had been the ones who had betrayed her. Her hands moved to the clasp of the cloak, removing it and tossing it to the side. Then she reached back and drew her Blood Sword.
The stances of the figures became wary when they saw how she easily handled her blade. It was clear they had not anticipated her militant reaction. She hadn’t cowered or begged for mercy, which is what they were accustomed to seeing. 
In spite of their sudden apprehension, it was too late for them to back down.
Two men moved to grab her from behind, but she pivoted and brought them down with two fluid strokes of her sword. The fury she felt swelled in satisfaction at the wet glint of blood on her sword and the bodies crumpled at her feet. She had overpowered them with ease, and the feeling was gratifying.
There were cried of dismay from the rest of the group and the speaker pushed up his sleeves angrily. “Right, then.”
They all attacked at once. 
Adesina moved like quicksilver, using the chaos to her advantage, and three more fell before they knew what was happening. She evaded every blow, flicking her sword expertly. One man fell to his knees, clutching his neck. Another keeled over from a stomach wound. One by one they fell until only the speaker was left.
Adesina had kept him for last. She brought him to his knees, pressing her blade against his neck hard enough to draw blood. 
“Please!” he begged, “Please spare me!” 
Something forced its way to the front of the young woman’s mind. 
It was as if the eyes of her mother were on her, filled with sorrow and disappointment. She looked at the carnage around her and the pleasure she had felt from the wrathful violence now made her feel sick.
The soft crackle of undergrowth brought her head around and she saw that E’nes, L’iam and Sa’jan were standing fifty feet away, staring at her in shock. 
Adesina desperately wished she could hide the gruesome scene from their sight.
She lowered her sword and allowed the man before her to scramble away. Even after the noise of his escape faded into the distance, the L’avan stood still. 
Adesina ventured one glance to her companions, but she couldn’t stand how they were looking at her. She could see that she was a monster in their eyes.
Her mind was numb and she couldn’t think straight. Moving mechanically, Adesina cleaned her sword of the blood and gore, and replaced it in the sheath on her back. Then she pulled out several small squares of white cloth from a pouch on her belt and went from body to body, staining each with the blood of the fallen.
She picked up her cloak and the firewood she had gathered, walked back to the camp and deposited the wood beside the fire. She took the squares of cloth and placed them on the burning logs, wafting the smoke onto her face.
A mocking voice in her mind laughed as she went through the motions of the ritual she had been taught. Yes, it seemed to say, honor the dead, you creature of the Shimat. She felt a deep sense of despair, knowing that she would always be what they had made of her.
Her eyes stung, but she knew it wasn’t from the ritual.
She wrapped herself in her cloak and moved away from the group. Adesina wanted desperately to be alone, and yet she wished someone would come and sit with her.
From the dark she studied the L’avan. Those who had witnessed her encounter with the thieves preoccupied themselves with some task or another, avoiding looking in her direction. L’iam was speaking to Sa’jan in a low voice on the outskirts of the camp opposite of her. The remaining L’avan could sense that something was wrong, but said nothing. They tried to go about their duties as if everything was the same as before.
K’eb walked over to offer Adesina some food, but she shook her head before he got close enough to speak. After that, everyone left her alone.
Ravi had gone off on his own not long after the camp had been set up, and reappeared about an hour after the incident. Adesina assumed he had been hunting. 
He spoke to E’nes for a few minutes before coming to lay beside her. He did not say anything, but leaned his head against her leg and began to hum. Adesina placed a trembling hand on his back, fighting a torrent of overwhelming emotions.
Long after everyone—save the night guard—had gone to bed, she sat beside the tree, staring into the darkness both around her and inside of her.
She had wanted to believe that she was still a good person, in spite of the fact that she had been used by the Shimat order. She had wanted to believe that she was not lost, even though her training had been so deeply instilled.
Tonight she had discovered what kind of a person she was in truth.
Adesina was ill with self-loathing. She had always looked at herself as a warrior and had taken pride in defending her homeland, but now she saw that she was a weapon. Nothing but a tool ruled by a lifetime of conditioning.
When she looked at the sleeping forms of the L’avan she felt the contrast keenly. These were all honorable men—men who valued integrity and had individual worth. The Shimat valued ruthlessness, artifice, and only saw an individual for the skills he or she brought to the whole.
Adesina didn’t know where she fit in. She was too much an instrument of the Shimat to belong to the L’avan, but she knew deep down that she could never return to the Shimat and serve their corrupt purposes.
She got to her feet silently. Ravi raised his head, but did not stop her as she walked away. Adesina didn’t know where she was going. She only knew that she couldn’t travel with people so radically different from herself. Her lack of self-control had endangered the entire group and had destroyed their attempts at traveling in secrecy. More than that, though, she felt her presence was a taint on the company.
The young Shimat hadn’t walked far when she spotted L’iam through the trees. She paused, debating how to best get around him, but he had already seen her.
“I thought you would try to leave.” 
She straightened stiffly. “Am I wrong in doing so?” 
His expression was serious as he studied her. “Yes.” 
Adesina was incredulous. “You cannot possibly believe that. You saw what happened out there. Ri’sel was right, the Shimat are a plague…and I am one of them.” 
L’iam sighed and moved to sit in a small patch of moonlight. He beckoned for Adesina to join him, which she did reluctantly. 
“Do you know what makes the Shimat such a deadly force in this world?” 
She had her own opinion on the matter, but she didn’t know what L’iam thought. The young woman shrugged her shoulders, indicating her willingness to hear what he had to say. 
“They are highly trained children who do not know how they are being manipulated. By the time they see the order for what it truly is, they no longer care. They are without conscience and without opposing forces to keep them in check.” 
“The L’avan oppose us,” she said softly. 
L’iam shook his head sadly. “We are too few to pose a serious threat to the Shimat. However, that is not the material point.” 
Her eyes were glued to the ground in front of her. “What, then?”
“The Shimat are what they are because they choose to be. Yes, they are fed many lies, but even when they are given the truth, they choose to remain the same.” He reached out and lifted her chin to look her squarely in the eyes. “You have been given the truth, Adesina. You can choose to be like them, or you can choose to be something else.”
She was embarrassed to find her eyes swimming with angry tears. “It is too late! I have become the monster they wanted me to be.”
His voice was firm. “That is not true, Adesina.” 
“It is!” she insisted. “I murdered those thieves and I enjoyed it.” 
“Do you still enjoy it?” he asked quietly. 
“No,” Adesina said miserably. “I feel sick just thinking about it.” 
L’iam leaned forward. “That is why you are not like the Shimat. That remorse is what sets you apart from them. It is never too late to change, Adesina. You still have the power to be who you want to be.”
The night was still around them as they each turned to their own thoughts. Adesina couldn’t force the memory of the evening from her mind.
“Those men…” she whispered.
L’iam nodded in understanding. “We have all done things of which we are ashamed, but the beauty of this life is that we are given the chance to make up for our mistakes—if we choose to do so.”
Although Adesina couldn’t see it at the time, deep in her soul a spark of hope began to burn. 
  
***
  
L’iam watched Adesina walk back to the camp. As soon as she was out of sight, he got to his feet and wandered through the trees. He found a strange comfort in walking through a forest at night.
He felt sorry for this confused and angry girl who had been thrown into their path. She tried so hard to be an adult, but she was still a child in many ways. 
He remembered being her age and feeling the same way, asking the same questions: who was he? Was he nothing more than the years of training and expectation? He also remembered feeling trapped in a role in life that he did not choose.
Luckily, he’d had his family and close friends to help him through that challenging time of life—something that Adesina didn’t really have. E’nes was doing his best to develop a relationship with his sister, but he often felt discouraged on that point.
Yes, L’iam felt very sorry for her.
More than that, he was pained when he thought about what was coming. Perhaps it would have been kinder to let Adesina part ways with the L’avan. He briefly wondered if she would have returned to the Shimat or gone off on her own.
L’iam shook away such fruitless lines of thought and brought his mind back to the present. His men were relying on him to lead them home, and they were not safe yet. He could not afford to be distracted by his pity of the Shimat girl.
Still, the days ahead were bound to be dark and there was no escaping them now.
 



Chapter Twenty-eight: The Return
  
The next day’s travels took them out of the thieves’ forest and into the open. It seemed that they did not need the cover of the trees with the mountains shielding them from the rest of the world. They began angling east; gradually at first, but soon they were traveling more east than north.
As the days wore on, Adesina was surprised to see that she was not shunned by those around her. Instead, they did all that they could to show her their desire to help her through this difficult time. 
E’nes rode close to her, sharing with her memories of his childhood. He spoke of their parents, describing them in great detail. He and Ravi would remind each other of happier times and laugh at old jokes. Adesina was grateful for the pictures he painted for her. It made her feel like she knew her family. It made her feel like she almost belonged to them.
Sa’jan was also spending a good deal of his time with Adesina. He was an excellent storyteller, whether he was recounting his experiences as a soldier, as a father, or simply as a man. They never pressed her to share any information of her own, but after a while she found herself doing it of her own accord.
Adesina talked about her dearest friend, Lanil, and her greatest enemy, Basha. She described to them what it was like growing up in a strict and constantly military environment. She spoke of what the students did to amuse themselves when the Shar were not around, what was expected when they were being supervised, and what it took to be the best among one’s peers.
Bit by bit, the other L’avan joined in these conversations. They would listen to Adesina’s stories and share tales of their own. Their journey seemed more relaxed now that they were beyond the mountain range.
Adesina kept a close eye out for any other group of travelers, but they were completely alone. When she commented on this to E’nes, he smiled.
“These lands are roamed by ferocious beasts. Travelers keep as far away as possible.” 
There were a few chuckles at this remark, and Ravi rolled his eyes. She looked at the others in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
Ravi spoke up. “These are Rashad lands. We protect them from intruders.”
At first Adesina didn’t see any signs of the Rashad. The lands were filled with wildlife of all different kinds, but there was no hint of any sleek black forms other than Ravi. As the fourth week of their journey from the High City came to a close, Adesina was beginning to think that they would never see anything other than the local wildlife.
They were riding their horses through the tall green grass, basking in the morning sun. Adesina was marveling at the colors of these northern lands. Everything seemed so much richer—so much more alive—than the south. She was about to comment to Ravi, when she saw him stiffen and a low growl sounded in his throat.
She looked around in alarm, for she had never seen him act in such a way. “What is it, Ravi?”
He didn’t answer, but crouched low in the grass. The other L’avan continued to ride as if nothing was wrong, but Adesina slowed her horse, still searching for the danger.
Without warning, a golden figure launched itself at Ravi from an impressive distance. Adesina had never seen Ravi fight before, and she was struck by his deadly beauty. He moved with a speed and precision that would be breathtaking to any warrior. His movements were so smooth and effortless that Adesina was amazed.
Ravi evaded the attack with ease, pinning the golden figure to the ground. The attacker didn’t even try to fight back. Instead, a throaty giggle escaped from it.
Ravi’s voice was still a growl. “I had expected a more mature welcome, Rissa.”
The name rang a bell in Adesina’s memory. This was the younger sister that E’nes had told her about.
The two siblings were soon surrounded by several other Rashad. All of them had varying shades of golden yellow fur and large blue eyes. Adesina had expected them to have Ravi’s black fur, but it seemed that he was an aberration in his own way.
“Adesina,” E’nes called gently.
She took the hint and left Ravi with his family. After all, they hadn’t seen him in a very long time.
They were now approaching another large forest that seemed to go on for several leagues. In the distance there was a lone mountain, which seemed to be their destination. E’nes confirmed what Adesina surmised.
He pointed to the peak. “Our capital city is at the base of that mountain. Once we enter the forest we will be in L’avan lands. All the area east and north of here belongs to the L’avan. We call them Pevothem. It means dwelling of the heart.”
This forest was even older than the thieves’ forest. However, rather than being tainted with decay, this forest was still thriving. Light danced along the forest floor, casting merry shadows as it went. The sounds and smells of a thousand forms of life seemed to join the light in its caper. Something deep inside of Adesina awoke as she entered this forest, although she could not identify what it was.
Adesina couldn’t believe how different the north was from the south. She had never imagined that there could be so much light and color condensed into one place. The climate was cooler, but Adesina found that she preferred it. There was a much bigger variety of plant and animal life, some of which even evaded her thorough education.
It didn’t take long for Ravi to catch up, accompanied by those who had greeted him. They appeared on a ridge just ahead of the path on which the L’avan were traveling. 
L’iam brought his companions to a halt, greeting each of the Rashad by name, but Ravi was the one to introduce them to Adesina. He indicated to his father, mother and younger sister, speaking in affectionate tones. Then he introduced Remah, his betrothed, and her family.
Adesina was surprised at how easy it was for her to tell them apart. She had worried that they would all look too much alike for her to be able to learn their names, but each face was unique to her eyes. She took a particular interest in the one Ravi had introduced as his “betrothed.”
Remah had golden tan fur and dark blue eyes. Her build was more petite than Ravi’s, and her face exuded sweetness. She was standing close to Ravi, almost as if she was afraid he would leave without warning. Ravi didn’t seem to mind her nearness. In fact, there was a sense of being complete in his expression.
Rissa walked beside Adesina as the growing group went onward. Her laughing eyes of sky blue danced with joy in everything around her. Adesina found her to be an interesting contrast from her older brother. While Ravi was sage and reserved, Rissa was playful and outgoing.
“So, you are the reason my brother has been gone for so long!”
Adesina didn’t know how to reply to such a statement. 
Rissa laughed at her expression. “Oh, do not worry about it. He was a great bore even before he left. We did not miss him much.”
Everyone laughed, but it was clear that Ravi had been missed very much. The Rashad all gravitated around him, as if he had some sort of invisible power that gave them energy. Ravi appeared to be used to the proximity of the others of his race, as he didn’t seem to notice it himself.
They traveled all of the next day, stopping near a warm spring the following evening. Each of the L’avan took turns taking baths, shaving and cleaning their clothes. E’nes gave Adesina a teasing smile.
“My wife would throw me out if I tried going home smelling like this.”
Most of their conversations had been focused on his childhood or teenage years, so he had never mentioned that he was married. Adesina suddenly felt uneasy.
“You are married?” 
Her brother looked surprised. “I was certain that I had told you.” 
She merely shook her head. She would have remembered something like that. 
He turned back to his razor and small mirror. “Wren’na and I have been married for one year. Most L’avan couples marry when the younger of the two reaches their twentieth birthday.” 
Adesina pulled a leaf off of an overhead branch and began turning it over in her hands. “Why twenty years old?” 
“Because that is when a L’avan is considered an adult.” 
He continued with his shaving while Adesina watched. Even though her eyes were on the motions of her brother’s hand, her mind was far away. She had never considered the possibility of meeting a sister-in-law, and the idea of it worried her. What if this Wren’na didn’t like her?
E’nes saw the expression on his sister’s face and smiled. “Wren’na will love you, Adesina. I know she will.”
She nodded doubtfully and walked away to begin her own preparations. E’nes had been thoughtful enough to set up a blanket and build a small fire by the spring. Adesina washed her clothes first and hung them up to dry by the fire. Then she stepped into the pool that had formed around the spring, sinking up to her neck. She let out a quiet sigh as the warm water relaxed her muscles.
She let the water wash away the troubles that plagued her mind. The young woman filled her thoughts with the sounds of the forest around her, the feeling of the water, the colors of the sunset filtering through the trees.
Adesina was the last to bathe, and had been encouraged to take as much time as she wanted. Still, it was only a matter of time until she felt she needed to finish. She washed herself thoroughly, and then began working on her long hair. Adesina had brought with her a root which could be worked into a lather, and left her quite clean.
She stepped out of the pool and went to sit by the fire to dry. By the time her skin was free of the water that clung to it, her clothing was dry as well. Adesina dressed carefully and rejoined the group.
No one slept well that night, due to the heightened anticipation in the air. Eventually, morning came and they all prepared to begin the last leg of their journey.
The group was unusually quiet as they rode through the trees. Some felt anticipation, others apprehension. Adesina felt an uncomfortable mixture of both.
As they topped a ridge, the trees ended and a grassy valley spread out before them. Nestled directly against the lone mountain on the far end of the valley was a large city. It was even larger than the High City. 
It glistened in the late afternoon sun, set gracefully against both mountain and forest. It was clearly an entity of its own, but it still seemed to fit in with all of its surroundings—like it had sprung up with the trees around it. It was easily the most beautiful thing Adesina had ever seen.
E’nes saw the stunned look on her face and smiled. “Welcome to the city of Yavar.”
They nudged their horses forward, moving out into the open. The group was soon spotted by the city guards, and word of their arrival was sounded throughout the city. By the time they reached the city gates, a crowd had assembled. The sound of hundreds of voices washed over them as they entered Yavar, some cheering for their returned soldiers and others studying Adesina in curiosity.
“L’iam! L’iam!” 
“Welcome home, Protectors!” 
“What news have you?” 
“Are the rumors true?” 
Adesina was pleased to find that she could understand everything being shouted, even though it was all in the language of the L’avan. 
“E’nes!”
This cry caught Adesina’s attention. She turned and saw a pretty young woman with auburn and honey colored hair pushing her way through the crowd, her pixie features flooded with joy. E’nes saw her as well, and a wide grin split his face.
“Wren’na!”
She ran up to his horse, and he lifted her onto the saddle with him. Wren’na threw her arms around his neck and gave him a loving kiss.
Slightly embarrassed by this open display of affection, Adesina focused her attention on the city beyond the crowd. There were L’avan everywhere, moving in a strange sort of organized chaos. 
There were merchants selling their wares, artisans at work, street performers entertaining groups of children and adults alike. There were also a number of Rashad throughout the city, but as before, none of them had the same coloring as Ravi. Adesina made a mental note to ask him about it when they were alone.
Everything in the city was clean and well kept, but also looked completely natural. The architecture looked as if it had been grown rather than built. The L’avan people wore rich, cheerful colors, and were a happy combination of dignified grace and uninhibited joy. The contrast to the High City was striking.
“Adesina.” 
She turned in response to her brother’s voice. E’nes and Wren’na still had their arms around each other, but they were turned to face her.
He made a sheepish gesture towards his wife. “This is Wren’na,” he said unnecessarily. “Wren’na, this is my sister, Adesina.” 
Wren’na looked at Adesina in shock. She knew the sad story regarding her husband’s mother and unborn sister, and could hardly believe what she had heard. 
She soon recovered and gave her sister-in-law a warm smile. “Welcome to Pevothem, Adesina. I am so happy to meet you.”
Adesina nodded uncertainly. “Thank you.”
E’nes whispered something in Wren’na’s ear and she turned her attention back to him. They leaned their heads close together, speaking in low voices and occasionally laughing.
The group of travelers were moving towards the center of the city, followed by many of the crowd. In fact, the gathering of people only seemed to grow as they rode onward. When they reached their destination, it felt as if the whole city surrounded them.
They came to a stop in front of a large building made from shimmering white stone. Adesina had to look twice, because at first she mistook it for several large trees whose branches were intricately intertwined. It wasn’t until they got closer that she saw the elaborate stairs leading up to a set of large golden doors.
The crowd slowed to a stop, letting the soldiers and Adesina approach the building alone. E’nes kissed his wife again before lowering her to the ground, where she moved to join the masses. They all dismounted and moved towards the white stone stairs.
Adesina’s apprehension seemed to magnify with each step she took. She scolded herself silently for such weakness, and straightened her back in a show of pride and courage. She ignored all the people staring at her and fixed her gaze on the doors at the top of the stairs.
There were two guards dressed in the same crimson uniform as E’nes and the others. They saw L’iam, who was leading the company, and bowed, opening the doors for them to enter.
The travelers crossed into a long hallway lined with white treelike pillars and guards standing at attention. Light shone in through the high ceilings, brilliantly illuminating the white interior. 
There were multicolored banners hung at regular intervals in between the columns, all of them different from each other. The ones closer to the doors were clearly the oldest. Adesina could see the signs of age on the rich fabric, even though they were clearly treated with care. She counted seventeen on each side with the thirty-fifth hanging at the far end of the room to which the hall led.
In that far room there were a number of people dressed in elegant clothing and speaking to each other in low voices. A silence fell over the room as the travelers entered. 
Adesina’s eyes passed over the observers and turned to the figures seated beneath the final banner.
Three white thrones were set there upon a dais. The queen sat on the right, wearing a silk gown of pale blue and a flower-like gold circlet on her white and red hair. She was beautiful, but had the appearance of one who had been ill for a very long time. Her complexion was pale, and there were dark circles underneath her eyes. In spite of the frailty of her physical being, there was a gentle strength in her eyes that both captivating and inspiring.
The king sat in the middle, wearing a dark blue uniform and a leaf-like circlet on his gold and chestnut hair. He seemed to be the opposite of his companion, with a strong expression and aggressively handsome features. He sat on the edge of his seat, as if ready to spring into action. 
The chair on the left was empty.
The group came to a halt several feet from the dais. They all bowed and received an acknowledgment in return. L’iam took a step forward to speak. 
“I greet their Majesties, King L’unn and Queen Ta’mala, upon returning from the task given to my care. I also come bearing news of the Chief Protector General.” 
A murmur ran through the room, but King L’unn acted as if they were completely alone. He leaned forward with concern written on his face. “What news?” 
“He has been taken by the Shimat.” 
A stunned silence followed this statement. The king looked at L’iam with penetrating eyes. “You are certain? How did you come to this knowledge?” 
The young man hesitated before gesturing to Adesina and answering, “By the confession of the one who captured him.” 
All eyes turned to Adesina. 
She fixed her gaze on the ground and kept her expression stony. What difference did it make if they thought her unfeeling? After what she had done, they would not think kindly of her anyway.
E’nes shifted to stand closer to his sister, giving her his unspoken support. 
The king’s face was unreadable as he studied the young woman before him. “What is your name, Shimat?” 
It took her a moment to find her voice. “Adesina.” 
His eyes narrowed slightly. “Why have you returned to Yavar when you have so clearly betrayed your people?” 
Adesina shook her head. “I did not know…” 
L’iam intervened. “She is not a traitor. That is to say, betrayal was not her intent. She is the lost daughter of Me’shan and E’rian, taken and raised by the Shimat.” 
The room was suddenly filled with excited whispers. 
The king’s expression softened marginally. “What do you have to say on your own behalf?” 
There was a pause while she searched for the right words. What could she possibly say to justify her actions in their eyes? She looked down at Ravi, who gave her a supportive smile in return. 
When Adesina turned back to the king, she felt her shoulders slump ever so slightly. “Nothing, your Majesty.” 
King L’unn raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Nothing?” 
Her brother reached over and took her hand, pressing her fingers with his own. “Your Majesty, my sister did not know she was doing wrong. She was doing her duty, as she had been raised to do. She has since felt deep remorse for her actions and has forsaken her order. I have seen this with my own eyes.”
The king’s gaze swept over the others standing with them. “Are you the only one to vouch for this change?”
Several heads began shaking, but Sa’jan was the one to speak. “No, your Majesty. We all vouch for her.”
Ri’sel’s lips tightened and his eyes dropped to the floor. King L’unn took note of this. “Do you not agree, Ri’sel?”
The grim man looked at his niece long and hard. He had hardly spoken to her since their encounter in her cell. Adesina felt no love for him, and was sure he felt the same.
He took a deep breath before speaking. “It is true that she has undergone much in her journey to Pevothem. However, I am still wary of allowing a Shimat in our midst.”
L’unn acknowledged his concern with a nod, then he turned his attention back to L’iam. “What say you, my son?”
Adesina’s eyes whipped over to L’iam. How could she have missed it before? If the deferential treatment hadn’t been enough to indicate L’iam’s position, the resemblance between him and the king and queen should have been. 
She would have berated herself for her lack of observation, but she was too worried about what he was going to say to his father. If L’iam didn’t think she should stay, then it wouldn’t matter that the others had vouched for her.
The young prince looked over at her and smiled when he sensed how nervous she was. “I believe that Adesina does not pose a threat to the L’avan.”
She could tell that there was something he wasn’t saying. The king could also sense it, but chose to not address it at this time. Instead, he got to his feet and slowly walked down the dais, stopping directly in front of Adesina.
He looked deep into her eyes before placing a hand on her shoulder and speaking. “I pardon you for your crimes against the L’avan, Adesina, daughter of Me’shan and E’rian. You are welcome to dwell among us for as long as you wish.”
She bowed her head, uncertain what to say. An unexpected surge of relief put a lump in her throat, and the wild hope of finally belonging somewhere danced through her thoughts.
King L’unn turned and climbed the steps back to the throne. “L’iam, I will expect a full report this evening.”
This seemed to be an indication that everyone was dismissed. K’eb, Mar’sal and A’asil left immediately. Sa’jan and Ri’sel spoke a few words to L’iam before following. Ravi approached King L’unn and entered into a solemn discussion with him.
E’nes gave Adesina a triumphant smile, but she was too perplexed over her own feelings to return it. 
She covered her feelings by scowling at him in exasperation. “When you said that L’iam’s father got him the position as leader of your group, I assumed you meant that his father was a general in the army, not the king!”
Her brother laughed freely at his own joke. “I doubt it would have mattered to you. Besides, L’iam hates being treated differently.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “Well, he will have to get used to it, will he not? I mean, if he is going to be king himself.”
E’nes shook his head. “No, L’iam is not next in line to be king. He has an older brother to take that job. Although,” he paused to look around the room, “I do not see L’on here. I cannot think of anything more important than the arrival of his brother that would keep him away.”
A girl about Adesina’s age separated herself from the group of people standing closest to the thrones and ran to give L’iam a fierce hug. Based on the close resemblance, Adesina assumed that this was a younger sister.
E’nes, who was still holding Adesina’s hand, gave it a gentle squeeze. “Shall we go home?” 
“Home?” asked Adesina in confusion. 
He stared at her, suddenly unsure. “Yes. I assumed that you would want to stay with me and Wren’na. If not, there is a small inn not far from here or you could stay at Father’s house.”
Adesina didn’t like the idea of being among strangers or of staying at the home of the man she had captured. She gave E’nes a half smile. “Staying with you would be nice.”
He looked both pleased and relieved. “Very well. We should hurry, though. I am sure that Wren’na is anxious to dote on us.”
Adesina nodded and followed her brother out of the palace.
 



Chapter Twenty-nine: Lives in a Prism
  
Her brother proved to be right about his wife’s reaction to their arrival. Wren’na was a flurry of movement as she put together a meal that would feed twice their number. Adesina tried to offer to help, but Wren’na quickly shook her head.
“No, no! You have had a long journey and deserve a rest. You can have a look around the house, or E’nes can show you where you will be staying. As soon as supper is finished I will draw you a hot bath.”
E’nes smiled ruefully and gave a small shrug. Adesina knew it would be futile to argue, and so decided to explore her brother’s home.
The arched doorway came to a gentle peak, and the door itself was carved with a beautiful woodland scene. Adesina was amazed by the care that went into every small detail in the city of Yavar. The main room had a fireplace and several comfortable chairs. There was a table where Wren’na was setting up for the meal in the back corner, two strange looking instruments propped up against the wall and an easel with canvas and paints.
Adesina’s wandering then took her upstairs. There was a small study with a desk strewn with maps and papers. There was also a small painting of E’rian hung on the wall. Adesina wondered how much the painting looked like her mother during her life. When Adesina had seen her in the Dreams, she was much more brilliant, much more lovely. However, that might have been the influences of the spiritual realm.
There were three bedrooms upstairs. One for E’nes and Wren’na, one for guests and one that was set up with a crib. Adesina was staring at the small bed in disbelief and didn’t even hear E’nes walk up behind her.
“What do you think? Does it meet your approval?” 
Adesina gestured to the cradle. “Are you going to be a father?” 
E’nes smiled wistfully. “Not yet. But we hope to have a child soon.” 
He beckoned for her to follow him to the guest room. “This is where you will be staying. There is warm water for washing, and Wren’na asked me to tell you that supper will be ready soon.”
The room was set up similar to her room in the High City. There was a bed, a desk and a wooden screen behind which she could change her clothes. There was a beautiful painting hung on the wall that depicted a wild lily on the edge of a forest stream. It seemed so real that Adesina felt she could reach out and touch its pedals.
Her eyes drifted to the window. The sun was getting lower on the horizon, giving a warm glow to the city. They were in the northern section of Yavar, which was more residential than the part of the city they entered. The houses were modest and idyllic, with well-tended gardens and occasional domestic animals. Groups of children were running up and down the lanes, shouting and laughing and singing. 
The sound of mothers calling their children home to supper and yells of joy when those children saw their fathers arriving home filled the golden air. Lanterns along the street were being lit, and birds were trilling their evening songs from tree branches and rooftops.
Adesina sighed softly and went downstairs to join her brother and his wife for supper. An enticing combinations of scents met her, making her realize how much she had missed Jelana’s cooking. E’nes gave a prayer of thanks, and they began their meal. 
The tradition of giving a prayer to some sort of deity was something that Adesina had noticed about the L’avan. She knew that there were several different cultures that believed in higher powers, but it surprised her that an advanced race such as the L’avan indulged such beliefs. She had never brought the subject up for discussion, though. She didn’t want to offend them with her strong sense of skepticism.
The meal was filled with simple, pleasant conversation. E’nes and Wren’na always included Adesina, but did not require her to speak if she was disinclined. Adesina had anticipated feeling like an outsider in her brother’s home, but that wasn’t the case. Wren’na welcomed her into the family without reserve, treating her as she would her own sister. Adesina felt that, given time, she could truly belong in a place like this.
That night, when Adesina went to bed, she couldn’t help but compare the warm contentment she felt now with the dissatisfaction she had felt every night in the Shimat fortress. There was something radically different in how the L’avan chose to live their lives, and it affected her more than what she would have thought possible.
She wanted to belong to these people, and she was willing to work to make that a reality. 
Adesina wasn’t surprised to see Ravi sitting downstairs speaking with E’nes the next morning. Even in a place he deemed safe enough for her to wander around on her own, he never felt comfortable leaving her alone for too long.
Wren’na walked into the main room, carrying a loaf of fresh bread. She set it on the table along with a small bowl of butter. “Good morning, Adesina. Did you sleep well?”
With a nod, she replied, “Yes, thank you.”
E’nes cut the bread into thick slices, putting them on three plates. Wren’na went back into the kitchen to fetch a jug of chilled milk before sitting down for the meal. The bread appeared to have some sort of fruit baked into it, and it was still warm enough to melt the butter that was spread on it.
As they ate, Ravi told Adesina about his evening. “I returned to the Rashad lands to pay my respects to Rajan.” 
The young woman’s brow furrowed. “Who is Rajan?” 
“He is the leader of the Rashad,” E’nes explained. 
Ravi nodded. “The Rashad do not have a conventional form of government, but every generation a new leader is born.” 
Adesina was amused by how simply he stated it, as if it were the most rational thing in the world. “How do you know when the new leader is born? Who decides?” 
Her brother laughed softly. “It is fairly easy to tell.” 
Wren’na gave her husband a look of gentle reprimand for his teasing. “Most Rashad are born with yellowish fur and blue eyes. The leader is always born-” 
“With black fur and golden eyes,” Adesina finished for her, staring hard at Ravi. 
She had assumed that his coloring had some sort of significance, but she had not anticipated something like this. Adesina was bothered that he had never mentioned this to her. Ravi looked completely unaffected by the sudden revelation of his secret.
“You never told me that you were the future King of the Rashad.” 
Ravi almost rolled his eyes. “Not a king. The Rashad are not a monarchy.” 
She gestured impatiently. “Still.” 
He shrugged. “It does not matter anyway. I will not be leader of anyone for many years.” 
“It seems I am surrounded by secret royalty,” she muttered moodily. 
Her guardian gave her a significant look. “Just because we are born to a certain task does not change who we really are.” 
Adesina knew that comment had just as much to do with her as with himself. She didn’t know whether to scowl or smile at him. She settled on changing the subject. “What are the plans for today?”
E’nes shifted uneasily. “Well, I have been summoned to a meeting with the king. L’era has offered to show you around Yavar while I am gone.”
Adesina studied her brother, searching for the source of his discomfort. “Who is L’era?”
“She is L’iam’s younger sister. You saw her yesterday, I believe. I am sorry that I cannot spend the day with you, but I promise to make it up to you.”
She shrugged, amused that he embarrassed over something so simple. “I understand the necessity of duty, E’nes. Do not trouble yourself.”
After breakfast they walked back to the palace, where a group of people were waiting on the stairs to the entrance. Adesina recognized L’iam, his sister, Sa’jan and Ri’sel. The two other men were strangers to her.
L’era stepped forward eagerly and introduced herself. “I am so happy to meet you, Adesina. I asked my brother if I could show you around while the men talk about their boring matters of state.”
Adesina wasn’t sure how to take such a statement. L’era’s voice was teasing, but her expression was somber. It wasn’t until a dazzling smile broke over her lips that Adesina knew to smile in return.
L’iam turned to speak to Ravi, who was at his customary place at Adesina’s side. “Would you be willing to join us in our meeting, old friend? I know it goes against your inclination to leave Adesina unattended, but I assure you that my sister will not take her anywhere dangerous.”
The Rashad smiled ruefully. “Adesina has the uncanny ability to find danger in the most unlikely places.” 
His young ward started to protest, but Ravi smiled and overruled her sputtering. “I will join you in your meeting if you wish.”
Adesina was going to say something rude and sarcastic about Ravi’s state of mind and opinion of danger, but Ravi looked at her with such a sweet mixture of affection, teasing and genuine concern, that she could do nothing but scowl faintly.
L’era grabbed her hand. “Come on. There is so much to see!”
The princess had the whole day planned out. They began in the marketplace, where the travelers had ridden through the previous day. Adesina, who was only used to the Square in the High City, was amazed by all the noise and motion. 
Each merchant’s stand was brightly colored and had lavish displays of their products. The sellers laughed and joked with each other, heckling the customers of other dealers good-naturedly. 
Performers stood along the streets with bowls or baskets set out in the hope of payment. There were jugglers, acrobats, fire-breathers, singers, puppeteers, dancers, musicians, actors, animal trainers, and many others. The visitors to the market alternated between inspecting the carts and stopping to watch a show.
Adesina was sorry that she had no money, but she soon found that there were advantages to being in the company of a princess. Many of the vendors gave them small gifts when they perused the booth. They were given packets of almonds roasted with sugar and cinnamon, small jars of spices, bangles for their wrists, handkerchiefs edged with lace, and so forth. Most of the things pressed in her hand did not interest her, but she was pleased with the idea of passing them on to Wren’na.
When they stopped at a cloth merchant’s kiosk, a beautiful blue fabric caught Adesina’s eye. It was the color of the sky on an early winter morning and shimmered as if sprinkled with moon dust. It was smooth to the touch, similar to satin but lighter in weight. L’era saw Adesina admire it and pulled out her purse. Adesina protested as soon as she realized her intent, but L’era would not hear it.
“I am going to have a formal gown made for you. Every girl needs at least one.”
L’era ignored the sounds of Adesina trying to reason with her and began speaking to the merchant, who also happened to be a dressmaker. She gave a description of the style she wanted while the merchant did a quick sketch. Then she threatened Adesina into holding still while the merchant took her measurements.
After that, Adesina suggested moving on to a new part of the city. She didn’t want to run the risk of L’era buying her anything else to accessorize the new dress.
From the market they went west, exploring the city moving clockwise. They came first to an enormous library. The building was made from a grayish blue stone and looked as if it had been designed to emulate the flow of river. There were a number of large stained glass windows, all of which had water themes depicted.
L’era pointed all of these features out and explained, “It is symbolic of the flow of knowledge.”
When they walked inside, Adesina was completely stunned by the sight before her. She had never seen so many books in her entire life, and that included the immense Shimat library. Her time in the High City had taught her that books were actually a rare thing. She had always assumed that the whole world used books as casually as the Shimat. Adesina soon learned that books were a very expensive luxury in which most people did not bother to invest. 
Here in Yavar the walls were covered in volumes, freestanding bookcases stood in orderly rows across the floor and there were ladders to reach the books that were placed higher up. A grand staircase to the back of the building indicated that there were other floors such as the first one.
Adesina wandered among the endless tomes, touching their spines and reading titles. There was also a much greater variety of books than in the Shimat library. Here there were volumes on plant and animal life, trade and economy, ship building, astronomy, mathematics, weaponry, history, maps, architecture, music, art—the topics just went on and on. In the Shimat library, most of the books had to do with one’s training. Everything else was considered unnecessary.
From the library, they went on until they came to another large building. This one was built from a slightly greenish stone, and had a variety of plant-like designs carved into it. They didn’t enter this building, but L’era explained its purpose.
“This is the school for our children. We also have a university on the other side of Yavar, for those who wish to expand their knowledge further.”
L’era briefly went over the subjects that the average L’avan child was taught; explaining that when each child reached a certain age, they chose a profession and had specialized training from that point on.
She smiled fondly at the building that had seen many generations pass through. “Even my brothers and I attended school here, even though my father could have hired tutors. He wanted us to have a relatively normal childhood. He says it will help us to relate to those we intend to rule. That is why we went to school with other L’avan children, chose professions for which we were trained, or are training, in my case.”
Adesina looked at the sunny young woman standing next to her. “What are you training to become?”
L’era smiled wistfully. “A teacher. I have always wanted to teach children.” She shrugged, “Perhaps I will have the opportunity to do so before my royal duties begin.”
Adesina couldn’t help but amused by this unusual statement. The princess wanted to be a teacher. Wasn’t it always the other way around?
“What about your brothers?”
She gave Adesina a sideways glance before answering. “They both went into the military. L’iam wanted to teach as well, but Father suggested doing military training first. He said it would be more useful to a L’avan prince in the long run.”
They continued their circle around the city, coming across a number of shops for various artisans, patches of houses, and many beautiful and elaborate gardens. 
Adesina preferred the L’avan gardens to the ones found in the High City. The L’avan seemed to believe that gardens should grow of their own accord, with as little interference as possible. Like the market, there was a sort of organized chaos to the parks. The grass was longer, the trees were not pruned, flowers invaded each other’s space, and there were no official paths. L’era said that beyond weeding and watering, the gardens were left fairly well alone. Adesina found them much easier to enjoy than the rigid gardens of the High City.
They also passed by a couple of hospitals, which Adesina studied with interest. She had never seen an entire building dedicated to the healing of the sick and injured.
L’era pointed out the university when they came to it. Like all the large public buildings, it was made from stone rather than the wood used on houses. It was a black marble with silver stars scattered over its surfaces. She asked Adesina if she wanted to go inside.
“There is a museum in the history department of the university. Perhaps that might interest you.”
Adesina agreed, and they walked up the sparkling stairs. There were students studying, experimenting, debating, reading and asking questions of their teachers everywhere Adesina looked. Those who were not too preoccupied to notice their passing eyed them in curiosity. L’era took no note as she gracefully led the way to the history department.
The museum itself was quiet and filled with numerous glass cases. The first things that caught Adesina’s attention were the ornate suits of ceremonial armor lined against the far end of the first room. 
She counted eleven of them, all made of silver with gold accents. The elaborate scrollwork varied on each of them, giving them each distinction while also making them look like they went together. The gauntlets of each were a different color, and Adesina wondered how they had altered the metal to give it such distinct tones. There were gold, silver and bronze, but there was also black, red, brown, purple, green, orange, dark blue and light blue.
L’era led Adesina closer, so she could inspect the incredible detail that had gone into the armor. Each suit also had a beautiful ceremonial sword with a hilt that matched the gauntlets. Adesina wished that she could touch the stunning workmanship before her, but the glass separated her from the armor and weapons.
“These belonged to the founders of the L’avan: L’aslo, Ed’mon, So’phus, Za’far, Cre’sin, M’os, B’osli, Na’cum, O’nan, Gi’tel, and Kay’l,” the princess said, pointing to them in the order that Adesina had observed them.
In a small room off to the side, Adesina spotted another suit of armor. This one was made completely of gold. The ceremonial sword was likewise made of gold, with a hilt of the purest white. While the other suits of armor bore slight signs of wear, this suit looked as if it had never even been touched.
L’era spoke in a reverent tone. “This was made for L’avan himself. He never wore it, but it was very dear to his heart.”
She frowned. “Who was L’avan?” 
Her guide paused thoughtfully. “I suppose you could say he was the father of the founders.” 
“The founders were all brothers?” 
L’era laughed softly. “Not literally, but brothers in a cause. L’avan adopted them and raised them. He taught them everything he knew and passed on his great work to them. It was he who led them to the Spirit Lands, where they found the Serraf and the Rashad.”
Adesina was completely lost. “What are the Serraf?”
“They were women of great power. The sons of L’avan later married them, and it is through their bloodline that we received our gifts. The Rashad were their guardians, and followed them here to our world. They have protected our race ever since.”
A frown wrinkled the brow of Adesina as she took in this new information. “Where are these Spirit Lands?”
The princess shrugged. “Only L’avan knew.”
Behind the suit of armor was an elaborately woven tapestry. It depicted a white haired man who wore a white robe and had light radiating from his being. Adesina assumed that this was L’avan. There were eleven warriors in their ceremonial armor on bended knee before him, and eleven angelic women standing in the background. Each of the women had odd colored eyes, and each of the men had the varieties of hair color that Adesina had seen among the modern L’avan people. Beside each of the Serraf stood a Rashad, one of which was black with golden eyes.
At the bottom of the tapestry there were several lines of flowing script that Adesina didn’t recognize. She knew that they were written in L’avan characters, but the words themselves made no sense to her. L’era saw her puzzled expression and explained.
“That is written in an older form of our language. One that is not spoken anymore, save in certain ceremonies.” 
“What does it say?” 
L’era suddenly looked wary. She tried to keep her tone unconcerned, but Adesina could sense her underlying tension. “Oh, nothing of importance.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “Then why keep it in your museum?” 
Her guide turned and began moving back to the entrance. “Because it is the only likeness of L’avan that survived the Great Wars.” 
When she saw that Adesina wasn’t following her away from the tapestry, she gestured impatiently. “Let us return to the palace. The men should be done with their meeting by now. We can go ask them what was so important as to make them neglect you on your first full day here in Yavar.”
The young princess rushed her companion back to the palace, not stopping to point out any of the interesting buildings along the way. 
When they arrived, L’era continued up the stairs and through the hall that led to the throne room. At the far corner of the throne room there was a door that led to the rest of the palace. Adesina followed L’era through the door, down a hallway and up a set of stairs.
This section of the palace was still lovely, but not nearly as awe-inspiring as the throne room. It actually felt like someone lived there, which lent a more comfortable atmosphere. The walls and floors were made of wood, which was worn smooth from generations of use. There were tapestries hung on the wall as well as paintings and scrolls of calligraphy. Every few feet there were alcoves with windows, pieces of art, vases of flowers, or skillfully carved wooden doors.
L’era came to a large set of doors at the end of the hall, where two crimson uniformed guards stood at attention. L’era greeted one of the guards with a loving squeeze of the hand. He had a sweet countenance, which oddly contrasted the weapon in his hand, and Adesina guessed he was about L’iam’s age.
L’era introduced him proudly. “Adesina, this is No’am. He is my dava, or as you would probably say, my betrothed. No’am, this is Adesina, sister of E’nes.”
No’am bowed politely to Adesina, and she inclined her head in return. L’era waited for this exchange before addressing No’am again.
“Are they finished with their meeting?” 
He nodded. “Only just. You may go in.” 
She grasped the large iron handle and pulled, revealing a spacious and comfortable room. There was a long table in the center of the room, surrounded by several wooden chairs. The king sat at the head of the table with eight others in the chairs nearest to him, and Ravi sitting right next to him. 
Adesina recognized only half of the men sitting at the table: E’nes, L’iam, Sa’jan and Ri’sel. Of the ones she didn’t recognize, there was an elderly woman and a scholarly man, both of which were dressed in green uniforms, a man dressed in white robes with a large book on the table in front of him, and a young man that could only be L’on, L’iam’s older brother and heir to the throne. 
He had inherited his father’s aggressive features and strong demeanor. He wore the same blue uniform as his brother and father, and had a thin circlet of twisted gold resting on his brow.
Everyone looked up at their entrance, and got to their feet when they saw who it was. King L’unn beckoned for them to enter. “L’era, Adesina. Come in, please.” 
L’era went to giver her father a kiss on the cheek. “I am sorry to interrupt. No’am said you were finished.” 
He put a reassuring hand on her arm. “Yes, we are finished. I must give audience for a few hours today, but afterwards we shall have supper.” 
The others were gathering their things to leave. E’nes leaned over to murmur something to L’iam, and the movement caught the king’s eye. He glanced at Adesina before addressing her brother.
“E’nes, would you and your family honor us with your company this evening?”
Her brother was surprised by the invitation, but not at all unwilling. He looked at Adesina briefly, but when he didn’t see an objection in her expression he nodded. “Of course, your Majesty. We would be pleased to join you.”
King L’unn looked satisfied. “Just after sunset, then.”
E’nes bowed, and Adesina hurried to follow his example. Together, with Ravi, they left the meeting room and made their way out of the palace.
 



Chapter Thirty: The Prophecy
  
As they walked, E’nes asked Adesina about her day. She went over a few brief details, but she had something more specific in mind for their discussion.
“Are you familiar with the museum at the university?”
His expression was a bit too careful to be natural. Adesina knew the answer immediately, even before he spoke.
“Oh, did L’era take you to the museum?”
Adesina’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, but I did not get to see very much of it. She seemed in a hurry to get back to the palace.”
E’nes smiled. “She never stays away from her family for long.”
She decided that she would have to try a more direct tactic. “There was a very interesting tapestry behind the armor of L’avan. I could not read the writing on it.”
He nodded uncomfortably. “It is written in a very old language. Few speak it anymore.” 
“What does it say?” 
There was a long pause while E’nes collected his thoughts. “I could not translate it for you,” he hedged. 
Adesina’s lips tightened in irritation. “But you could tell me what it says.” 
Ravi chuckled quietly and E’nes sighed. “Yes, I could.” 
She felt her temper getting the better of her. “Why is everyone so anxious to keep it a secret? Are you afraid that I will turn the information over to the Shimat?” 
E’nes was horrified that his sister thought he viewed her in such a way. “No, of course not!” 
“Then what?” she demanded. 
His voice became pleading. “You will know in time, Adesina, but now is not the right time. Please, be patient. I promise I will tell you everything as soon as I can.” 
She looked to Ravi for an answer, but she could tell by his expression that he wasn’t going to say a word. She fixed her eyes straight ahead and silently fumed that she was tired of being treated like a child.
When they arrived, E’nes turned Adesina over to Wren’na to prepare her for supper that night. Wren’na sent E’nes on some errands and then set to work on pinning Adesina’s hair up in an elaborate mass of twists and braids. She was weaving in a string of tiny pearls with a bluish tint when E’nes returned. He was holding an elegant cream-colored dress that had belonged to their mother. He handed it to his wife and then left the room.
“This should fit you better than anything I own,” Wren’na said in satisfaction.
There were some minor alterations that had to be made. Adesina had a very similar build to her mother, but they were not exact. Wren’na’s hands flew as she stitched and hemmed. There were also some modifications to the fashion to make it look more modern. Adesina held very still as Wren’na worked.
After a few minutes of small talk, Adesina asked casually, “Are you familiar with the museum at the university?”
Wren’na nodded, unable to speak with several pins held between her lips. Ravi gave Adesina a reproving look, but she ignored it stubbornly.
“There was a very beautiful tapestry behind the armor of L’avan, but I could not read what was written on it.”
Wren’na frowned thoughtfully, removing the pins one by one as she went on with the alterations. “I believe that is the Prophecy of the Threshold Child, but I am not certain. History was never my favorite subject.”
Adesina felt a wave of disappointment. “So you do not know what it says?”
She shook her head. “I know I should remember, but I do not. I only remember that the Threshold Child is to be the one to save our people from destruction.”
An uneasiness filled Adesina’s chest, weighing it down. “What kind of destruction?” 
Wren’na shrugged. “I do not remember the details of the prophecy.” 
The hairs on the back of Adesina’s neck stood on end. Suddenly, she didn’t want to know what the tapestry said. Something deep down inside of her told her that she would be sorry if she heard those mysterious words. 
She was searching for a casual way to introduce a new subject when E’nes came back into the room.
He had changed from his Protector uniform and was wearing a dark green tunic with lighter green embroidery. His fine features gave him a noble look, and his upright stance conveyed confidence. Wren’na looked at him with adoration in her eyes.
“Almost ready?” he asked.
Wren’na nodded happily as she surveyed her work. “I believe so. Adesina, you look beautiful.”
Her brother gave his agreement. “You look just like Mother.”
She tried to appear flattered, but she felt more uncomfortable than anything else. She hated wearing dresses, and didn’t know why she couldn’t just wear her uniform.
Wren’na led her to a full-length mirror so she could take a look at herself. Adesina also thought that she looked a lot like their mother. She almost didn’t recognize herself.
The style of her hair was elegant and the dress was stunning. The cream color complemented her skin tones, and the satin material shone in the lamplight. It had a fitted bodice, which showed off her figure nicely, and the flowing skirt and flared sleeves made her look more liquid than solid.
Adesina rarely thought of herself as a woman, and concerns about physical beauty had fallen by the wayside just as often. However, she was strangely pleased by the lovely young woman gazing back from the mirror, in spite of the uncomfortable feeling of the dress. For the first time in her life, she felt like something beyond a Shimat.
Wren’na hurried from the room to make preparations of her own. Adesina and E’nes waited for her in the main room downstairs while she changed. She returned with her hair pinned up in a manner similar to Adesina’s, only with pale green ribbons weaving through the twists and braids. Her dress was the same pale green as the ribbons in her hair and the material shimmered faintly. It was gathered and ruffled along the edges, making her look like she had stepped into a piece of foamy sea tossed by the wind.
E’nes proudly took both of their arms and led them down the twilit streets to the palace, with Ravi following close behind. They were met at the palace by servants in gray livery and shown to an ornate antechamber leading to the dining hall. There was quite a group milling around, waiting for the arrival of the king. Some of these people Adesina recognized, others she did not. 
They were greeted by the royal family. L’era, in particular, was excited to see them. She linked arms with Adesina and whispered in her ear, “I am so happy that you are here! Dinner with military leaders and Father’s head counselors—I would have been bored to tears!”
She was dressed in a gown of deep violet and wore an elegant diamond necklace. Her abundant golden hair was heaped up in curls and held in place by two silver combs. On her forehead rested a silver circlet in the shape of intertwining vines. 
L’iam was also wearing a silver circlet, but his was twisted like his brother’s golden one. This was the first time Adesina had seen him wearing anything other than his uniform. He was dressed in black, with a crimson sash draped across his chest, and the black ribbon he constantly wore still fastened around his neck. The sash was tastefully decorated with various metals and ornaments. Adesina thought he looked exactly as a prince should: regal, handsome, with a warm expression on his face.
His brother was dressed the same, but with a deep blue sash that was more highly decorated. He sat next to his mother, speaking to her in a low voice. The queen sat reclined on a chaise, looking beautiful and delicate. Adesina wondered about the state of health of the seemingly frail woman. It appeared as though everyone was going out of their way to act as if nothing was out of the ordinary, but she was still treated like an invalid.
The doors were flung open to admit the king. He was dressed to match his sons, but his sash was a pure white and had more decorations than the both of theirs combined. He surveyed the room, and noted that all of his guests had arrived. With a smile of satisfaction, he spread his hands in a gesture of welcome.
“I am pleased that you could gather to join me and my family for supper. Shall we proceed to the dining hall?”
The dining hall had been set up to accommodate their number, but it looked capable of holding a much bigger group as well. The walls were hung with vivid tapestries and there were a number of white marble statues lining the edge of the room. The ceiling was painted to emulate a starry sky, and the long table was decorated with wreaths of flowers and other sweet smelling plants.
Servants led each of them to the places they would be seated. Adesina was surprised that she was so close to the king. He sat at the head of the table, with L’iam on his right and L’era on his left. Adesina was seated next to L’era, and there was an empty place next to her where the chair had been taken away. Ravi took his place here, looking completely at ease sitting at a dinner table. 
E’nes and his wife were next to L’iam, while Queen Ta’mala and L’on were at the other end of the table, helping to entertain the guests seated there. There were enough people at this dinner party that Adesina doubted that she would have been able to speak to the other guests at the far end of the table without shouting.
The first course was placed in front of them by the legion of servants. Adesina noticed that Ravi was not served and leaned to ask quietly, “Are you not going to eat with us?”
He smiled softly. “No, Ma’eve. The Rashad rarely dine with others.” When he saw the questions in her eyes, his smile widened. “Do not concern yourself, dear one. It is not a matter of importance. It is simply a matter of preference.”
Only slightly mollified, Adesina turned her attention back to the people around her. E’nes and Wren’na were talking to a wizened couple sitting next to them. L’iam and his father were discussing the problems that had been brought before the king while he gave audience. 
It was Adesina’s understanding that there were Law Keepers who took care of the everyday matters, but when something couldn’t be settled by them, it was taken to the king. L’era listened with interest, occasionally posing questions or making comments. King L’unn listened to everything his two younger children had to say, as if it held as much importance as anything offered by his heir or counselors.
“How many of the herds have been affected?” 
“Almost one third.” 
“What can we do, father?” 
King L’unn shrugged sadly. “I do not know. I would hate to order a hunt to thin out their numbers, but I do not know what else can be done. The Rashad are focusing their forces in the Pass, and I cannot ask them to do otherwise. Especially with what has been happening with the southerners.”
L’era frowned in concern. “Perhaps the packs will move on in time.”
King L’unn smiled at his daughter’s optimism. “The winter will only drive them farther south. Then all of our herds will be picked at by the beasts.”
L’iam noticed that Adesina was listening and explained. “There is a rather fierce pack of northern wolves attacking our cattle.”
She nodded, noticing that the king’s eyes had fixed on her as well. He acknowledged the servant placing the second course in front of him, but did not waver his gaze. When he spoke, it was in a quiet voice.
“What do you think of the L’avan, Adesina?” 
Her reply was worded carefully. “I have been pleasantly surprised.” 
King L’unn raised an eyebrow. “Surprised?” 
She smiled faintly as she answered. “The Shimat led me to believe that the L’avan were a power-seeking, tyrannical cult.” 
He nodded grimly. “Yes, well, that seems to be the most common opinion in the outside world.” 
Adesina’s voice was slightly challenging as she posed her question. “Why do the Shimat hate you so much?” 
King L’unn leaned back, looking at her thoughtfully. “Because we are the only people free from their influences. If they discredit us, they remove the danger of us exposing them for what they are. Or, at least, of anyone believing us.”
She frowned. “Why do the L’avan stay isolated so far north? Why not join the rest of the world and show them that there is nothing to fear?”
His expression became sad. “For many generations our people did live among others, but we were greatly persecuted and eventually driven from our homes. We went as far north as we could, far away from any others, and rebuilt our lives in isolation. Here our children can run and play without fear of violence. Here we can practice our gifts without being called demons and having our houses burned down or our crops destroyed.”
Adesina shook her head. “Why not fight back?” 
The king merely nodded, but L’iam said softly to himself, “Someday we will.”
Adesina looked at him in curiosity. “What do you mean?”
It was apparent that he had not meant to speak aloud. He glanced at his father apologetically. “Well…”
“We have been promised that things will not always be this way,” the king finished for his son.
She didn’t understand. “What do you mean?”
An uncomfortable silence followed, which was only broken by Ravi. “Tell her, L’unn. It is time.”
The king did not appear nearly as certain. “Are you sure, old friend?” 
Ravi inclined his head. “L’iam?” 
The price’s eyes flickered before settling on Adesina. There was a hint of resignation in the tone of his voice as he spoke. “There was a prophecy given by L’avan, the father of our race.” 
The uneasiness that Adesina had felt back at E’nes’s house returned full force. Her chest constricted, and she had to remind herself to breath. Nervous tension, like electricity, shot through her limbs, giving her goose bumps. She looked over at her brother, and saw that he had his eyes fixed on them in anxiety. The rest of the table seemed oblivious to the sudden shift of mood.
“L’avan spoke of the persecution and trials we would have to endure as a people, and he spoke of a ‘gilded prison’ of our own making. Then he prophesied of the one who would save us from our slow destruction.”
Almost against her will, Adesina asked, “What did he say of that person?”
L’iam’s eyes were deep with the strong mixture of emotions he felt. “He said, ‘Look, therefore, to the advent of the Threshold Child. One who is of this people yet not of this people. One who bears all gifts, Dreams as friends, sees as the enemy and shall be called the bird of prey. This is the one who stands on the Threshold of a New World. This is the one who will save my children from the slow destruction of their atrophy and lead them back to the light of their purpose.’”
King L’unn studied her intently. “There is only one person in the history of the L’avan who has filled all of these requirements.”
Adesina felt ill with the slow realization that had been coming on since she had first heard of the prophecy. Now, hearing the words she had wished to avoid, she knew exactly who they were talking about.
They were talking about her.
 



Chapter Thirty-one: A New Role
  
“I do not understand.”
Adesina and Ravi were walking through the palace gardens. The stars twinkled brightly above them, and the night breeze was warm and silent. Ravi had gently extracted Adesina from the dinner party so they could talk privately.
“What do you not understand, Ma’eve?” 
“How could I possibly be this Threshold Child?” 
Adesina understood that there were some talents she possessed that were unusual, but she could not believe that she was the only one with those abilities. Yes, she could Dream and she had unique insight into how the greatest enemy of the L’avan thought and planned. She acknowledged that her Shimat code name was Falcon, which was a bird of prey. Even with all of these things, she could not accept that it was her destiny to be the Threshold Child. She knew her own faults too well to believe that she was the fulfillment of some prophecy, let alone the fact that she didn’t even believe that prophecies came true!
“Perhaps there is something I should explain,” Ravi said quietly. “I am sure that you have noticed the unusual color of L’avan eyes. Also that every L’avan has two different colors in their eyes.”
She nodded. “Yes, L’iam explained that it was because the eyes were touched by vyala.”
Her guardian inclined his head. “Exactly. The color of a L’avan’s eyes indicate what gifts their particular vyala has. You can always tell a L’avan’s abilities just by observing the colors of their eyes.”
Adesina frowned. “Only two?”
Ravi saw that she was beginning to understand and smiled. “Yes, Ma’eve. On rare occasions a L’avan will only have one, but they never have more than two.”
“What do my eyes mean?”
He stopped next to a small ornamental waterfall, sitting back on his haunches. “Purple indicates focus—the ability to hone and control both your physical self and your spiritual gifts above average. Usually it is a supporting gift for the other vyala indicated.” He gazed up Adesina intently. “Gold is raw energy, without tangible form. It is a gift rarely seen. Two or three L’avan in a generation may have it, but no more.”
She was confused. “But, L’iam said that things like my knife throwing…”
Ravi nodded soothingly, still explaining. “More unusual than having gold eyes is seeing it coupled with purple. In fact, I have not heard of it happening since the days of the Serraf. They all had purple and gold eyes. Under normal circumstances, all it would mean is that you can focus energy either coming into your body or going out of it. Had you been raised by the L’avan, your gifts probably would not have amounted to much.”
“Why?” the young woman inquired.
“Because the L’avan have been raised with the belief that one’s gifts are limited to only what is immediately apparent. Instead of being told what was possible, the Shimat taught you to seek and achieve the impossible.”
Adesina still didn’t quite understand, and Ravi could see that. 
“You were taught to believe that anything was possible if you focused hard enough, and therefore, your vyala believes it as well. When you focus correctly, the raw energy you wield becomes any kind of vyala you wish it to be. You have at your command all L’avan gifts—something that hasn’t been seen in the history of the race. Something the Serraf were able to do, but never their children.”
Her eyes were fixed on the water flowing in the small stream in front of them. “So, you are saying that I should not be able to do the things I do?”
Ravi shook his head. “No, I am saying that you are able to do things that other L’avan cannot. That does not make you wrong or abnormal, it simply means you are gifted.”
Adesina sat down heavily, hugging her knees tightly. “So what does it mean for me?” 
He leaned gently against her, warming her chilled skin. “Nothing.” 
She was startled by this answer. “Nothing?” 
“We have discussed this before, Ma’eve,” he reminded her, “there is always a choice. The prophecy only means something to you if you choose to make it so.” 
Adesina’s voice was low in hopelessness. “Then how can it be called a prophecy?” 
“If you are not the Threshold Child, then someone else will fulfill the role. The prophecy will happen no matter what, but it is still your choice whether or not to take part in it.” 
She processed this for a while before speaking again. “There is something that does not make sense to me.” 
“What, Ma’eve?” 
She gestured vaguely. “This ‘threshold’ thing.” 
Ravi took a deep breath, thinking his words over carefully. Adesina had the feeling that he knew more about the subject than most. 
“I like to think of the passage of time as a maze.” 
Adesina laughed softly. “You think of everything as a maze.” 
He chuckled, but did not change his analogy. “There are sometimes unexpected twists and turns, but it is fairly predictable which direction one is headed. In this particular maze, however, each section is partitioned by a gate or doorway. These partitions separate the passage of time into ages. When something largely significant happens, it often leads to a new age. This can be an action, a discovery, or the arrival of important people. The Threshold Child is the one standing on the edge of that new age, ready to lead the way into a world different than the one in which we currently live.”
She snorted. “You think that I am that person?”
Ravi gave a half smile. “Only if you choose to begin on that path. None of us are now what we will eventually be—but if we begin on the correct path, we change into the person we are meant to become.”
They sat in thoughtful silence for several minutes, and Adesina considered how much her life had changed in the past couple of years. If she had seen then where she was now, she never would have believed it. Was it so difficult to accept that the following years would change her just as much?
With a quiet sigh and a heavy heart, she asked, “When do I need to decide?”
He leaned a little closer, lending her his strength. “When you are ready, Ma’eve. Not a moment before, not a moment after.”
She smiled wryly at her companion. “At least I can always count on your irritatingly cryptic answers.” 
He nodded calmly. “Yes.” 
They both sensed that it was time to go, and got to their feet. Adesina spoke quietly as they walked back. “Ravi, would you ask them not to say anything to anyone else? I do not want people staring at me with some sort of misguided hero worship.”
Ravi gazed at his young friend kindly. “Of course, Ma’eve.”
E’nes was waiting for them by the entrance that led from the palace to the gardens. He watched their approach with uncertainty, half expecting his sister to declare her intention to have nothing to do with any of them. Adesina didn’t speak, but allowed him to put his arm around her and lead her home.
  
***
  
The next day, E’nes informed her that he had some mandatory training to attend. Curious about L’avan training methods, Adesina asked if she could come along.
He gave her a teasing scowl. “Why? So you can criticize us?” 
She shrugged. “Perhaps.” 
Her brother laughed and beckoned for her to follow him out the door. And, as always, they were followed by Ravi. 
The L’avan Protector training facility was next to the palace. The gray stone of the building shimmered slightly in the clear morning sun. The dark wood of the door was polished and had the detailed carving of an ornate sword along its length. E’nes pulled the door open easily, and Adesina followed him inside.
The interior was well lit and filled with L’avan of all ages. There were doors leading to classrooms, an entire section belonging to the smithies, and a large opening at the far end of the main room leading to the training yard. E’nes made for that archway.
The training yard was large, with stables on the far end. There were obstacle courses, target ranges, sections where one could practice horsemanship, and so forth. Everywhere Adesina looked there were L’avan training. The atmosphere was much less rigid than what she was accustomed, but there was still a very clear sense of order.
E’nes smiled as he watched his sister taking everything in. She was more visibly at ease here than he had ever seen her anywhere else. He touched her elbow briefly. “I must go report to my leader. Can I leave you here for now?”
She nodded absently, analyzing the movements of two L’avan who were sparring. E’nes chuckled as he walked away. She wasn’t bothered by his apparent amusement, and continued her study. She was surprised when she felt a gentle touch on her forearm, and turned to see K’eb at her side.
“I apologize if I startled you.” 
She forced a smile and shook her head. “You did not startle me.” 
K’eb seemed unsure. He paused for a moment while searching for the right words. “I was wondering if I could trouble you for some assistance.” 
Her brow furrowed. “What kind of assistance?” 
He took a breath and rushed forward with his request. “On our journey here you told me that a flaw in my fighting was that I assumed everyone was as honorable as myself.” 
Adesina knew where he was going with this. “Yes.”
 “I am not certain how to apply that to my training, and I was hoping you could show me.” 
She shook her head. “It would be no trouble at all.” 
He smiled gratefully and led her to the far corner in the training yard, where they would have a measure of privacy. Ravi took a seat to the side of the ring, a small smile playing at his lips. 
K’eb pulled out two practice swords and handed one to Adesina. She twirled it experimentally, noting that it felt quite a bit different from a real sword. She made a mental note to mention it to E’nes later. A warrior’s tools for training should be as close to reality as safety would permit.
Adesina and K’eb stood facing each other, practice swords in hand. She began her slow circling, gazing at him in disdain. K’eb began shifting his weight nervously, and Adesina stopped.
“Do not do that.” 
He was baffled. “What?” 
She pointed to his feet. “Do not move unnecessarily. Every move you make should serve a purpose. Otherwise, you are wasting energy and letting your enemy know your uncertainty.” 
K’eb nodded and took a defensive stance again. Adesina smiled faintly. “K’eb, do you know why I circle you with a sneer on my face?” 
He shook his head, once again looking confused. 
“Because it intimidates you,” she answered simply. “If I can shake your confidence, I have already won the battle. The physical fight is easy once I have conquered the mind.” 
He nodded, taking in every word she said. 
“If I start a fight like this,” Adesina continued, taking a defensive position, “it tells my enemy that I am cautious and afraid. An enemy can easily use that fear against you. On the other hand, if I present myself in a way that shows I am not concerned by my enemy’s attacks, it will give my enemy pause. That being said, you must also never underestimate your opponent. Appear confident, but do not become careless.”
She walked over to him to show him a new grip on his sword. “If you hold your sword like this, you can bring it up faster.”
K’eb whipped his sword up and grinned in amazement. Adesina smiled in return. “Let us try again.”
They began circling each other slowly. She suppressed a short laugh. “You are trying too hard to look casual. Relax, take deep breaths and make sure that your sword hand is always ready for action.”
He did as he was instructed and Adesina nodded in approval. She allowed her guard to drop slightly, and K’eb moved forward eagerly.
Adesina sidestepped him and brought her wooden sword down across his back. He winced, and lowered his own sword.
She raised an eyebrow. “What did you do wrong?” 
“I let you get past me.” 
Adesina laughed quietly. “Yes, that is a problem, but there was an even bigger mistake that led up to that.” 
He thought about it for a moment. “I perceived an opportunity that did not exist.” 
“Exactly. You did not even consider the possibility that I might be tricking you. Therefore, you did not prepare what to do if I was.”
Adesina moved toward him slowly. “If I attack like this, I have to account for every possible action you might take. Based on how you are positioned right now and what I know of my attack, I can think of five different reactions you might have. Not only that, but I know what my reactions will be according to how you choose to move.”
K’eb frowned, but nodded to indicate that he understood. 
Adesina went on, “You always have to be thinking several steps ahead. If you are prepared, then you can act much more quickly and efficiently.”
They began again, and Adesina was glad to see marked improvement. She still defeated him easily, but commented that he did much better.
“I still lost,” replied K’eb, but he was pleased with her praise.
Adesina moved to re-create one of the positions they had been in while fighting. “What did you do in response to this counterattack?”
He repeated his defensive move and paused. She nodded. “What would have been better?”
K’eb studied the situation and named two other options, both defensive. Adesina inclined her head and urged, “There is one more thing you could have done.”
He studied the situation again, but he could not find what she meant.
Adesina pointed to her side. “I left my flank wide open, K’eb.” 
She lowered her practice weapon, shaking her head. “You are stronger than me, but you do not use that power. I leave open a weakness, but you do not take advantage of it. This is what I was talking about in the forest, K’eb. Battle is not a tidy sport. Sometimes you have to do things that you would rather not.”
He suddenly looked apprehensive. “If you are suggesting that I must do whatever it takes to win…”
She shook her head. “I know that you are a very moral individual, and I am not asking you to go against your conscience. I am merely saying that situations are rarely ideal, and sometimes compromises must be made.”
K’eb didn’t look convinced, but did not argue. Adesina smiled to herself, imagining what his reaction would have been if she had told him the Shimat views of the road to victory. That included not only doing whatever it takes, but doing things that would not even cross the mind of your opponent.
They went on with the lessons until E’nes came to find them. He and Ravi exchanged a few words, but then fell silent. E’nes watched for a little while before reluctantly reminding Adesina that Wren’na was probably waiting for them. 
K’eb thanked Adesina for her help and asked if she would come again the next day. Adesina was pleasantly surprised by this request, and agreed.
As they walked home, E’nes gave his sister a sideways glance. “You are a gifted teacher.”
She snorted softly, but her brother shook his head adamantly. “No, I am serious. In the short time we were apart, you taught K’eb things that it would take others days to teach.”
She frowned incredulously. “Days?”
E’nes nodded seriously. “I think the L’avan are accomplished warriors, but our training is not nearly as accelerated as that of the Shimat.”
Her gaze was captured by a group of children playing in a park. They were laughing and shouting, their glowing faces free from care. 
Adesina’s voice was tinged with the regret she felt. “That is not a bad thing. I have been training constantly ever since I was five years old. Even before that, there were aptitude tests and preparatory exercises. I never really had a childhood.”
He reached down and took her hand. Adesina’s other hand rested on Ravi’s back, her fingers nestled into his smooth black fur. Her brother looked at her sympathetically. “I am sorry, Adesina. It must have been very hard for you.”
She shrugged. “I suppose. It has always been like that, so I never really knew what I was missing.”
Until now, she added silently.
In spite of the regret she felt, Adesina had a hard time staying solemn for very long. It was as if the very air of Pevothem lifted her spirits. She was constantly surrounded by people, things and situations that could not help but give her the same happiness that they themselves possessed.
Over time she settled into a sort of daily routine. Every day she would go with E’nes and Ravi to the training facility, where she became a sort of impromptu teacher. At first she was just giving recommendations to K’eb and E’nes, but they were soon joined by several spectators. They watched silently until one brave soul summoned the courage to ask a question of his own. After that, Adesina was flooded with requests for advice, opinions and training tips.
Her evenings were spent at home with E’nes and Wren’na. Sometimes they would talk together or teach each other different things about each other’s experience. Sometimes the hours would pass quietly as each found an amusement on their own: reading, painting, embroidering, carving, and so forth. Every once in a while, E’nes and Wren’na would tune their instruments and give a modest concert for Adesina, singing old folk songs that had been passed down through the generations.
She had never felt so happy with her life. She had never known so much love or fulfilling purpose. She awoke each day and couldn’t help but smile at the sunlight creeping through her window.
Adesina didn’t realize how far-reaching her combat lessons had become until she looked up one afternoon and saw King L’unn and his sons watching. She was in the middle of showing E’nes a more effective defensive stance, but stopped what she was doing and straightened slowly to face them. 
A hush fell over their corner of the training grounds. 
The king walked forward deliberately until he was standing in front of Adesina. His two sons followed close behind. Adesina gave a small bow, attempting to show respect.
King L’unn surveyed the scene before resting his eyes on the young woman in front of him. “It seems there are many Protectors eager for Shimat training.”
She didn’t detect any anger in his voice, but she was still cautious in her answer. “They only wish to improve, your Majesty.”
He studied her with interest. “Do you enjoy teaching them?” 
Adesina was surprised to find that she did. She nodded slowly. “Yes, your Majesty.” 
King L’unn considered this for several moments before coming to a decision. “If you wish to continue, you may teach your brother, L’iam, Sa’jan, and Than’os,” he said, indicating to a thin, sharp looking man standing in the crowd, who was apparently the last man named. Then he gestured to the rest of the crowd. “All other Protectors must return to their regular training.”
With some quiet murmuring, the group dispersed, leaving Adesina, Ravi, and the people named by the king. 
L’iam moved forward to stand next to Adesina, speaking quietly in her ear. “I apologize if my father seemed abrupt. He is rather wary of change.” 
She smiled wryly. “An unusual trait in a king. Is not progress the goal of every civilization?” 
L’iam returned her smile. “Yes, well, you must keep in mind that the L’avan have been very much the same for many, many years.” 
A frown touched her brow. “Do you not find the lack of forward movement detrimental to the race?” 
His gaze wandered off into the distance as he nodded slowly. His voice was troubled and distracted. “Yes. An objective observer could see that our people are already feeling the effects of our slow decay. Something must be done to revive our people.”
Adesina felt uncomfortable, even though L’iam’s comment was not directed at her. She cleared her throat and moved away to address the other soldiers left under her instruction.
“I never meant for this to become a formal class. I have never taught before, and I do not know where to begin.”
Her brother gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze. “Do not think of it as a class. We will begin practicing, and you can give suggestions where you feel it is needed. Just like before.”
So, they picked up right where they left off.
This was how Adesina began to spend most of her days. She found it strangely fulfilling to pass on the knowledge that she had gained. She also felt as if she were making amends for all the sorrow she had caused among the L’avan people.
All of her pupils were talented fighters and fast learners. Adesina started with the basics of Shimat tactics, but quickly advanced. As the days wore on, she found that she was learning just as much as they were. 
Her students became the teachers as they began showing her how to use her vyala in battle. They all had a variety of gifts, and each taught her different things. At first they seemed amazed that she could repeat things that they showed her, studying the color of her eyes to make sure that they had seen them correctly. Eventually they acted as if it were normal, and introduced her to warriors with other talents to teach her what they knew.
All the while, L’iam continued to instruct her on the finer points of the energy they both could wield.
“Raw energy and vyala are practically the same thing, Adesina. The better understanding and control you have over one, the more you will have with the other.”
She nodded in understanding, waiting for him to continue. 
“Today, let us focus on turning your energy into a different kind of vyala.” 
She sensed him connecting with his vyala as he extended his hand. She connected with her own vyala, the blaze of awakening much more controlled now than the first time it happened, and reached over to take his hand.
The glow of her surroundings brightened her eyes, but today her focus was on L’iam. She watched closely as he slowly made the shift from pure energy to something tinged a light green. Even though the change was deliberate—to show her how it was done—she didn’t quite catch how to do it herself.
Now that L’iam was wielding his other gift, he could sense the emotions and intentions of those around him. He was immediately aware of her confusion.
“Let me show you again.”
He started to switch back to the pure energy. He deepened their connection so that she could more fully sense the mental and emotional process that went with working with one’s vyala.
It was almost like changing the state of mind. Raw energy was a broad, all-encompassing way to look at the world. It was simply stepping into a deeper point of view. When changing to a gift of vyala, one had to focus on a new way of perceiving the world.
L’iam’s green tinged world involved emotional connection with the people in the surrounding area. Adesina found it difficult, being that she had been rigorously trained to shut down her emotions. She looked at the people around her: E’nes, L’iam, Sa’jan, Ravi. These were people whom she cared for and trusted. She opened up her heart to them and felt her vyala beginning to change.
“Good!” L’iam exclaimed. “Now let your vyala know what you want it to become. Focus on the hearts of those around you.”
Adesina did as she was instructed and immediately her vision took on a light green tint. She saw, or rather, felt the love and concern that her brother had for her. He was worried that she wouldn’t be able to adapt to the world of the L’avan. Or worse, that she wouldn’t want to try. He worried that she would leave Pevothem to venture out on her own or perhaps even rejoin the Shimat.
Ravi’s thoughts and emotions were like a brightly colored kaleidoscope. Adesina was astounded and perplexed by what she saw. She couldn’t understand what she was seeing or feeling when she focused her attention on her guardian.
L’iam sensed her confusion and pressed his fingers more closely around her hand. “Do not trouble yourself with the soul of a Rashad. No mortal can truly understand.”
An amused smile appeared on Ravi’s face when he heard L’iam’s words. Adesina shot the Rashad a spiteful glare, only partially serious, before moving on.
L’iam felt her focus turn to him and gently disconnected himself from her. 
“Now let us see if you can do the same with another gift of vyala.”
He gestured to E’nes, who stepped forward and connected to his vyala. Adesina frowned slightly at the abrupt change, but did not argue.
“How many different kinds of vyala are there?”
L’iam smiled mysteriously. “No L’avan knows the answer to that particular question, but there were ten gifts given to our people.”
E’nes took his sister’s hand and showed her how to change her perception to one tinged a dark green. It was a joining with the environment, being aware of the most minute details, even when they were out of physical sight. This was how Adesina was able to aim at things behind her, but now she was able to perceive everything around her without the aid of sound or movement. Everything was clearer, more precise.
He also showed her a way to turn her energy into physical force. The golden glow turned dark orange, and Adesina was able to use that solidified energy to move objects around her. She even used it to knock E’nes down while they were sparring a couple of days later.
He laughed when he had recovered from the shock of finding himself flat on his back. “Perhaps I should mention that L’avan warriors do not use their gifts against each other. At least, not in certain situations. Duels, either real or practiced, are one of those situations.” 
Adesina smiled sheepishly and helped her brother back onto his feet. “You could have told me that before I threw you across the ring.” 
Her brother dusted himself off ruefully. “Perhaps I should have. It would have saved me some pain and humiliation.” 
They were about to begin again when a messenger came running up to them. He gave a short, respectful bow to each of them before speaking. 
“Captain Protector E’nes and Lady Adesina: His Majesty, King L’unn requests your presence immediately.”
 



Chapter Thirty-two: Choosing Sides
  
E’nes was immediately all business. “Where will we find His Majesty?” 
“In the Council Room,” replied the messenger. 
He thanked the boy and sent him on his way. Adesina thought briefly that it was fortunate that it was just the two of them that morning. She didn’t like dismissing class or anything else that made the situation seem more official than what made her comfortable.
The brother and sister left the Protector training facility and walked the short distance to the palace. No’am was waiting for them on the steps leading up to the entrance and escorted them directly to the Council Room that Adesina had seen on her second day in Yavar.
The table was headed by the king, just as it had been then. His two sons sat on either side of him, and Ravi was seated not far away. They were also joined by various military leaders and head counselors, and there were a few white-robed religious leaders with their large books of scripture in front of them. Everyone looked up at the entrance of E’nes and Adesina.
King L’unn gestured for them to sit down, returning to the discussion that had been taking place when they had walked into the room.
“Given what we know about Shimat tactics of ‘scientific inquiry,’ we are left with few options.”
Adesina felt her stomach clench when she realized what they were talking about and why she had been called into their presence. 
E’nes saw her gripping the armrest of her chair and shifted in his seat so as to be nearer to her. Ravi made his way over to her side and also sat close by.
King L’unn’s eyes fixed on her intently. “Adesina, is your father alive?”
She felt her words stick in her throat and forced them out with difficulty. “I do not know, your Majesty.”
His stare was unrelenting. “Of all the beings in Pevothem, you know the Shimat best. I am in need of that insight, whatever it may be.”
Adesina’s expression became unusually helpless. “I only know what they wanted me to know. I only perceived what they wanted me to perceive.” She shook her head, “I do not believe that you will find much aid in insight tainted by their own manipulation.”
The king leaned back, folding his hands in front of him. “The persecution suffered by the L’avan has always been fueled by the Shimat. They despise us for the gifts we have that they do not share, and their inability to influence us as a people. In fact, they have been attempting to recruit members of our race for many generations.”
Adesina shifted in her chair uncomfortably. She was beginning to realize why she had always been treated differently from the other Shimat students, and why she had been raised by the Sharifal personally.
King L’unn went on, “Over the past several years, there have been disturbing rumors of experiments involving captured L’avan. I have been trying to discover more about it, but it is one the Shimat’s most closely guarded secrets.” He leaned forward again. “Your father is not the first to be taken, and, had you not chosen to come to Pevothem, there would have been little we could have done to help him and the others.”
She studied the king warily. “Why is that, your Majesty?”
He spread his hands in a gesture of explanation. “Because we know nothing about them. Our people disappear without a trace, never to be seen or heard of again. We have never had anyone we could ask for help.”
After much thought, Adesina nodded slowly, still filled with apprehension. “I will help in any way I can, your Majesty, but I do not know how useful I can be. I may have been Shimat, but my knowledge was still very limited.”
The king nodded gratefully, then repeated his earlier question. “Based on what you know of the Shimat, do you think your father is still alive?”
This time, Adesina answered without hesitation. “Yes. The Shimat never waste an opportunity, no matter in what form it comes. If there is something to be gained from a prisoner such as my father, they will go to great lengths to keep him alive.”
A thoughtful silence followed her words. After a few moments, the king posed another question with less certainty than before. “Would it be possible to rescue him and the others taken prisoner?”
Her initial reaction was to laugh at such a suggestion. There was no way to outthink the entire Shimat organization and take them by surprise. In spite of this, Adesina paused to consider possibilities, no matter how unlikely.
She had never heard of a traitor to the order in the whole of Shimat history. She was certain that such an action would be treated harshly, and that the perpetrator would be made into a public example. Therefore, being she had never heard of one, she was fairly certain that there had never been a traitor to the Shimat.
Before herself, that is.
Even though she had not planned to betray the Shimat, she knew she must now be considered one. She had broken her oath of loyalty, and she had no intention of renewing it.
It stood to reason that if the Shimat order had never had a traitor, they would not expect one now. And if that were the case, Adesina could probably help the L’avan to retrieve their captured people.
She voiced her musings cautiously. “There is a possibility, but it is slight at best. I do not believe that they currently view me as a traitor, but they are suspicious by nature and would regard any deviant action on my part as proof of disloyalty.”
L’iam straightened instantly. “We are not suggesting that you go and retrieve them for us.” 
She gave a half laugh. “What are you suggesting, then? Nothing else would work.” 
He gestured around the table. “There are many skilled warriors among the L’avan. You could show us how to enter the fortress and where to find the prisoners.” 
Adesina immediately shook her head. “What if something were to go wrong? How could you possibly adapt when your knowledge of the fortress and the Shimat is so limited?” 
The silence that followed was heavy with doubt. King L’unn’s voice was resigned, but firm. “She is right.” 
“Father!” L’iam protested.
The king held up a hand, silencing his son. “There are too many variations in the situation to afford sending in a force of L’avan without the aid and experience of Adesina.”
She was immediately shaking her head. “You cannot take the Shimat fortress by force.”
“Then how?” asked L’on, speaking to Adesina for the first time.
She rested her gaze on the crown prince, measuring him deliberately. “Stealth is the only sensible option.”
He frowned. “What do you have in mind?”
Her thoughts immediately turned to Kendan. “I know someone who would be willing to help us. Someone who knows more about the workings of the order than I do.”
A feeling of warmth came over her as she pictured his handsome face. Everything that she knew about him told her that when he discovered the truth about the Shimat order he would do all that he could to help them.
L’on turned to his father with a doubtful expression on his face. “I do not like the idea of bringing in outsiders to help us. Especially those who are overly familiar with the Shimat.”
E’nes looked at the crown prince in surprise. “I think we can trust Adesina’s judgment, your Highness.”
The king seemed to be of the same opinion as his eldest son. “Who is this person you wish to ask for help?”
She felt strangely reluctant to reveal Kendan’s identity too soon. 
“A friend,” she replied shortly.
King L’unn didn’t appreciate her avoidance of his question. He fixed a stern glance on the young woman across the table from him. “What is your plan, that this friend is so indispensable?”
Adesina lifted her chin proudly to hide her discomfort. “A set plan is useless at this point.” 
They looked at her in shock. 
“Do you mean you do not have a plan at all?” asked one of the aged counselors. 
Her voice became defensive. “I do not have all of the necessary information to form an effective plan. My contact will supply us with that information.” 
A wave of murmurs passed through the room, which quickly turned into a heated debate.
Every counselor seemed to have something to say, and not all of them were willing to wait their turn.
The king’s eyes were set on Adesina, but his thoughts had taken him far away. He ignored the noise around him and carefully considered the risks of the mission. When he came to a decision, he raised a hand for silence.
Everyone looked at him expectantly as he spoke. “How many men would you need for this operation?” 
Adesina was startled by the question. “I intended to go by myself.” 
Several protests were voiced at once. 
“Absolutely not!” exclaimed E’nes. 
“That is out of the question,” insisted L’iam. 
“Impossible,” said King L’unn. 
Her eyes strayed to Ravi, who merely smiled. “You know you cannot prevent me from following you.” 
She turned back to the king. “The larger the group, the harder it will be to remain undetected.” 
He nodded in understanding. “Even so, you cannot go alone.” 
“I am going with you,” stated E’nes. He glared at her, daring her to argue. 
“As am I,” said L’iam.
Adesina expected the king to dispute his son’s decision, but after a few slow moments he nodded solemnly. “I wish for Sa’jan to go with you as well.”
Sa’jan nodded readily. “Of course, your Majesty.” 
King L’unn looked at Adesina with a question in his eyes. “Do you approve of this party?” 
She glanced at each of the men assigned to go with her: E’nes, L’iam, Sa’jan and Ravi. She felt strangely comforted know that they would be going with her back into the heart of the Shimat world. When she spoke, she struggled to contain the relief she felt.
“Yes.”
With this decided, the king got to his feet. “A plan will need to be devised, obviously, but you should prepare to leave as soon as possible. Our people have waited for our help long enough.”
“Sire,” protested one of the military leaders, “these men need further training before setting off to fight our greatest enemies!”
King L’unn shook his head. “They can train along the way, but no more time must be lost.” 
There were several more objections, but the king silenced them with a glance. 
“I have made my decision,” he said in a determined tone of voice, and walked out of the room without a backward glance. 
The council also got to their feet and slowly began to disperse. When the door was opened, L’era could be seen speaking to No’am in a low voice. She spotted L’iam and waited for him to finish his quiet conversation with their father. As soon as he stepped out of the room, she pulled him off to the side. Adesina, who was waiting for E’nes, could hear her hushed words.
“You are going with them.” It was more of a statement than a question. 
Her brother feigned looking puzzled. “With whom?” 
L’era gestured impatiently. “Whomever Father has chosen to go.” 
He sighed in loving irritation. “L’era, you have a knack for prying into things you should not. If Father wants you to know about our meeting, he will tell you himself.” 
She grabbed his wrist with both hands, refusing to let him walk away. “I am going with you!” 
All pretenses dropped. “Do not be ridiculous, L’era!” 
She smiled triumphantly, knowing now what she had only guessed before. “I told you that I would not let you leave without me again.” 
L’iam’s expression was rigid. “That was when we were talking about trading or research. This is completely different!” 
E’nes took hold of Adesina’s elbow and gently led her past the quarreling siblings. As they walked through the halls, Adesina could not help but think about all the things that could go wrong with a mission like this.
She hated starting without a definite plan in mind, but nothing could be done about that right now. She needed to contact Kendan and together they would find a way to save her father.
Apprehension weighed down on her heart as she silently acknowledged that she was heading into a darkness more deep than anything she had ever known before.
  
***
  
It was pitch black in the windowless room, but his eyes had grown accustomed to it. There was a bit of straw in the corner that was rank with mold and excrement. The stones of the floor and walls stole away any heat that existed in the room, leaving the huddled figure shivering from the chill. The slow drip of water into a rusted pail sounded like the seconds on a clock.
When he had first been thrown into this nightmarish abyss, he had counted each drip. It had occupied his mind and kept him from dwelling on the last image his eyes had seen. As time passed, however, the picture of her face pushed its way to the front of his mind, and he couldn’t ignore it any longer.
E’rian.
At least, she had looked just like E’rian. Deep down he knew that it couldn’t have been her. The eyes had been different and the features of her face had been just a touch too sharp. He had traced the lines of his wife’s face often enough to know them perfectly. Also, his mind told him that the face had been too young to be the woman he had lost so long ago.
That left only two possibilities, each worst than the last.
The first possibility was that the Shimat had found a way to make some sort of copy of his beloved E’rian. The second possibility was that the Shimat had his daughter, Ma’eve. He couldn’t bear either thought.
In the distance he heard the echoing sound of footsteps, and through the cracks in between the heavy door and the wall could be seen a flicker of light. The figure braced himself for what he knew was coming.
The jingling of keys was followed by the door bursting open. The harsh torchlight caused the prisoner to flinch and shade his eyes. Two heavily armed guards and a woman dressed in black robes filed into the room. 
She cast her eyes on the filthy, beaten figure before her. His hair was matted with blood and grime, and his face was bruised and swollen. His clothing had been reduced to rags, due to the numerous beatings he had received.
A cruel smile spread across her face. “You may think it strange that you have been asked no questions, but I find that the tongue is loosed after a bit of pain. It saves time and frustration overall.”
The prisoner looked up into the strong features of the Sharifal, but said nothing. As soon as he had realized where he was—however many days, weeks, or months ago it had been—he had determined not to say a single word to his captors. He couldn’t pretend to be mute, because they had heard his cries of pain. Still, he knew that his silence was the only power that remained in his grasp.
The woman’s vicious smile widened. “What is your name?”
The grim expression did not waver on the prisoner’s face. He closed his eyes, waiting for the pain that was sure to follow.
Signe merely shrugged. “It does not matter. A name will not save you here. In fact, a name has no meaning for you anymore. Your identity has been taken from you as easily as you were taken from your former life.”
The prisoner fought to hold back the emotion he felt, but he couldn’t hide the look of pain that flashed across his face when he thought about the circumstances surrounding his abduction. Signe observed his reaction with interest.
 “Are you hurt by the betrayal of one of your own people? Or perhaps, is there more to all of this than we anticipated?”
The prisoner’s expression immediately became stony, trying to hide any trace of the answers for which the Sharifal was looking. Signe continued to study his beaten face for several minutes before straightening slowly.
“Well, a few more days of pain may make you more cooperative.”
She and her guards backed out of the cell, slamming the door shut with a reverberating clang. The prisoner waited for the footsteps to die away before burying his face in his arms and weeping for his lost child.
 



Chapter Thirty-three: An Unexpected Companion
  
Adesina glanced back over her shoulder one last time before Yavar was out of sight. It was strange that she had been there for such a short time, but she felt such a strong connection to it. It felt more like home than any other place in which she had lived.
E’nes noticed her reluctance and studied her face worriedly. “Are you having second thoughts about this mission?”
She gave him a half smile. “No. I am just sorry to leave.” 
He nodded. “Yes, I understand.” 
Adesina suspected that her brother’s feelings were quite different from her own. It had been heart-wrenching to watch E’nes and his wife part. He had been away for so long, and this new mission would not likely end well. They had refused to say goodbye to each other. Instead, E’nes had kissed Wren’na and promised to be back soon.
Adesina desperately hoped that this promise would be fulfilled.
They traveled through Pevothem at a quick pace, though not as quickly as Adesina would have liked. Still, she understood the need to pace the horses. The journey ahead of them was bound to be a long one.
Her eyes fell on the horse she was riding. It had been a gift, although she was not exactly sure from whom. E’nes had presented it to her, but it looked suspiciously like one of the horses she had seen at the palace. 
He was a large warhorse with a satin black coat. He had a single white star on his forehead, which had inspired the name she gave him: Torith, which was the Shimat word for star. It seemed fitting that her horse, like herself, should have a Shimat name. He was beautiful and proud, and Adesina had loved him immediately.
E’nes pulled his horse closer to Adesina’s, speaking to her in a soft voice. “I have something for you. I wanted to give it to you before we left, but we ran out of time.”
She looked at her brother in curiosity. “What is it?”
He extended his hand. Lying across his palm was the dagger that had belonged to her father, the one that Horas had found in an alley of the High City. Adesina shook her head when she realized what it was. “No, E’nes. You should have Father’s dagger.”
E’nes smiled. “He would want you to have it. It has been passed down through our family for many generations. You should have something that shows your heritage.”
Adesina took it reverently and attached it to her belt. “Thank you.”
He shrugged, indicating that it was nothing. Then he glanced at Ravi, who was trotting alongside the horses. “What did Rajan say when you told him you were leaving again?”
Ravi’s reply was simple. “He knows where my first duty lies. He supports the path I have chosen.”
Adesina joined the conversation. “What about your family?”
He snorted softly. “Rissa almost threw a fit, but my parents were more understanding.” After a pause he added, “Remah was sad.”
E’nes could empathize, but Adesina could not. “You seem to be in love.”
Ravi and E’nes both laughed, which made Adesina feel defensive. 
“It was my understanding that your betrothal was an arranged affair. I assumed love had little to do with it.”
Her guardian inclined his head, only slightly less amused. “Yes, it was arranged for us, but Rashad marriages are created the same way L’avan marriages are.”
She looked to her brother for an explanation, which he was happy to supply. “The L’avan occasionally have arranged marriages as well. A child is taken to a Reader by it’s parents, and they are told who the child is meant to marry.”
Adesina frowned. “A Reader?”
He inclined his head. “Someone who specializes in the reading and understanding one’s spirit. They are able to project their vyala further and deeper than most. This enables them to find the perfect match for a child—the one they would be happiest with and love the most. A more common term would be ‘soul mates,’ although it is not quite accurate in describing a L’avan match. We called them our dava.”
She was strangely unsettled by this revelation. “I am surprised that a civilization as advanced as the L’avan would continue such practices.”
Her brother quirked an eyebrow. “You said the same thing about our religious practices.”
She waved a hand impatiently. “Yes, but this is different. To choose a mate for a child before they are old enough to have a say in the matter…”
Ravi smiled calmly. “Ma’eve, how many times must I tell you that there is always a choice? No L’avan is forced to marry, but they always choose to do so. Not only that, but they often choose to marry as soon as they are old enough rather than waiting a few years. Why would they not want to spend the rest of their existence with the great love of their heart?”
“How old are the children when they are taken to the Reader?” asked Adesina.
“Well, both children of the match must be living. Most parents go to the Reader as soon as they discover they are with child. The Reader reaches out to the unborn infant’s spirit and then searches the rest of the L’avan for their perfect match. The dava and it’s parents are then summoned to the Reader for a more in-depth check to make sure they are meant for each other. If a child’s match is not currently alive, they wait until they are summoned by the Reader.”
She was doing her best to keep the incredulous expression off of her face, but wasn’t sure if she was succeeding. “How old were you when you were matched with Wren’na?”
A smile stole over E’nes’ face. “I was six months old. Wren’na and I are one year apart in age.”
Adesina’s tone became dismissive. “I suppose it is easy to fall in love if you grow up knowing that you are going to marry each other.”
Her brother nodded slowly. “That may be true in some cases, but I did not meet Wren’na until one week before our wedding. Her family raises horses on a farm north of Yavar.”
“Yet you still wanted to marry her?” she asked in amazement.
His expression softened as he thought of his beloved wife. “Yes. I was actually infatuated with someone else at the time. It was a hard decision to make, but I trusted in the Reader’s ability enough to follow through. I have been so grateful ever since. No one could make me as happy as Wren’na.”
Adesina frowned. “What if someone’s dava dies or chooses someone else to marry? It does not seem fair to be told you have a soul mate out there somewhere if you can never be with them.”
“Not every L’avan has a dava,” her brother clarified. “One of my good friends was told that he would be happy with any woman he chose because of his joyful nature and his determination to build a loving relationship. I would estimate that only one out of every ten children has a dava.”
There was a brief pause as E’nes chose his words. “As for the first part of your question, it is extremely rare for one’s dava to die young. That is to say, before adulthood. Personally, I have only heard of it happening once.”
A troubling thought occurred to Adesina. “Did I have a dava?”
E’nes shifted in his saddle uncomfortably. “That does not matter, Adesina. You have been away long enough that no one expects you to follow our traditions.”
 “I did, did I not?” she pressed on.
“Well, yes,” he admitted reluctantly, “but like I said before, you are not held to the arrangement. Everyone assumed you were dead, so your dava has been in mourning long enough to honorably choose another to wed.”
“Who is it?”
There was no room in her tone for argument, and had they not been interrupted, Adesina probably would have gotten the information she demanded. Fortunately for E’nes, L’iam’s voice broke over them, calling her attention away.
“Adesina, we are leaving Rashad lands. Would you be willing to provide us with some cover as a precaution?”
They were now within sight of the thieves’ forest. With an irritated glance at her brother, she reached inward to connect with her vyala. In response to her desire, Adesina’s vyala touched the light around them, becoming one with it, and her vision was tinted red with the change that occurred. She bent the light around them, creating the illusion that there was nothing but grass where they were riding.
This took all of Adesina’s concentration, since she was still a beginner at using vyala. She had been assured that practice would make it easier in time. Still, as of right now she was left with her focus solely on her vyala, and was unable to prevent E’nes from moving his horse to ride alongside L’iam.
She couldn’t even pay attention to the quiet conversations going on around her. Ravi and Sa’jan were chatting with each other in low voices, and E’nes and L’iam were conversing. Adesina had not yet learned how to cover their sound as well as their visible presence, therefore they could not speak in normal voices without running the risk of being heard. It irritated her that she didn’t have focus to spare to listen to what was being said around her.
Adesina provided cover for them until they were once again under the safety of the trees. She held the shield until they were all able to draw the long hooded cloaks around themselves, then she let the illusion drop. 
The group continued riding through the trees in silence. Gruesome memories of what took place there haunted Adesina as they traveled through the shadowed domain. She was so distracted by these thoughts that it wasn’t until the second day that she noticed the almost inaudible whisper of leaves.
“We are being followed,” she said quietly to L’iam, who was riding next to her. 
He frowned. “Are you sure?” 
Adesina raised an eyebrow at him. “Of course.” 
L’iam brought the group to a stop and turned to face the direction Adesina indicated.
“Whoever you are, come out willingly or you will be driven out.” 
There was a slight pause before the rustle of underbrush grew louder. A slender figure stepped out from behind a tree, her expression chagrined. 
L’iam’s face flushed with anger. “L’era!” 
Adesina stared at her in exasperation. “What are you doing here?” 
The princess tried her most winning smile, to no effect. “Following you.” 
This only seemed to goad her brother. “Father will be furious! You must go home!” 
She came forward, leading her snowy white horse. “Well, if Father will be furious, why would I go to meet his anger? It would be better for me to wait until he will be merely relieved to see me alive.”
L’iam took a calming breath. “L’era, this is serious. We are talking about a very dangerous mission, not some countryside picnic.”
She rolled her eyes at him. “I know that, L’iam.” 
“You are not trained as a warrior!” 
L’era shook her head obstinately. “I am not suggesting that I be placed in the middle of the fighting, but I can still help!” 
Adesina was growing impatient. “L’iam, we do not have time for this.” 
He nodded in agreement. “L’era, there is nothing you can say to convince me to let you come along. Go home right now.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “I will just follow you if you do not let me travel with you.” 
“Not if I send someone to escort you home,” he retorted heatedly. 
She gave an unamused laugh. “Whom would you send? You cannot wait for them to catch back up, and you cannot do without any party member.” 
L’iam turned to the only one who would be able to take L’era back to Yavar and then catch up without any problems. “Ravi?” 
Ravi shook his head apologetically. “I feel very strongly that I should not leave Ma’eve.” 
L’iam looked around at the faces of the others in the group. He did not see anyone who he felt they could do without. 
His sister suppressed a triumphant grin. “Does that mean I can come?” 
L’iam turned to Adesina and spoke to her in a low voice. “Do you have any suggestions? No matter what I say, she will not listen to me.” 
She frowned. “Do you think she would listen if I told her to go back to Pevothem?” 
Ravi quietly cut in here. “She cannot travel by herself. She will be captured if left alone.” 
He spoke with a certainty that sent chills of dread through both listeners. 
“We cannot let her come,” L’iam said hopelessly. 
Adesina sighed heavily. “We have very few options. We cannot wait any longer for this mission, and we cannot spare anyone to take her back.” 
His expression was void of its usual light. “I know.” 
Adesina fixed her most intimidating expression on her face. “You many only come on one condition, L’era: you will listen to everything I say and obey without argument.” 
The young princess nodded instantly, her eyes solemn. “Of course.” 
Her brother’s tone became sharp. “Do not say ‘of course,’ L’era, because you know that a time will come when you are told to do something that you will not want to do. No matter how ridiculous our orders may sound to you, must swear to obey them instantly.”
She lifted her hands defensively. “I promise!” 
Ravi got to his feet. “We must hurry if we are going to leave the forest by nightfall.” 
L’era meekly mounted her horse and moved to ride next to Sa’jan. He was farthest away from her brother, and she felt the distance was wise at the moment. They passed through the rest of the forest without any other problems. They didn’t run into any others travelers, but Adesina could tell that they were being closely watched. Words of warning about the silent cloaked strangers seemed to have spread since their last visit, leaving a wake of fear before the L’avan.
They continued southward, saying very little to each other even after they passed out of the thieves’ forest. It took L’era a few days to feel secure enough in her position as their companion to return to her usual chatter. Once she did, it lightened the mood considerably. She seemed like a ray of sunlight in the gloom of the knowledge of their final destination.
The L’avan chatted amiably as they rode the duration of each day. Adesina was instructed on L’avan history, shown the finer points of how to work with her vyala, and taught various folk songs. Ravi even began telling her about the history of the Rashad, which predated the L’avan by many thousands of years. 
They sat around the campfire every evening, sharing stories of the past and dreams of the future. Adesina tried to pry more information from E’nes regarding her dava, but he firmly refused to discuss it with her anymore. He merely insisted that it didn’t matter and told her to put it out of her mind. Adesina rolled her eyes at the suggestion, but eventually stopped pestering him.
Every once in a while they discussed the mission, but this wasn’t done very often. Adesina was still working out details and contingency plans in her mind. She assured them that she would fill them in as soon as she determined the best course.
There had been a lot of apprehension about starting on a mission without a set plan, but Ravi had informed them that if they didn’t leave right away they would arrive too late. Therefore, in spite of all the reluctance felt by many parties, they had left Yavar as soon as their bags were packed. Now they drew closer and closer to the southern lands, still not knowing what was waiting for them or what they would do when they arrived. It left them all feeling unsettled, which even their nights of music and merry tales couldn’t dispel.
As for Adesina, she was fairly fixed in a world of her own. She enjoyed the company of her companions, and she warded off the tension by engulfing her mind in planning. She frequently asked the others to tell her all that they knew about the Shimat, and coupled this information with everything that she knew. With these two contrasting views, she filtered through a multitude of variations in the mission they were attempting. 
In spite of her efforts, most of the details would have to wait until they could contact Kendan. He would have access to important information that Adesina was currently without.
Her stomach jolted when she realized how long it had been since she had seen Kendan. Her heart ached with missing him, and she felt sorrow for all the worry he must be going through. She was anxious to see him again and to let him know that she was all right. She also felt a wave of confidence knowing that he would not hesitate to do what was right once he knew the truth about the Shimat order.
Together they couldn’t fail.
 



Chapter Thirty-four: Ignorance and Charity
  
Adesina passed the days in relative contentment. It wasn’t until they started coming across civilization again that she was pulled back to reality.
L’iam surprised Adesina by directing his horse out from the protection of the trees. The group of L’avan had not traveled in the open since leaving the Rashad lands.
“What are you doing?” she asked, perplexed.
He gave a strained smile. “We left in a hurry, so we did not prepare as well as we could have. We will need to stop and get supplies from a nearby village.”
She didn’t understand the forced expression on his face. “What is wrong?” 
He exchanged glances with Sa’jan and E’nes. “It is not going to be easy.” 
“Getting supplies?” 
L’iam merely nodded and nudged his horse forward. They emerged from the trees, moving at a slow, deliberate pace. They left the forest in such a manner as to make it appear that they were approaching from the west. The L’avan topped a small hill, and Adesina saw the village set before them.
It was small and simple, made up of small shanties and a few farms. Adesina could see the figures of its citizens walking down the dirt roads. 
The group of travelers was spotted quickly, and a cry of warning sounded. The villagers hurried to ready themselves for the arrival of the intruders. They gathered their families into their homes, grabbed pitchforks and stood by their fences to watch the L’avan ride by.
The closer the L’avan drew, the clearer the scene became to Adesina. Unlike Yavar, which was beautiful from a distance as well as in proximity, the village looked dirty and run-down when observed at a nearer interval. The roads were muddy, and the daily traffic had spattered everything else. The people and the animals were all worn and bore hostile expressions on their faces. It was painfully clear that Adesina and her companions were unwanted.
L’era seemed to be the only one, other than Adesina, who noticed. The others had impassive expressions on their faces and they rode into the center of town. They stopped in front of what appeared to be a trading post.
“L’era, Sa’jan and Ravi, stay here with the horses,” L’iam instructed as he dismounted.
They nodded, although L’era was reluctant to do so. L’iam, E’nes and Adesina walked up the uneven wooden steps and into the dim interior of the trading post. 
A dirty man with a thick, mangy beard stood behind the counter. The room was filled with an unorganized mess of trapping and hunting tools, bags of flour, dead animals and pieces of dried meat, bolts of rough fabric, and so forth. Adesina had to fight to keep the look of disdain from her face.
The shopkeeper, on the other hand, felt no such need. He surveyed the visitors with open scorn. “We dunnot serve yor kind heer.”
L’iam looked politely puzzled. “I beg your pardon?”
The man spat at their feet. “Willno’ do ya no good to beg for me pardon. I dunnot serve yor kind. Take yor selfs outta my estableeshmen.”
L’iam cast a glance at E’nes and they both started to turn away, but Adesina refused to join them. She firmly stood her ground with an enraged glint in her eye.
 “Why?” she demanded. 
The shopkeeper was surprised that she dared to argue. “Wha’?” 
“Why do you not serve our kind?” 
The man was speechless, daunted by the icy glare he met in this bold young woman dressed in black. E’nes tried to gently lead her away, but she jerked her arm out of his grasp. 
“Have you ever been treated dishonestly by the L’avan? Have you ever been wronged?” 
The shopkeeper stood dumb, his face a mixture of fear and hatred. L’iam laid a hand on her elbow, speaking quietly in her ear in the language of the L’avan rather than the common tongue. 
“It does not matter, Adesina. At a time like this, it is more important to stand on the higher ground.” 
She reluctantly allowed herself to be led from the trading post. The look on Sa’jan’s face when they emerged with no supplies showed no surprise. This only provoked Adesina further. 
“They do not serve our kind?” she spat. 
L’iam nodded with a sad expression on his face. “There is a lot of ignorance and prejudice in these parts. A portion of that is fueled by the Shimat, another portion by the fear of the locals. All we can do is show them that we are not dangerous, try to cultivate friendships, take the high road when things get petty…”
She shook her head stubbornly. “Something should be done. That stain of a human being refused to serve us because he knows he can get away with it. He enjoys the feeling of power he gets from pushing people around. If you stood up to him, he would not do it anymore. You are better than him!”
L’iam paused before mounting his horse again. “Which is why I choose to walk away.”
As the group of L’avan rode out of the village, L’era quietly asked, “Where are we going to find food?”
Sa’jan shrugged. “In the next village, perhaps.” 
“Where is that?” 
He pointed south. “A few hours’ ride that way. Honestly, though, we will be more likely to have luck if we come across a group of one of the Northern Tribes. They are more willing to do business with the L’avan.”
Adesina pulled her horse alongside Sa’jan’s. She knew it was a bit childish, but she was still angry with L’iam and E’nes for making her walk away from the shopkeeper. She turned her attention to Sa’jan, ignoring the others completely.
“Have you done much business with them?” 
Sa’jan inclined his head. “Certain tribes, yes. Others, no.” 
“Which ones?” she asked in genuine interest. 
He lifted his gaze to the sky, thinking over all the tribes he had met during his years of service. “The So, the Quehe, the Mihe, the Oyutai, the Chyaique, the Ojuri, the Lok, the Tse, and many others. Most of the tribes are friendly to the L’avan, a few are not.”
“Why is that?” she asked.
He made a vague gesture with his hand. “Well, like us, they are often shunned from society. Many of the tribes view us as companions in misfortune. They go out of their way to aid us, just as we go out of our way to aid them. Other tribes view us in the same way as the villagers around here. They think of us as dangerous and manipulative.”
L’era piped up angrily. “You would think that hundreds of years of peaceful coexistence would show them otherwise.”
L’iam reached over and took his sister’s hand. “Let go of your anger, little one. Do not give them that power over you.”
“We will probably find someone to sell us supplies in the next village,” E’nes said optimistically.
He was wrong.
The next village they came across was very much like the previous one. It was filthy and run-down, and filled with distrustful people. The woman running the trading post would not even let them walk up the steps. She stood at the doorway with a pitchfork in hand, warning them to leave immediately.
So the L’avan continued onward, their meals getting more and more scarce. Ravi tried hunting for them, but was only able to procure a couple of thin rabbits. The settlers of the area had already stripped the land of its natural food resources, so there was not much on which the travelers could survive.
Adesina didn’t mind going hungry nearly as much as she minded the treatment they were receiving from the villagers. After all, a large part of her Shimat training had been survival in varied and extreme circumstances. Even after her time away from the fortress, she still felt she was holding up better than the others—especially considering that she was expending little energy. Riding a horse all day only taxed her patience, not her body. She took less food every meal, leaving more for her companions, and ignored the others when they protested against such actions.
The group would have probably sunk into despair had it not been for L’era. Once she had dropped her indignation, she took it upon herself to cheer everyone else.
She placed a hand on Adesina’s forearm. “Look at that sunset! How beautiful!”
Adesina hadn’t noticed, but she had to admit that it was breathtaking. The rich reds and oranges blended peacefully with the deep blue of the coming night.
“Yes,” she agreed. “It is very beautiful.”
“I love sunsets,” L’era went on. “They seem to be the perfect ending to the day, like the finale of a symphony of people and things and places and events.”
L’iam gave his sister a rueful glance. “I am finding your enthusiasm hard to swallow right now. It is easier to ingest such insistent happiness on a full stomach.”
She paid him no mind. “Honestly, L’iam, stop dragging your feet! There is so much beauty all around us! If we cannot find joy in those things, then we will be depressed all the time.”
They found a suitable place to stop for the night and set up camp. L’era hummed happily as she worked and was accompanied in her impromptu music by Ravi.
Adesina couldn’t help but smile at the stubbornly positive attitude that the young princess had adopted. It made their journey much more bearable, in spite of all the hardships they were facing.
As Sa’jan was stirring the last of their supplies in with a disproportionate amount of water, the jingling of many harnesses could be heard in the distance. The L’avan looked at each other in alarm.
“Should we dowse the fire?” L’era asked in a hushed voice. 
Adesina shook her head. “It would do no good. They have most likely seen it already.” 
She got to her feet, slowly drawing her Blood Sword. It glinted in the firelight, almost as if it were eager for a fight. The others stood to join her, but did not draw any weapons. 
L’iam connected with his vyala and reached out to the strangers. “They have seen our fire and are coming towards us. They are not hostile at the moment, only cautious.”
This was reason enough for Adesina to stay on her guard. They waited in suspenseful silence for the strangers to draw near. Adesina connected to her own vyala, changing her vision to a dark green. She sensed fifty wagons, all pulled by pairs of oxen, twenty riders on horseback, and a dozen people on foot. They were close enough now that the L’avan could hear their voices joined in song. Adesina couldn’t understand the words, but the tune was as bright and wandering as the people who sang it.
  
Chaiqui mihe joxyu’e fosain, 
Chaiqui mihe’e fosain. 
Peloch tse quehe’e 
Joxyu’e de fosain.
  
Mihe, mihe, tse quehe, 
Tse kilzo jox. 
Mihe, mihe, tse quehe, 
Tse kilzo jox.
  
Tse hizo’e therok yesh, 
Lo therok yesh. 
Peloch tse quehe’e 
I’yeshe zoju ovel.
  
Mihe, mihe, tse quehe, 
Tse kilzo jox. 
Mihe, mihe, tse quehe, 
Tse kilzo jox.
  
The expression on Sa’jan’s face lightened considerably. “It is the Ojuri. They mean us no harm.”
His assurances were enough for the others, but Adesina still felt wary. It was with great reluctance that she sheathed her Blood Sword.
The Ojuri slowly came within the radius of the campfire’s light. An oddly elegant looking woman on a dapple-gray mare was leading the large group. 
She wore a bright purple dress and many mismatched scarves. Her wrists were filled with assorted wooden bracelets and she wore a multitude of similar necklaces. Her long wavy hair was as black as a raven, and touched with gray at the temples. 
More striking than her appearance, though, was the expression in her eyes. There was a power and self-assurance there, coupled with deep wisdom and years of experience. This was a woman who had seen much sorrow, but knew equal amounts of joy. She was a free spirit, only seeming to be captured in a physical body.
Sa’jan gave her a courtly bow as soon as she brought her horse to a stop. “M’lady Hestia, I am honored to once again be in your presence.”
Hestia flashed him a stunning smile. “Lord Sa’jan, it has been far too long.” 
He cleared his throat and inclined his head. “May I introduce you to my companions?” 
She nodded graciously. “Of course.” 
Sa’jan gestured to each of them as he called them by name. “His Royal Highness, Prince L’iam, son of King L’unn and Queen Ta’mala; Her Royal Highness, Princess L’era, daughter of King L’unn and Queen Ta’mala; Captain Protector E’nes, son of Me’shan and E’rian; Adesina, daughter of Me’shan and E’rian; and Ravi, son of Riordan and Rabia, and heir leader of the Rashad.”
Hestia raised her eyebrows. “Such august company! We would be honored if you would join us for an evening meal.”
L’iam stepped forward, looking every part the royal prince. “M’lady Hestia, it would be our honor to join you.”
She gave him an amused look, but accepted the comment gracefully. She murmured a few orders to the man riding next to her, who then hurried away to spread the word to set up camp. 
The wagons pulled into a tight circle around the camp of L’avan. When the circle was complete, the other wagons pulled into a circle around them, and then a third ring made up the last of them. A multitude of people began bustling about, unhitching the oxen, rubbing down horses, gathering firewood, setting up a guard around the wagons, building fires, preparing food.
Hestia noticed the watered down contents of their pot on the fire and gestured questioningly. “May I?”
Sa’jan smiled ruefully and nodded. “Of course.”
She went to work, assisted by a girl no older than fourteen. The girl was clearly Hestia’s daughter, for she was a smaller copy of her mother. Her hair was pulled back in a loose braid and she didn’t wear the ornaments that Hestia did, but other than that they looked the same. 
Together they began dicing vegetables, shredding dried meat, and adding spices to the mixture. It wasn’t long before it became a respectable stew. The smell was tantalizing, making the stomachs of the L’avan growl with hunger. It had been quite a while since they had eaten a full meal.
The girl fetched a loaf of traveler’s bread and cut it into thick slices. She then began dishing the stew into bowls and handing it to each of the L’avan. 
L’iam smiled warmly at the girl, causing her to blush and smile shyly in return. Adesina frowned at the exchange and purposefully turned her attention to Hestia.
The woman was sitting cross-legged next to Sa’jan. They spoke to each other in low voices, and she would occasionally reach over and touch him briefly. It was clear that he responded to her touch, but he also kept himself at a distance, both emotionally and physically. Adesina was fascinated by the strange dynamic between them. 
The man that had carried out Hestia’s orders earlier also watched them closely, but with a darker expression on his face. He had the dark hair and dusky complexion of all the Ojuri, but his handsome features were marred by a large burn scar on the left side of his face. He stood apart from the others, speaking to no one unless absolutely necessary. He scowled at every smile that passed between Hestia and Sa’jan, and clenched his fist every time they touched. The two objects of his malice seemed completely unaware of his observation.
The meal commenced with the usual amount of noise connected with a group of that size. The fare was simple, but it was given freely, in spite of the fact that the tribe didn’t have much. All of the L’avan felt deeply grateful for such generosity.
When the meal was over, there was singing and dancing and a few dramatic recitals, for the Ojuri were all performers. Hestia laughed and clapped along with the music, pulling Sa’jan up to dance with her. Adesina was surprised to see with what grace and certainty he performed each step. She suspected that the two had danced many times before.
L’era was quickly pulled into the crowd by one of the Ojuri’s young men. Hestia’s daughter shyly asked L’iam to dance, to which he sportingly agreed, and E’nes pulled Adesina to her feet before she had time to protest. All of the coordination she possessed while fighting seemed to abandon her when she tried to dance. She tried to explain this to E’nes, but he ignored her and continued to spin her around.
Somewhere in the chaos of the movements, they switched partners, and Adesina found herself facing another Ojuri. He laughed lightly as he showed her the different steps and led her around the circle. Adesina was just getting the movements down correctly when they switched partners again. She found herself face to face with L’iam.
His eyes were full of the musical laughter that sounded from his lips. He didn’t hesitate to put his arm around her waist, take her hand, and continue to lead her around the circle. 
Adesina was accustomed to the careful distance he kept between them. It seemed like they only touched when training. She felt strange having him press her against his side, moving with her as perfectly as if they had rehearsed the dance. Her stomach was filled with butterflies and clenched uncomfortably in turn. His face was very close to hers, and his eyes were so filled with emotion that Adesina felt completely at a loss when looking into them. To her dismay, she felt her cheeks beginning to flush.
She removed herself from his grasp and walked away from the dance, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground. She sat next to Ravi, leaning against him and listening to him hum along with the music. He didn’t say anything to her, but his presence alone was like a blanket of strength and calm.
When she finally summoned the courage to look at the group of revelers again she saw that L’iam was still dancing and laughing, although not quite as freely as before. He glanced over at her once, and she quickly avoided eye contact. After that, he did not look at her again for the remainder of the evening.
It was well after midnight when the festivities came to a close and the Ojuri returned to their wagons to go to sleep. The L’avan curled up in their blankets and spoke to each other in quiet voices about the kindness of their new friends. 
Adesina closed her eyes and pretended to sleep long before the others began to settle down for the night, but her mind kept her wide awake. She began re-planning their mission again, going over possibilities and variables. She thought of Kendan and how much she wished he were there to help with the planning.
By the time her mind began slowing down enough to drift off to sleep, Adesina knew that there were only a couple of hours left until dawn.
 



Chapter Thirty-five: Devastation
  
The camp arose early, preparing the morning meal in a happy bustle. Adesina kept herself aloof from the others, still feeling uncomfortable from the festivities of the previous night. As Hestia began frying eggs, she chatted with Adesina and L’era cheerfully.
“We have to use these supplies quickly anyway, because they will not last. There are a few farmers who are willing to trade with us. We rotate between them throughout the year. We work in the fields, rebuild barns, repair roofs, perform at weddings, help shear sheep, build furniture, mend clothes—anything people are willing to hire us for.”
“And they pay you with supplies?” asked L’era.
Hestia nodded. “It is the only payment we can use. Most merchants will not accept money from the Ojuri because they assume we stole it from somebody else.”
Adesina frowned. “What about the High City? They are known to trade with people from the Northern Tribes.”
The elegant woman smiled. “We never go that far south, but it does not matter. We get by just fine without money. Most of the time we keep to ourselves, raising our families and enjoying the beauties of the world around us. We only venture back to civilization when our food is running low.”
L’era furrowed her brow thoughtfully. “What about hunting?”
Hestia shrugged. “If we hunt too close to land that ‘belongs’ to anyone, they accuse us of stealing or poaching. We find it safer to do as little hunting as possible.”
She served them breakfast, changing the topic of discussion to lighter subjects. Never once did she ask them where they were going or what they were doing. Nor did she pry for more information about them personally. When they were done eating, the Ojuri began getting ready to leave.
Ignoring the protests of the L’avan, several bags of supplies were laid by their horses. Hestia shook her head adamantly. “If we do not take care of each other, no one else will.”
With those simple words, she mounted her horse. The scarred young man brought his horse next to hers, acting as if the L’avan didn’t exist. Hestia gave Sa’jan one last lingering glance before turning away and riding northwest. The Ojuri followed her, waving at the L’avan as they left.
The travelers watched them for a while before preparing to depart as well. Adesina shook her head in amazement. “I have rarely met with such people.”
Sa’jan’s eyes were still gazing after the Ojuri. “Yes, they are exceptional. It does not matter how little they have, they will still give you what you need.”
Adesina gave him a sly smile. “Hestia is rather exceptional herself.” 
He nodded absently. “She is the heart of the Ojuri.” 
L’era joined her friend in teasing. “I think she has more in her keeping than just her own heart.” 
This brought a smile to Sa’jan’s face. “Perhaps, but that does not matter right now.” 
Adesina frowned. “Why?” 
He pointed to the black ribbon he wore around his neck. “I am still in mourning for my beloved wife. Besides, it is difficult for L’avan to marry outside of our race.”
“Is it not allowed?” she asked.
“It is allowed,” he explained, “but our ways are so different from other people’s. It is difficult to find harmony in such a union. There must be equality between a husband and wife, and the gifts given to the L’avan are rarely matched outside of our race.” Sa’jan turned his attention to preparing his horse. “Also, there are other considerations.” 
Her lips tightened in comprehension. “Like that young man.” 
He was confused. “What young man?” 
“The one who follows her around like an angry shadow.”
The light of understanding dawned in Sa’jan’s eyes. “Ah, Hestia’s son. Do not judge him harshly. He is suspicious of any outsiders.”
“Why is that?” L’era asked innocently.
Sa’jan shook his head sadly. “Several years ago they were driven out of a village by a mob. A torch dipped in oil was shoved against his face, burning him badly. He was only ten years old at the time.”
Tears of sympathy and outrage welled up in L’era’s eyes. “How could anyone do that?”
He looked at her, his eyes aged with the sorrow of experience. “The world is a darker place than what we would wish it to be.”
Adesina heartily agreed, but said nothing. She had been raised with the view that the world was corrupt and in need of dramatic change. However, experience outside of the Shimat fortress had taught her that it was a very different shade of black than what she had imagined.
Ravi, who seemed to read her thoughts by the expression on her face, said to her quietly, “It is not too late for the darkness to be overcome. A single ray of light can dispel all shadows, if given the right direction.”
She nodded slowly, wondering when that ray of light would come. 
  
***
  
The L’avan continued southward, moving as quickly as they could. They knew their supplies would eventually run out, and they needed to be near villages that were not so set against trading with L’avan.
About a week after their encounter with the Ojuri, L’iam brought them to a sudden halt. He pointed in the direction that led out of the trees. “There is a camp there.”
Sa’jan frowned thoughtfully. “It is rare for any of the Northern Tribes to venture into the central lands.”
The young prince’s expression became even more troubled. “I do not believe that they are a Northern Tribe.”
“Who, then?” asked E’nes.
L’iam didn’t answer, but nudged his horse forward, moving out from the cover of the forest. The other L’avan followed him cautiously.
Camped at a discreet distance from the forest were several ragged groups of what could only be described as refugees. It was clear that they were people unaccustomed to living outdoors. 
They were scattered and unorganized, dragging along items that no seasoned traveler would ever take on a journey. There were few horses and even fewer wagons. The tents were all makeshift, created out of whatever the refugees had in their possession.
As they approached the camp, they were spotted and shouts of warning rang out through the camps. The refugees stared at them in fear as they cautiously approached. Ravi, especially, was viewed with terror.
Adesina noticed the stares directed at him and frowned. “Can they see you now?” she asked quietly.
Ravi chuckled. “Yes, I am allowing others to see me. I thought it would give our party some added protection.”
“Well, it certainly makes us more noticeable,” she muttered.
They dismounted their horses while still at a fair distance from the camps and went the rest of the way on foot. They wanted to seem as non-threatening as possible. 
The L’avan were met by a phalanx of men armed with sharpened sticks and pitchforks.
“What do you want, magic-users?” The hostility in their voices was mingled with fear.
Adesina studied the people before her, suddenly realizing why they seemed so familiar. Their clothes were in rags, but she could still make out what they used to be.
“You are citizens of the High City!” 
The foremost man lifted his chin arrogantly. “What of it?” 
She spread her hands in an open gesture. Trying to look harmless in spite of her Shimat uniform, Blood Sword, and L’avan features. “I used to dwell in the High City.” 
“Impossible,” spat the man. “We would never let one of your kind live in our city!” 
A figure pushed it’s way to the front of the phalanx and stared at Adesina. She was shocked to find herself looking into a familiar face. 
“Aleron!”
He could hardly believe his eyes either. “Adrie?”
Adesina could understand his disbelief. The last time he had seen her, she had been dressed as a High City citizen and was pretending to be a docile girl who hailed from the Northern Tribes. Now she stood before him heavily armed and holding herself like an accomplished warrior.
Aleron continued to gape at her as if he had never seen her before. When he spoke it was in a low, distrustful voice. “Did you have something to do with the attack?”
She was baffled. “What attack?”
He didn’t answer her question, but searched her eyes for the truth. When he saw that she honestly didn’t know what he was talking about, he offered a small smile. “I can see that you did not. I am glad, so glad!”
Aleron spoke a few quiet words to the man who appeared to be their leader. “I know this young woman. I will vouch for the company.”
The man wasn’t convinced. “What value will your vouching have when the rest of us are dead?” 
He shook his head angrily. “I tell you, I know this woman! She had nothing to do with it.” 
The man stood his ground stubbornly. “If you are so eager to join them, then do so. I will not allow those magic-users into our camp!” 
Aleron straightened his back, handed his sharpened stick to the man, and turned to face the L’avan. “May I join you for an evening meal?”
Adesina glanced at L’iam, who nodded readily. “Yes, of course. You can tell us what happened here.”
He smiled grimly as he turned to walk back to his own camp. “And you can tell me where you have been for the past few months. Please allow me some time to clean up, and then I will join you.”
The L’avan returned to their horses and rode back towards the trees. They set up a camp at the edge of the forest, keeping a close eye on the refugees.
L’iam looked apologetic as he gave instructions. “We will have to stay on guard. I know under normal circumstances they would be respectable neighbors, but desperation changes people. We do not know of what they are capable.”
L’era began building a fire while Sa’jan assembled ingredients for the meal. Ravi stood guard, E’nes set up tents, and L’iam and Adesina attended to the horses. 
Aleron joined the group a short time later, riding a brown plow horse. He slowed to a stop several feet away from the camp. His eyes were on Ravi, uncertain how to act around such a beast.
Adesina walked over to Ravi’s side, resting her hand on his back. He noticed the gesture and gave her a curious look. “Has this creature always been with you?”
She was surprised by the question. “Yes. How could you know that?”
He pointed to her hand resting on Ravi. “You used to walk with your hand extended like that. I never understood why until now.”
Adesina smiled and nodded. “Aleron, this is Ravi. He is my guardian.” 
Ravi inclined his head. “How do you do?” 
The young man’s eyes bulged in shock. “It can talk!” 
“Yes, he can.” she amended gently.
Adesina beckoned Aleron to dismount and follow her to the L’avan camp. He did so with a small amount of trepidation. All citizens of the High City knew of and feared the ‘magic-users,’ but very few of them had had any personal contact with them. Aleron’s brave words in the face of his rude countryman now seemed to fall flat in the presence of the possible danger of the strangers.
The L’avan straightened from what they were doing as the two approached. The young woman began by gesturing to her friend. “This is Aleron, of the High City.” Then she indicated to each of her companions, who bowed or curtsied, respectively. “This is L’iam, the leader of our group, and his sister, L’era. That is Sa’jan and E’nes, my brother.”
He bowed clumsily in return, staring at E’nes in shock. “I…I am honored.”
L’era invited him to come and sit by the fire while dinner finished cooking. Aleron was a bit intimidated by her exotic beauty, and could only blush and mumble his thanks. Adesina sat down across from him, smiling at his embarrassment.
He focused his attention on Adesina. “Where have you been, Adrie?”
Adesina’s expression became more serious. How could she explain everything to him? “Well,” she began slowly, “first of all, I must tell you that my name is not Adrie. It is Adesina.”
His sunny features clouded over in confusion. “Who are you?” he asked in a troubled voice.
There was something in his tone that bothered Adesina. She searched for the right words, but couldn’t seem to find them. Finally, E’nes took over the explanation, laying a hand on his sister’s arm.
“My sister was taken from our people and raised by the Shimat. We all assumed she was dead. Not long after the disappearance of the L’avan man from the High City several months ago, L’iam and I came looking for him. We discovered Adesina was living there, and convinced her to come with us back to our homeland.”
Aleron stared at them incredulously. “I thought the Shimat were old wives’ tales.” 
Adesina shook her head sadly. “No, they are very real.” 
He struggled to swallow. “Can they do all the things the stories say?” 
She gave him a questioning look. “I do not know what the stories say.”
Her friend from the High City hugged his knees as he briefly told of the tales that haunted every small child’s nightmares. “They say that the Shimat are demons—shadows that periodically take form. They steal small children from their beds and turn them into slaves. It is said that those who lead wicked lives have their souls taken by the Shimat when they lay dying.”
Adesina would have laughed if she had known less truth about the real Shimat. “The truth is not so bad, and yet it is much worse. They are a secret organization whose sole purpose is to gain power. They use blackmail, corruption and fear to invisibly gain control over the nations.”
He stared at her, his eyes wide with disbelief. “And you are one of them?” 
Her expression became stony. “I was raised as one, yes.” 
E’nes stepped in. “Most young Shimat do not know the true purpose of the order, Aleron. Adesina has since discovered this truth and chosen to not follow their path.” 
Aleron was relieved to hear this. “Forgive me for doubting you, Adrie. After what happened in the High City…” 
They waited for him to go on, but he fell silent, staring into the fire with an anguished look on his face. 
After a few moments, L’iam asked gently, “What happened to the High City, Aleron?” 
He exhaled loudly, wiping some tears from his eyes. “I do not even know where to begin.” 
“Start from when I left,” Adesina urged. 
He nodded, taking a deep breath and collecting his thoughts. “Your disappearance caused quite an uproar. We searched for weeks through the city and the surrounding area. Every Outsider that had come to the High City was detained and questioned. The Governors were frantic.”
Adesina couldn’t understand why such a fuss had been made. “Why?”
Aleron made a helpless gesture. “You were the second magic-user to go missing from our city. I know you always claimed to be from the Northern Tribes, but the important thing was that you looked like a magic-user. As long as you were around, they could pretend that they were on excellent terms with the race. That is why they were all so anxious to be on your good side. If you appeared to support one of the Governors, the High City citizens would think that that Governor had the support of your whole race.”
She gave him an appraising look. “You seem to know a lot about political maneuvering.” 
He shrugged. “What else is there to do in the High City?” 
Adesina couldn’t argue with that. “What happened then?” 
“Well, you were the second magic-user to disappear,” he repeated, “and the whole city was terrified that a massive army of magic-users would come marching in to destroy us all.” 
“Did they?” asked L’iam.
Adesina looked at him in surprise. He knew very well that the L’avan had done no such thing. Why would he ask otherwise?
Aleron shook his head sadly. “I do not know. It all happened so fast.” 
“Tell us what happened,” urged L’iam gently. 
He rested his curly head in his hands, speaking in a low voice. “For weeks after you disappeared nothing happened. Our searches always turned up empty, and there was no sign of retaliation. People started to relax, thinking that everything would be fine in the end.” He took another deep breath, trying to calm himself. “Then one night I woke up to the sound of screams.”
There was a breathless pause. Adesina leaned in and repeated softly, “Aleron, what happened?”
His voice was almost a whisper. “The city was on fire! People were running everywhere, animals were on the loose…and there were dark shadows…”
L’era frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?”
Aleron’s eyes were haunted. “There were shadows everywhere. They were the ones setting the fires and killing the animals and…”
His words fell before Adesina, ringing with condemnation. She knew exactly how this story would end, and she knew who had caused it to begin. She desperately wanted to be wrong, but deep down she knew she wasn’t.
“And what?” she asked woodenly.
“I saw them bar up the doors of houses before setting them on fire. The women and children screamed and screamed, but they could not escape. People on the street were massacred without hesitation, without mercy. There was blood everywhere!”
There were tears running down L’era’s face. “How did you survive?”
Aleron shrugged hopelessly. “I was trying to find my mother. She had gone down to the streets to help one of our neighbors, and she was lost in a mob. As I was searching for her, I was hit on the head and knocked unconscious. When I woke up, it was morning and the High City was in ruins. Some people believe that the magic-users summoned the shadows to revenge themselves upon us.”
Adesina felt sick to her stomach. She clenched her jaw, fighting the anger and horror she felt. “Are those in the camp all who survived?”
Aleron nodded with hesitation. “I believe so.” 
E’nes looked at his sister fearfully. “Adesina, you do not know-” 
She cut him off. “I do know. I know exactly who did this. What I cannot understand is why.” 
Ravi gazed at her sadly. “Can you not?” 
Adesina shook her head. “No! The High City bore no strategic importance, it had no enemies, bore no threat. There is nothing to be gained by destroying it so thoroughly.” 
“Adesina,” L’iam said quietly, “it was attacked because they knew the L’avan would be blamed.” 
The wrath Adesina felt was amplified as she felt the truth of the statement. Aleron looked around the group uncertainly, trying to understand what they were saying. 
“Who are these L’avan you have mentioned?” 
Adesina was too upset to answer, leaving it to E’nes.
“We are the L’avan. It is the name of our race.”
The young man still didn’t understand. “If your people did not attack the High City, then who did?”
Her voice was cold and biting. “The Shimat.” 
Aleron frowned in confusion. “Why? Why would they want you blamed?” 
“The Shimat are our mortal enemies,” L’iam explained. “They have been for hundreds of years. They would go to great lengths to fuel hatred directed towards our people. If that includes destroying a city and murdering thousands of people, so much the better. It is a perfect show of their power and skill in staying undetected.”
Although Adesina was afraid of the answer, she had to ask, “What of Hass and his family? Did they survive? What about Gainor and Deasa and Rina?”
Aleron looked at her sadly. “They are not in our camp.” He hurried to continue, “But there may have been other survivors in other camps.”
She shook her head blindly and got to her feet, walking away from the fire. It was too much to be borne. The people of the High City may have had their faults, but there was no way that they had deserved such a fate. The heat of fury burned in her chest, contrasting strangely with the tears smarting in her eyes. 
Her vyala flared up in response to these emotions, strengthening them and being strengthened by them. She struggled to subdue the power swirling around her body, reprimanding herself for losing control.
Adesina stood with her back to her companions, staring at the refugee camps in the distance. As she fought her internal battle with her emotions and her vyala, something on the outskirts of her enhanced awareness caught her attention.
Something was wrong.
She instantly became more alert, scanning the scene in front of her. She let her vyala go free, tinting her vision dark green.
Hidden in the darkness were several men on horseback, quietly advancing on the refugee camps. Adesina switched her vyala to a light green and immediately felt their murderous intent. She tried to look deeper, discover who they were, but she could tell that time was short and she had to hurry.
She whipped around and sprinted back to the L’avan camp. “We have to get out of here now!” she said in a low, urgent voice. 
Everyone stared at her without comprehension. L’iam was the first to respond. 
“Why?” 
Adesina was throwing saddles on horses and stamping out the fire. “The refugee camp is about to be attacked, and we will be as well if we do not leave as quickly as possible.” 
The others began helping Adesina in her rushed packing of the camp, asking questions as they worked. 
“By whom?”
She shook her head. “I am not sure.” 
“Why would anyone attack a camp of refugees?” 
“I do not know,” she replied impatiently. “They could be marauders looking for an easy target, Shimat returned to finish a job, someone who has a grudge against the citizens of the High City…” 
Aleron grabbed her arm. “We have to help them!” 
At first she was startled by this declaration. “What?” 
He repeated himself. “We have to help them.” 
Adesina gave him a scathing look. This was no time for naive heroics. “How could we possibly help them?” 
He struggled to find the words fast enough. “Protect them! Fight for them! Anything!” 
She looked him directly in the eye as she spoke with finality. “We cannot.” 
Stunned disbelief filled his eyes. “What! Why?” 
Adesina gestured towards the camp and spoke in a voice as if it were obvious. “We are completely outnumbered, Aleron. There is no way our help would be enough. All we would do is alert the Shimat to our presence, and then our entire mission would be for naught.”
He set his jaw stubbornly. “You said you did not know if they were Shimat or not.”
She let out an annoyed breath. “It does not matter who they are! If we get involved, the Shimat will hear about it!”
L’iam put a sympathetic hand on Aleron’s shoulder. “She is right. We do not stand a chance against them.”
Aleron sputtered. “So, we are just to leave them to die?” 
“It is that, or die ourselves.” Adesina said harshly. 
In the distance they heard the shouts of chaos begin. Shadows could be seen darting past the campfires, the sounds of horses being charged were coupled with angry yells. Every eye in the L’avan camp turned towards the refugees, searching desperately for some way to assist the helpless people.
Adesina wanted to urge their immediate departure, but was surprised to find that she could not turn away. In the Shimat mind, self-preservation was only outweighed by the protection of the order; yet, she could not leave these people to fight for themselves.
She had a mission to fulfill. One of the utmost importance—one that could not afford to be jeopardized by any sort of deviant action. Still, the sounds of screams rang in her ears, and she knew she could not walk away.
Did such sentiment make her weak? 
“Mount your horses,” she commanded curtly. 
There was a moment of shocked silence before they realized her intention and did what they were told. Adesina reconnected to her vyala as she settled into her saddle. Her vision swirled red and light green as she projected her power further than she had ever attempted before. 
It was a struggle to direct the power to the camps without taking in any unnecessary space, juggle two kinds of vyala, and keep it strong enough to reach far enough and have enough effect. It took every ounce of willpower Adesina had, but she was absolutely set on succeeding.
The shouts of the refugees were joined by cries of dismay from the attackers. Adesina was picking out all those with murderous hearts and covered their eyes with terrifying visions.
“What is going on?” asked Aleron frantically. 
Sa’jan’s voice was full of reverence and respect. “She is helping them.”
Adesina felt the energy rapidly draining from her body. She knew she had to keep going, but she wasn’t sure how long she would last. L’iam sensed her distress and summoned his own vyala to lend her aid. He gave her all the energy he could spare, which was only just enough to keep her going. 
It felt like an eternity to Adesina before she heard Sa’jan say, “They have escaped to the forest!”
She withdrew her vyala and barely had enough strength to wheel her horse around. “Go!” 
They all rode away from the camp at top speed. L’iam led the way, taking them through the thick undergrowth of the woods. Adesina brought up the rear with Ravi and Aleron. Ravi, because he refused to leave her side at a time like this, and Aleron, because his plow horse had a hard time keeping up with the war horses.
She had no idea how long they galloped through the darkness, nor did she have any clue where they were headed. She was merely intent on keeping herself from falling off of Torith’s back. Occasionally she felt a reviving surge from L’iam’s vyala, but it wasn’t enough to restore her completely.
She was aware when they came to a stop, but only just so. A pair of strong arms pulled her gently from her horse and wrapped her in a blanket, whispering urges to go to sleep. The feeling of being embraced was comforting, and Adesina gratefully complied.
 



Chapter Thirty-six: Hidden Enemy
  
When she awoke, she felt slightly ill, but much better as a whole. Of her companions, only L’iam was awake, because it was his turn to keep watch.
He noticed that she was awake and looked at her sternly. “You could have killed yourself.” 
She frowned in confusion. “What?” 
He sighed softly and began building up the fire. “You are incredibly powerful, Adesina, but even you have your limits. You have to learn to draw from the energy around you when you use your vyala as you did last night. Your life force cannot sustain power like that.”
Adesina sat up slowly, fighting the wave of nausea that washed over her. “I do not understand what you mean.”
L’iam glanced at her sharply, then shook his head ruefully. “Perhaps you do not.”
He rummaged through the medical kit, pulling out certain herbs and powders, and mixing them together. He put a small pot of water on the fire, waiting for it to boil before adding the mixture he had created. The steam that reached Adesina’s nose was refreshing, and helped to clear her head.
L’iam sat back, keeping a close eye on the concoction as it boiled. “For most L’avan, their vyala draws its power from their own life strength. This is why L’avan grow tired and their vyala cannot be sustained indefinitely. Only those with gold in their eyes know how to take energy from their surroundings.”
Adesina nodded. She remembered L’iam showing her how to do this early on in her training.
“It is possible,” he continued, “to take minute amounts of energy from everything around you. Small enough that nothing is disturbed, but depending on your range of intake, those multiple small amounts are enough to feed your vyala without expending any life force of your own.”
The medicine on the fire appeared to be ready, so L’iam poured it into a cup and handed it to Adesina to drink. She sipped it, savoring the warmth as it spread throughout her body. It had a slightly bitter taste, but it wasn’t unpleasant.
His eyes were solemn as he watched her drink the medicine. “What you did last night, Adesina, projecting as far as you did and combining vyala as you did,” he shook his head, “I have never seen anything like it.”
There was awe in his voice that warmed Adesina more than the drink in her hand. 
He went on in a very sober tone. “But you could have died. It was all I could do to keep your life force going until we stopped to rest.”
She realized the seriousness of the situation and nodded to show that she understood. “I did not know the danger, L’iam. I will be more careful in the future.”
The relief in his eyes was apparent. He smiled his brilliant smile and then turned his attention to tending the fire and preparing a meal. The rest of the camp was beginning to stir, and Adesina glanced at the sky.
“What time is it?” 
L’iam shrugged. “About midday.” 
Her gaze turned to Aleron, who had gotten to his feet to stretch and work out his sore muscles. 
She began quietly speaking in the L’avan language. “What are we going to do about him?” 
L’iam also glanced over before fixing his eyes on the fire. “I do not know. He certainly cannot come with us, but we cannot leave him alone.” 
She nodded her head in agreement. As if he was aware that they were talking about him, Aleron walked over to join them and spoke in a rush. “I know it may be presumptuous, but I want to come with you.” When he received no answer, he went on. “I have given it a lot of thought, and there is no doubt in my mind that that is where I should go.”
Adesina raised an eyebrow. “Do you even know where we are going?”
He suddenly looked uncertain. “Well…no…I assumed your original destination was the High City; but now that it is destroyed, are you not going back to your homeland?”
She switched back to the L’avan tongue. “This would be an easy way out. We could tell him that no outsiders are allowed in Pevothem.”
L’iam frowned, also speaking in their language. “Why not tell him the truth?” 
“Because he would insist on coming and helping in any way he can.” 
Aleron looked between them, perplexed. “I promise I will not be a burden! In fact, I could be very helpful. Before the High City was attacked, I was training to be a healer.” 
L’iam studied the young man sitting across from him before replying in the common tongue. “We appreciate your desire to be of assistance, but you cannot come with us.” 
“Why?” he asked desperately. 
Adesina threw a sideways glance at L’iam, hoping that his natural honesty would not prompt him to say more than what was necessary to put off Aleron. 
“Because we are not going to our homeland. We are going into the heart of Shimat lands, and it will be very dangerous.” 
She repressed a sigh, wishing that L’iam would have simply lied and said that they were going to their secret home. 
Aleron, on the other hand, perked up. “All the more reason to take a healer!” 
The other L’avan began joining them beside the campfire. L’era looked around at the situation and innocently asked, “Is he coming with us?” 
“No,” said both L’iam and Adesina. 
Aleron’s face fell. “Why not?” 
“Yes,” said L’era, “why not?”
Adesina switched to the L’avan language again. “Because it is too dangerous and he would only be a hindrance.”
“Oh. I suppose you are right,” admitted the princess. It seemed to have slipped her mind that they were on a serious mission.
“We could drop him off in a nearby village,” suggested E’nes. “We left behind many of our supplies when we fled last night, so we need to go to a village anyway.”
“Will they deign to trade with us?” asked Adesina bitterly. 
L’iam smiled sadly. “These are the central lands, so it is more likely.” 
Adesina turned back to Aleron. “You cannot come with us. It is far too dangerous. We will take you to a nearby village, and there we must part ways.”
He looked at her anxiously and was about to speak, but she held up a hand to stop him. “No, Aleron, do not argue. From the village you may begin your own journey of healing, like you always wanted to do, but you cannot come with us.”
He searched each of the faces of the L’avan, looking for one with sympathy, but they were all in agreement. He sighed in disappointment and nodded.
After the meal, they packed up their makeshift camp and remounted their horses. Adesina was still feeling a bit weak, but did her best to act otherwise. 
They began riding west, for this was the direction of the nearest village. Very little was said as they rode, especially by Aleron. He kept his eyes fixed on his horse’s ears, his face heavy with despondency.
As if in response to his mood, the sky clouded over and it began to rain. At first it was no more than a light drizzle, but it grew heavier as the hours wore on. By the time the village came into view that evening, they were all drenched.
They rode into town just as the shops were beginning to close, so L’iam led them to a small inn. The interior smelled strongly of cooking grease and onions, and the air was filled with smoke. Still, it was warm, and they were glad for a roof over their head. The proprietor eyed them suspiciously and admitted that he had some empty rooms, but insisted on being paid in advance.
The L’avan first sat down around a table placed in a corner and ordered supper, which the owner brought out and carelessly tossed on the table. It consisted of some greasy potatoes and wooden chunks of meat, but it was accepted gratefully.
Once left alone, Sa’jan asked, “What are we going to do now?”
L’iam was struggling to saw a piece of meat into a more manageable size. “Tomorrow we will resupply and set out as soon as possible. We have lost too much time as it is.”
He glanced at Ravi with a questioning look in his eye. Ravi nodded once. “That would be wise.”
Adesina felt a wave of anxiety. “How much time do we have?” 
He shook his head slowly. “Things are becoming less clear. I only know that we must hurry.” 
Aleron frowned in confusion. “Why must you hurry?” 
She hesitated before deciding to explain. “Do you remember the man taken from the High City just before I left?” 
He nodded. “The magic…I mean, the L’avan?” 
“Yes,” she affirmed. “We are on our way to rescue him from the Shimat.” 
Aleron’s frown deepened. “It seems to be a very dangerous mission to risk for one man. Is he important?” 
“Every L’avan is important to us,” replied Sa’jan. “Hopefully, he will not be the only one we save.” 
“Also,” added E’nes, “He is our father.” 
Adesina couldn’t bear to look at the sympathetic expression on Aleron’s face. His voice was brimming with sorrow. “Had he come to find you?” 
Her smile was self-mocking. “I am doubtful, since he was not aware that I was alive.” 
“Then why was he in the High City?” 
Adesina didn’t know the answer to this question. She glanced at L’iam, who shook his head in response. “Even I do not know. His mission was given to him by my father. I suspect it had something to do with the rumors we were hearing about Shimat activity.” 
“Well, if he was looking for the Shimat, he found them,” she said coldly. 
E’nes reached over to take her hand. “It is not your fault,” he insisted. 
She abruptly got to her feet. “I am going to bed. What time should we leave tomorrow morning?” 
L’iam’s expression was touched with sadness as he looked her in the eye. “As soon as the shops open.” 
She nodded curtly and then asked the innkeeper to show her to her room. Adesina, L’era, and Ravi were to share one room, and the others would share another. Ravi followed her upstairs and into the cramped, musty room where they would be spending the night. The straw filled mattresses that made up the bedding smelled like they had never been changed, and the blanket spread over it was thin and scratchy.
Adesina ignored all of this and laid down facing the wall. She heard Ravi sit down on the floor next to her bed.
“You know, he is right. It is not your fault, Ma’eve.” 
“If I wished to discuss it,” she said shortly, “I would have.” 
His tone of voice was light but serious. “Do not lash out at me, my friend. I am not the one with whom you are angry.” 
“Who, then?” she asked sarcastically. 
“Yourself.” 
She had been ready to make some biting remark, but this simple reply stopped her in her tracks. Deep down she knew that she was acting childish and that Ravi was right. Her self-loathing was so firmly rooted that she felt it poisoning her soul.
Adesina rolled over to look her guardian in the eye. “I am angry with myself.” 
His voice was gentle. “I know, dear one.” 
“So angry that I do not know what to do about it.” 
He shook his head. “You have no reason for such hatred.”
“Do I not?” she asked incredulously. “Shall I list all the atrocious things I have done in my life?”
Ravi quirked an eyebrow. “I know what you have done in your life. I know everything about you, Ma’eve. None of it means that you are a terrible person, just that you are human. A human who was manipulated by those she trusted.”
She set her jaw stubbornly. “That does not excuse anything I have done.”
He sighed. “Are you happy for the things you have done? Are you anxious to rejoin the Shimat?”
Adesina raised herself up on one elbow. “Of course not!” 
“Well, then?” 
She laid back down. “Well, what?” 
Ravi also settled down. “You have no reason for your self-hatred.” 
“Hmph,” she turned away, unable to think of an argument.
“Stop being obstinate, Ma’eve. You have only ever tried to do your best with the knowledge you were given. There is no fault in that.”
 “I have done much harm,” she whispered.
“Then right it,” he suggested. “Right the wrongs, change your purposes from evil to good. That is all you can do. Being angry will only destroy yourself.”
Adesina let her breath out slowly and felt a tear drop from the corner of her eye. “You are right. I cannot be of use in this state of mind.”
“I am not advising you to repress your emotions,” he added. “I am simply stating that you should not allow your remorse to turn into self-loathing. Learn from your mistakes, forgive yourself, and make an effort to change.”
She nodded and closed her eyes, still tired from the previous night. As she was dozing off to sleep, she vaguely heard L’era come into the room to check on her. 
She felt a slender hand brush her hair away from her forehead and a quiet voice whisper, “We all love you, Adesina, no matter what you did in the past.”
After that, she dropped off to sleep.
In the morning she awoke completely refreshed. Adesina glanced over and saw that L’era was still asleep, so she was especially silent in slipping out of the room. Ravi padded after her, making less noise than a shadow.
She found E’nes, L’iam, Sa’jan and Aleron sitting at a table eating breakfast. They invited her to join them.
“How are you feeling?” asked her brother. 
Adesina smiled. “Better. I think I have recovered from our escape.” 
They all looked relieved at this announcement, but Adesina could see that something else was on their minds. Namely, her sudden exit the previous evening. 
Sa’jan cleared his throat and indicated to Aleron. “We have been giving our young friend some advice about the outside world.”
She smiled wryly. “Really?” 
Aleron nodded. “Apparently the High City does not provide very realistic life experience.” 
They all chuckled. 
“No,” agreed Adesina, “it does not. What do you intend to do first?” 
He traced a pattern on the surface of the table with his finger. “Well, I will probably start by offering my services here in this village. Then I will move on when I feel the time is right.” 
The group was joined by L’era, who looked around moodily. “You could have awaken me, you know. I half thought that I had been left behind!” 
Her brother looked at her thoughtfully. “Actually, that is not a bad idea. You and Aleron could keep an eye on each other until we come back.” 
She glared at him. “No, L’iam.” 
He sighed in resignation and got to his feet. “Well, I suppose we should get going, then.” 
Aleron also got to his feet, but L’iam held up a hand. “You do not need to come with us. In fact, it would probably be better if you did not. The less you have to do with us, the more likely the villagers will be to accept you.”
He shrugged. “I have already been seen with you. What does it matter if I go with you to buy supplies?”
So they all walked out onto the muddy street, breathing in the fresh air. Many of the villagers stared at them curiously, or sometimes in fear, but none of the faces seemed openly hostile. 
The L’avan made their way to the market and inspected the displays. One bold man even ventured to assure them of the quality of his produce.
They finished their resupplying fairly quickly and began walking back to the inn where their horses were stabled. Aleron was walking next to Adesina, reminding her of the times they had spent together in the High City market with friends.
As Adesina smiled at his anecdote, something caught the corner of her eye.
It was the motion of a shadowed figure moving quickly out of sight, but it was just slow enough to have deliberately attracted her attention.
She saw short, sandy colored hair and eyes like two chips of ice. She saw a vicious smile that gave the face an expression of triumph. Most of all, she saw a long scar that marred the pale left cheek.
Adesina stopped in her tracks, her mind suddenly filled with hatred, rage and dismay. Her companions also stopped, looking at her expression in concern.
“What is it, Adesina?” 
Her voice was barely more than a hiss. 
“Basha!”
 



Chapter Thirty-seven: Flight
  
“Who is this Basha?” asked Aleron as they hurried back to the inn. 
“My enemy,” Adesina replied shortly. “A fellow Shimat.” 
E’nes, who knew more about his sister’s past than the others, shook his head in confusion. “I thought you said that you defeated her in your final test. How could she possibly be so far from the Shimat fortress before her training is completed?”
This was something she didn’t understand either. “I do not know. She should still be there, finishing her training and making up for her defeat.”
“Is there any way she has gone rogue?” asked Sa’jan.
She gave a short, bitter laugh. “No. The Shimat order is perfect for a woman like Basha. She would never think of leaving, nor would the Sharifal let her go. She is ruthless and without conscience—a valuable asset to the Shimat.”
They arrived at the inn, and went straight to the stables. The newly purchased supplies were packed in the saddlebags and the horses were prepared for the impending departure. 
Adesina noticed Aleron standing off to the side, watching them forlornly.
“What are you waiting for?” she quipped. “Saddle your horse.” 
He stared at her in disbelief. “You mean…?” 
“Hurry up!” 
Aleron needed no other encouragement. He rushed over to his horse and began saddling it with haste. 
L’iam frowned slightly. “Are you sure that is a good idea?” 
She tightened a buckle with more force than what was strictly necessary. “No. In fact, I think it is a very bad idea, but we have few other choices.” 
“Why?”
“Because Basha has seen him with us,” she explained. “If he is left without protection, she will certainly take advantage of that. She would question him about our destination, torture him and most likely kill him.”
“But he poses no threat to her!” protested L’era.
“That does not matter,” Adesina retorted. “She would do all of that to spite me, if for no other gain.”
Aleron paled when he heard this. “I could not tell her anything anyway. I do not even know the details of your mission.”
She pressed her lips together. “You know more than enough to let her know exactly what we are doing.”
He straightened his back. “Well, I would not tell her!”
Adesina fixed him with an icy gaze. “You would be begging to tell her by the time she was finished with you.”
An ominous chill ran down the spine of every member of their group. Adesina shook her head and went back to her preparations. “I am not leaving you behind to die like that.”
Nothing else was said as they prepared to leave. They mounted their horses and rode out of the village as quickly as they could without attracting too much attention. 
L’iam led them east, just in case they were being followed. “Do you think she will come after us?” he asked as he rode next to Adesina. 
She stared bleakly at the horizon. “Probably. Nothing would bring her more pleasure than discrediting me to the Sharifal. In order to do that, she needs more proof than merely seeing me in the company of L’avan. After all, they most likely still believe it a possibility that I have been captured.”
“What happens when she finds this proof?” 
A heavy pause followed. 
“We had better hope to have found my father by then.”
  
***
  
Me’shan heard the approach of his tormentors with a sense of despair. Why would they not just let him die?
After the customary rattle of keys, the door swung open, bathing the cell with torchlight. He cringed away from it, shielding his eyes and praying that it would all be over soon.
Instead of being beaten, however, Me’shan was joined by another prisoner. The guards threw her to the ground with as much force as they could muster, laughing when she cried out in pain. The door was then closed again, and the echoed footsteps faded away.
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness again, but he could see clearly much sooner than his companion. She sobbed quietly, huddled on the cold stone floor.
Me’shan felt pity for her, but was also cautious. It would not be the first time the Shimat had tried to trick him in one way or another.
“Are you hurt?” 
She gasped and scrambled into the corner of the cell. “Who is there?” 
He hesitated before answering. “A prisoner, like yourself.” 
“Are you from the High City, too?” 
Me’shan smiled at the irony of her question. “That is where I was taken,” he said evasively. 
She sighed in relief. “I was afraid that they had killed everybody else. Do you know how many survived?” 
He frowned in confusion. “Survived? The High City was attacked?” 
Her voice was weighed down with disappointment. “Oh, you did not know? I thought…that is…I assumed they took you the same time they took me.” 
Me’shan shook his head, even though he knew she could not see it. “I have been in this dungeon for a long time.” 
“What is your name?” she asked quietly. 
He gave the name of a good friend of his who lived in a village north of the High City. “Trayse.” 
She considered this for a moment before replying, “My name is Faryl. I owned an apothecary shop in the High City.” 
Me’shan was amused by the defiant tone in which she stated her lifestyle. He recalled seeing the little shop in a corner of the Square, and hearing whispers about a woman running it. He had never had reason to enter the shop, but he would not have hesitated to if the need had arisen. Unfortunately, that was not the mentality of the people surrounding the High City, and that was where he was pretending to come from. 
Measuring the proper amount of disbelief in his voice, he said, “A woman? Is that why you were arrested?”
“No,” she shot back. “It is not against the law for a woman to run a shop!” 
“Then why are you here?” he asked quietly. 
There was a brief pause. “I do not know.”
He could tell that she was lying, but did not press the point. He was weary, and his voice hoarse from disuse. Perhaps she had been put there to get information out of him, perhaps she was a prisoner in earnest. Either way, they would have plenty of time to talk later.
He turned on his back and closed his eyes against the darkness of their stone tomb, filling his mind with bright memories of the ones he loved the most.
  
***
  
The traveling L’avan had no more encounters with Adesina’s former rival, although they continued to be very cautious. They knew they could not deviate off course too much longer, for time was already running short. Eventually they turned south again, picking up their pace.
One by one they began to relax, but not Adesina. She remained as alert as she had been the first day she spotted Basha.
“If she is not following us now, why would she begin later?” reasoned L’era.
Adesina merely scanned the surrounding area with a grim expression on her face. “It is because she is not following us that I am worried. If she is not behind us, then she is somewhere else. She could be doing any number of things to cause us trouble. It is when Basha is not seen that she is the most dangerous.”
The farther south they rode, the more agitated Aleron became. He finally became so distracted that he began dropping things and bumping into everything around him. The third time this happened when they had stopped for the night, Adesina turned to him in exasperation.
“What is it, Aleron?” 
He started. “What?” 
“Something is making you awfully jumpy, and it is driving me crazy.” 
His expression was immediately apologetic. “I am sorry, Adrie. I do not mean to be a burden on the group.” 
She restrained herself from rolling her eyes. “Do not apologize, Aleron. Just tell me what is wrong.” 
His eyes wandered south. “It is…just that…” 
“Yes?” she encouraged. 
Aleron clasped his hands in front of him, staring at them as they wrung. “We are getting closer to the High City.” 
Adesina nodded slowly, finally understanding the cause of his distress. “Yes, I know.” 
He shrugged uncomfortably. “I thought we would be…avoiding it.”
She sighed softly. “I am afraid we cannot do that.” 
“Why?” he asked in a tortured voice. 
She looked at him with sympathy, speaking gently. “Kendan was stationed just outside the High City. In order to find him, I need to go there first.” 
This caught the attention of the entire group. 
“Who is this Kendan?” asked L’era. 
Adesina felt her cheeks flush, and prayed that her heightened color was hidden in the darkness. She leaned back against Ravi’s side, away from the firelight. “He was my trainer. I know he would be willing to help us once he realizes the truth about the Shimat.”
“How do you know that he does not know the truth already?” asked Sa’jan.
“He is an honorable man,” she replied, feeling her blush deepen. “Also he is…young. He has not been a Shimat for very long, therefore it is doubtful that he would be privy to such knowledge.”
L’era noticed the waver in her voice and gave her a questioning look. Then she turned her eyes to her brother, looking for his response to this revelation.
L’iam kept his eyes fixed on the flames of the campfire, his expression giving away nothing. “If you believe you can trust him, then we shall as well.”
He stood and moved away from the group, leaving them in silence. 
“Well,” ventured E’nes, “how are we going to find this trainer of yours?” 
Adesina wrapped her arms around her knees. “He was my Shimat contact while I was in the High City. If for any reason there is a break in that contact, instructions are to be left at the meeting place.”
“Where was your meeting place?” asked Aleron hesitantly, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to know about the double life of one he had believed to be his friend.
She understood the tone of his voice and gave him a sad smile. “In a cave in the forest northwest of the city.”
“Do you think he had anything to do with the attack on the High City?” Aleron asked more harshly than he intended.
She instantly shook her head. “No, his duty would have been to organize and lead the search for me.”
He only looked slightly consoled by her words. “What if we cannot find him?” 
“We will,” she assured confidently. 
“But what if we cannot?” pressed her brother. 
In all honesty, she doubted this was even a possibility. Two Shimat looking for each other could not help but find one another. Still, she had considered the options if that happened. 
“Then we will go on alone.” 
“If we can go on without him, then why contact him at all?” came Ravi’s unexpected voice. 
Adesina looked at her guardian in surprise. Why was he questioning her plans now? “Kendan’s aid would be very valuable to our mission. He knows the fortress much better than I do, and he may have overheard important information. Also, he can move about the fortress freely—something we cannot do on our own.”
This was enough for the other L’avan, but Ravi still did not look convinced. 
She frowned in concern. “What is it, Ravi?” 
He shook his head in worry. “My Dreams have not been as clear as they should be. I feel as if I am going into this venture blind.” 
She quirked an eyebrow. “We are hardly blind, dear friend. Much thought and planning has gone into this.” 
His words were chilling as they fell on every ear. “It may not be enough.” 
Adesina was speechless for several moments. “What should we do, then?” 
A heavy silence followed as Ravi went deep into thought. They all hoped he would have a solution for them, but he offered none. No one felt like talking after that. They all curled up in their blankets and pretended to sleep.
The only one who didn’t join them was L’iam, who continued his watch until well past midnight. Adesina was still awake when she heard him being replaced by Sa’jan. 
She stared up at the stars, reaching up to them with her vyala. They sang strange and beautiful songs when one was connected to their vyala, and she understood why Ravi loved them so much. Sadly, the comfort and inspiration she sought in them could not be found that night. Her mind remained a blank darkness, and she found a feeling of desperation welling up from deep within herself.
She needed help.
Admitting this to herself did nothing to help her discover what she should do. The only person she could think of to help her was Kendan. That was why they were looking for him. He had the answers she needed to finish planning the mission. Without him, she was at a loss. There were too many variables, too much unknown.
They had to find Kendan. 
Repeating this to herself, Adesina finally fell asleep. 
The next morning dawned brightly, filtering through the trees and gently waking the L’avan. They glanced at each other warily, none of them saying what was on all of their minds. Today was the day they would arrive at the High City. Or, at least, what remained of the High City. 
Aleron was the most affected by this knowledge. He finally began singing softly to himself to help cope with the overwhelming emotions he felt. Adesina listened to the words of his sad song, once again caught up in the spell of his music.
  
Fly upon the wings of night 
Lose yourself in the abounding darkness 
To hide your scars, your wounds from the world
Is to be free from the past that haunts you
  
Find solace in the arms of night 
There your tears are seen by no one 
Hope is swallowed by black despair 
But at least the facade is kept intact
  
Wander through the maze of night 
Wish for light, but shy from the reality
It’s easier to let go of broken dreams 
Instead of clutching the shards to your heart
  
Lose yourself in the mask of night 
Anonymous faces surround you 
Doubt of your existence may flood your mind
 But perhaps it is better that way
  
Adesina sighed to herself, contemplating how she herself was a creature of the night. In the darkness she felt most free, most powerful, and most invulnerable. In the light of day, and more importantly, in the light of her vyala, she was stripped completely bare. All of her faults, all of her weaknesses, every small truth lay exposed. She preferred staying safely hidden in the darkness, even if it also brought solitude.
This train of thought was interrupted as they mounted their horses and once again began their journey. Adesina noticed Ravi walking alongside Aleron, speaking in his deep, calming voice.
“You sing very well.” 
He laughed nervously, still not at ease with Adesina’s guardian. “Thank you.” 
“Music is a very important part of my culture. It is a way of connecting with the soul and allowing it to express itself in ways beyond words alone.” 
For a moment, the clouds lifted and Aleron’s sunny smile could be seen again. “I feel the same way.” 
As simply as that, Ravi had eased the burden on the young man’s mind. They chatted about their favorite songs, the ones they had grown up with—talking about how they had learned the many verses of this song, or how they had attempted to woo with that song. When they discovered songs they had in common, they sang them together. Their rich voices blended together in perfect harmony, creating beautiful sounds that cheered up everyone’s spirits.
Unfortunately, the hours of pleasant forgetfulness didn’t last.
By late afternoon, the High City could be seen in the distance. At first Adesina didn’t even recognize it. Where high white walls had stood surrounding the city, only blackened rubble remained. The meticulous streets were literally torn apart, and there were corpses strewn everywhere.
L’era paled at the sight. “Why has no one cared for the dead?”
Aleron shook his head. “All of the survivors left as quickly as possible, before we were attacked again.”
“What about the surrounding villages?” she demanded indignantly.
L’iam looked at his sister sadly. “I suppose no one wanted to interfere, lest they become the next target of attack. Besides, it is an insurmountable task caring for this many bodies.”
He was right. Thousands of people had been massacred in that city. It would take just as many living people to care for the dead.
“Is there anything we can do?” asked Aleron with a trembling voice.
“Not if you want them buried,” answered Adesina. “We could cremate the remains using another massive fire, but that is just about all that we can do.”
His head hung low as he accepted her words, tears running freely down his boyish face. 
“We could pray for them,” suggested L’iam gently. 
Aleron nodded eagerly, glad to be able to do something. They all dismounted their horses and bowed their heads as L’iam offered a prayer in the ancient language of the L’avan. Adesina didn’t understand the words he spoke, but his voice was earnest and full of pity. She could see her friend from the High City taking comfort in the loss of his loved ones.
When L’iam finished praying, they remounted and rode on. They skirted the ruined city as well as they could, but it was not enough to escape the overwhelming stench that assaulted their noses.
The harsh smell of charred plant life, the greasy remains of burnt animals, the sickening scent of decay. All of this mixed with the savage smell of fire, even though the attack had taken place weeks ago.
The travelers escaped into the shelter of the trees, hoping to shield themselves from both stench and sight of the slaughter.
 



Chapter Thirty-eight: Cut Off
  
Adesina led them to the cave where she had often met Kendan to report on her status. At first they looked around in confusion, uncertain why she had brought her horse to a stop. When she dismounted, they all did the same.
She walked over to the small, hidden opening and got down on her knees. 
“Wait a moment, Adesina.” 
She turned as saw L’iam advancing toward her. “You cannot go in there by yourself. What if it is a trap?”
Adesina sighed at his protective nature and brought her vyala to bear. She scanned the cave and then turned back to him. “No one is inside.”
He shook his head sternly. “Even so, I do not want you going in by yourself.”
She looked at him oddly for a moment before beckoning to Ravi. Her guardian came forward readily. One after another the two of them entered through the small opening of the cave.
Adesina stood up and brushed herself off, reprimanding herself for not thinking to bring a torch. She started to feel around in the dark, looking for something to light the room.
Ravi’s voice was amused. “Use your vyala, Ma’eve.”
She felt slightly foolish for not thinking of that herself. Her vyala flared up and pooled in the palm of her hand, glowing in a ball of pure energy. Light spread through the cave, chasing the shadows into the far corners.
It was empty.
She searched the area, looking for a note or something with instructions of how she was to contact Kendan.
Nothing.
A worried frown creased her features. “I do not understand, Ravi. Something should be here—a note, a clue, or even a packet of survival supplies. Where is it?”
Ravi sat down, slowly surveying the cavern around him. “Are there any reasons why it would not be here?”
“Yes,” she replied, after some thought. “If a Shimat is dead, or if their mission dictates a complete loss of contact. If the latter were the case, though, the Shimat in question would have been orally informed of how to make contact if necessary.”
“Yes?” he urged.
Another thought came to her. “Basha could have known about this cave and taken what was left by Kendan.”
“Anything else?” Ravi asked.
Adesina knew of one last possibility, but was reluctant to say it. “If a Shimat has gone rogue, their supplies would be cut off.”
He nodded solemnly and got to his feet. “I think we need to hurry on to find your father, before it is too late.”
She agreed, but still cast her eyes around the cave one last time, hoping to find something she had overlooked.
Ravi’s voice was gentle. “Come, Ma’eve.”
Adesina extinguished the ball of light resting in her hand, and then they exited through the small opening. The L’avan were anxiously awaiting her return.
“Well?” asked L’iam in a strangely detached voice. 
She shook her head in disappointment. “Nothing. It must have been taken before our arrival.” 
Adesina was about to explain to them what she had told Ravi when an alarm sounded in her head. She instinctively let her vyala flash out, taking in the surrounding area. As she did so, several Shimat stepped out of their hiding places. There were probably two dozen shadowy figures surrounding them, and another six hiding in the trees. 
The L’avan gasped in shock, and both E’nes and L’iam took a step closer to Adesina. All of them seemed to be waiting for some sort of cue from her, whether to run or fight.
She stood perfectly still, her face void of any emotion. Her mind was racing over possibilities, trying to come up with the best way to survival.
One of the Shimat directly in front of Adesina removed their hood and scarf, revealing the triumphant countenance of Basha.
“Well, well! Shimat Falcon! The report said that you had been taken captive, but I must say you do not look like a prisoner.”
Adesina wanted dearly to punch her right in her smug face, but knew it would accomplish nothing. Instead, her mind began working even harder on a way to escape, relishing in the thought of the humiliation Basha would encounter if they got away.
Basha’s venomous voice continued. “Are these a gift for the Sharifal?” she asked sarcastically, glancing over Adesina’s companions.
Adesina clenched her jaw, controlling the rage she felt. Hatred clouded her thinking, hindering her ability to plan quickly. Her vyala began swelling in power, whispering visions of how many ways she could lash out at her lifelong enemy.
Basha saw something in Adesina’s face that she had never seen before. There was an intensity and confidence that ran deeper than the arrogance of her youth. Adesina stood more upright, her limbs seemed at ease but were ready to spring into action and there was a strange glow in her eyes. The enemy standing before her was no longer an overly proud Shi, but a L’avan warrior.
Whatever it was that Basha saw in Adesina, coupled with the clear hatred in her eyes, made the Shimat uncomfortable. She tried to overcompensate by puffing out her chest and giving a haughty smile. “If you will not answer to me, perhaps you will answer to your former Shar.”
She gestured to the Shimat standing next to her, who slowly reached up to remove the hood and scarf covering his face.
“Kendan!”
His dark eyes captured Adesina’s shimmering ones. Almost involuntarily, she took a step toward him. E’nes and L’iam both started to reach out a hand to touch her arms, but stopped themselves. Adesina also stopped herself from moving forward.
Kendan spoke in a quiet voice, using the language of the Shimat. “Where have you been, Adesina?”
Her eyes flickered to Basha and the other Shimat surrounding them and she gave him a faint smile. “Away.”
His expression hardened. “That is hardly an answer.”
“I told you!” interrupted Basha, who was still speaking in the common tongue, “She has betrayed us!”
Kendan waited for Adesina to dispute this accusation, but she remained silent. His voice became even more quiet. “What have you to say to this, Shimat Falcon?”
Adesina felt her chest constrict when he used her Shimat name. This was not how she had planned this conversation going. How was she supposed to convince him of the truth with all these other Shimat present?
“Kendan,” she began uncertainly, “this is not what it seems.” 
Basha snorted in derision, but Kendan appeared willing to listen. “Go on.” 
She glanced around once more. “May I speak to you alone?” 
“No,” protested Basha, this time in the Shimat language. “She will use her witchcraft on you! Let her intentions be declared here before our brothers and sisters of the Shimat order.” 
After a pause, Kendan looked at Adesina expectantly. She lowered her voice, silently cursing Basha for listening so intently. “They have lied to you, Kendan. They have lied to all of us. The Shimat order is not what we believed it to be.”
A look of wry amusement passed over his face. “What are they, then?” 
She struggled to find the right words. “They are assassins, corrupters…” 
Adesina trailed off when she saw the small, knowing smile appear on his lips. She struggled to breathe as the awful truth washed over her. 
He already knew. 
He had always known. He was one of them. 
Kendan spoke in a calm, almost loving voice. “Adesina, have you ever stopped to think that perhaps you are the one who has been deceived? By those people standing behind you.” 
She shook her head fiercely, her thoughts whirling out of control. 
Basha laughed mockingly. “So the high and mighty Adesina has finally been brought to our level. How does it feel to stand in the mud?” 
There was a hint of a glare when Kendan’s eyes flickered to Basha, but it disappeared when he turned his attention back to Adesina. He held out his hand to her. “It is not too late. All can be forgiven, and…we can be together.”
She shook her head again, refusing to listen to his lies. The back of her throat ached as she fought against the tears that stung in her eyes. She had thought that he loved her, and she had grown to love him in return. Her heart throbbed sharply as she realized that he had just been manipulating her just as Signe had.
The pain and wrath was taken up by her vyala, whipping it into a frenzy. She did not try to control it or restrain it in any way, and it flared around her into waves of palpable energy. Those standing closest to her were forced to take a couple of steps back, driven away by the sheer power of her being.
Oblivious to all of this, Adesina kept her eyes fixed on the man before her. She raised her chin, defying him as she had the first day she met him.
“Never.” 
Kendan’s eyes were filled with disbelief. He had felt certain of her answer, and he was shocked to find he had been wrong. There was something else in his eyes that Adesina had never seen before: fear.
His seemingly unshakable confidence was nowhere to be found as he stared at his former student in her unearthly radiance. He felt as if he were staring at a complete stranger, and perhaps he was.
It was the sight of that fear that kept Adesina from obliterating him on the spot. She reigned in her vyala, and spoke a single, hate-filled word.
“Leave.”
Kendan was only too happy to comply. He signaled to the Shimat surrounding them, and they silently melted into the shadows of the trees. 
Basha was torn between her desire to attack and her compulsion to obey. The latter finally won out, leaving Kendan standing alone with the L’avan.
He gazed at her a moment longer before tearing his eyes away and turning his back on them. 
  
***
  
Adesina sobbed into the shimmering white fabric of E’rian’s dress.
They sat in the Garden beneath a large willow tree. A weeping tree. E’rian clasped her daughter close, stroking her hair and whispering words of comfort.
It was several minutes before Adesina could speak. “I do not know what to do,” she said brokenly.
Her mother’s arms tightened around her. “About what, love?”
“I do not know how to get into the Shimat fortress without Kendan’s help. I do not have enough information, and this mission cannot succeed now! They have my father, and he is going to die there.”
A sad smile touched E’rian’s lips. “You have prepared for every situation, Ma’eve. You can figure out how to succeed.”
She shook her head. “I cannot lead this group up against the entire Shimat order.”
“You are not leading an attack against the fortress, dearest. You are finding the L’avan prisoners and setting them free.”
When her daughter refused to be consoled, she asked quietly, “What is really troubling you?”
Adesina was reluctant to admit the cause of the sharp aching in her heart. Why else had she come to her mother, though?
“I…I loved him.” 
She frowned. “Kendan?” 
Her daughter nodded, a fresh torrent of tears coming over her. “I thought he loved me too, but he was just using me.” 
Understanding filled E’rian with sorrow for her child’s young heart. She was already much too old for her age, why must this burden be placed on her slender shoulders as well? 
“I am sorry, Ma’eve. I am truly sorry that you must feel such pain.” 
Adesina smiled bitterly. “Yet I must still feel it?” 
She brushed back a lock of hair that had fallen across her daughter’s face. “I cannot take the pain from you.” 
Adesina sat up straight, looking her in the face. “What can we do, then?” 
E’rian gently stroked her daughter’s hand. “I can hold you, child, and share in your pain. You can pour your heart out to me, and our shared sorrow can help you begin to heal.” 
Logically, it didn’t make much sense to Adesina, but she still liked the idea of sharing her heartache with her mother. She allowed her mother to pull her close again and closed her eyes against the tears welling up there. 
“Then,” continued E’rian, “when our tears are spent, I will help you find the information you need to make this mission succeed.” 
“How?” whispered Adesina. 
Her mother’s tone became one of grim determination. “We will find those who know the Shimat fortress, and convince them to share that knowledge.” 
Adesina nodded slowly. It was the only reasonable option they had at this point. Every day was taking them closer to the fortress, and they needed a new plan. Time was running out.
  
***
  
Kendan and Signe stood in the Sharifal’s tent, quite a distance away from where the encounter with the L’avan took place.
Some people shouted or threw things when they were angry, but not Signe. She became very still, like a block of ice. Her voice was quiet, but cold and biting.
“You said she was in love with you.” 
Kendan felt his chest constrict painfully. “She was,” he insisted softly. “She is.” 
“Obviously not,” Signe snapped, “because she chose to go with the L’avan.” 
Again, the pain in his heart returned. Part of him agreed with what Signe said. How could she have left him like that? 
The Sharifal did not look at her nephew. Her eyes were fixed on the subtle design in the fabric of the tent. “You were assigned as her Shar for one purpose alone: to created an emotional bond that would tie her to us permanently. Now we have lost our most valuable weapon. Seventeen years of research, training, and experimentation are lost.”
“She-” Kendan cut himself off abruptly.
Signe turned for the first time since the beginning of the conversation. “What?” she asked in a deadly tone.
He knew he shouldn’t go on, but couldn’t help himself. “She is more that just a weapon. She is a person with integrity and honor. Perhaps if we had treated her as such she would not have betrayed us.”
His aunt sneered at him mockingly. “How precious. You have fallen in love with her.”
He started to deny it, but he realized that it was the truth. When Signe saw he had nothing to say, she got so close he could feel her hot breath on his face.
“Little good it does us now that she has turned her back on you. She spent a year with you, day and night, and then all that time while she was in the High City. Yet after a few weeks with the L’avan, she has forgotten you.” 
The words were meant to hurt Kendan, and they did. His stomach dropped and his throat strained as he struggled to control his emotions. He had never had trouble with self-control before he met Adesina. It was only after he began teaching her that he discovered how quickly a heart could be lost.
Signe read his face as easily as she read the reports given to her daily. Her derision for her nephew grew with what she saw there.
“You should have followed my orders, Kendan. Mistakes such as this cannot be tolerated in the Shimat order.”
He only shook his head. Signe had suggested more extreme measures to tie Adesina to himself, and he had begun his assignment with no qualms. He had been immediately struck by her exotic beauty, and admitted to himself that he had looked forward to following the orders given to him.
However, as their relationship grew and Kendan fell in love with her, he began to have misgivings. Deep down he knew that everything between them had been built upon lies. He had determined to start fresh, making her truly his this time.
Then she had disappeared.
Kendan had scoured the lands looking for her, pulling together all of his resources and devoting all of his energy to it. He had only discovered her whereabouts when Basha had contacted him, also informing him that she had turned against the order.
He hadn’t believed it at first, knowing the depth of Adesina’s loyalty. Regardless, Kendan assured himself that it didn’t matter. He had intended to convince her to run away with him. With their skills combined, no one would have ever been able to find them.
Kendan had not even gotten the chance to really talk to Adesina, thanks to Basha’s interference. Instead, he had been forced to say the words that were expected of him, rather than the ones in his heart.
He had seen the heartbreak in her eyes, and he knew she would never forgive him for what he had done.
While all this was going through Kendan’s mind, Signe grew tired of his silent musings. She moved away from him, gesturing impatiently. “Did you at least discover their intended destination?”
He ducked his head in shame. “No, Sharifal.”
She sat at her makeshift desk, surveying him in contempt. “I am surprised you found the courage to return to my presence in such disgrace.”
Kendan kept his eyes on the ground, not wanting her to see how little he cared right now. He heard her irritated sigh and the shuffling of parchment.
“I shall send a team to track them. In the meantime, our plan goes forward as before.” 
He nodded, even though his stomach clenched in anxiety. 
The Sharifal turned her attention away from her nephew. “You are dismissed.” 
Kendan felt the weight of sorrow on his shoulders, but bowed obediently. He then turned and walked out of the Sharifal’s tent.
 



Chapter Thirty-nine: Prisoners
  
Me’shan laid on his back on the cold stone floor of his cell, gasping for breath. The new pains inflicted on him from the guards overrode all of the old wounds that had never healed. Tears streamed out of the corners of his eyes and he whispered L’avan prayers, searching for some source of relief.
When the sound of footsteps reached his ear, he could not find the willpower to react. He closed his eyes and simply laid there, hoping that death would come to him soon.
Looking through the slits of his eyes, he could see the door opened and four guards entered the room, followed by a gray haired man who occasionally questioned Me’shan. He glanced over at the huddled form of the L’avan and nodded to one of his bodyguards. The man walked over and nudged Me’shan with his foot.
Me’shan remained still, praying that they would leave him alone. 
“The guards gave him a pretty severe beating, sir. He is probably unconscious.” 
“But is he alive?” he asked sharply. 
Fingers were pressed to the pulse in Me’shan’s neck. “Yes, he is alive.” 
The gray haired man waved a hand carelessly. “Then leave him.” 
The guard walked away and returned to his place at the man’s side. He turned his icy gaze to Me’shan’s fellow prisoner. 
“Well, what have you to say?” 
Faryl cringed away from the man speaking to her. “Please, Breyen! I did not betray the order, I just wanted a life of my own.” 
Breyen drew his hand back and struck her with all of his strength. “You would not have a life at all if it were not for me!” 
She shook her head, staring at the ground. “That does not mean that I belong to you.” 
He crossed his arms. “What the Shimat give, the Shimat can take away.” 
Breyen nodded to his guards and two of them moved toward the prisoner. One of them held her up while the other beat her again and again. 
Me’shan shed a tear for every cry that sounded from her frail throat. He wanted to get to his feet and fight them, but he had no strength left. 
The guards only stopped when Breyen held up a hand. They dropped Faryl, and she stayed still, weeping brokenly. 
“I want you to tell me everything. How you escaped, how you evaded us for so long, who you talked to, what you learned. Everything.” 
When Faryl didn’t respond, he leaned forward, lowering his voice to a deadly whisper. “When an experiment fails, the Shimat cut their losses. I can erase you with as much pleasure as I brought you into being.” 
She still didn’t respond, and he straightened slowly. “I will give you until tomorrow to think about it.”
With that, Breyen walked out of the cell, motioning for his bodyguards to follow. The door slammed shut and echoed throughout the dungeon. The light and footsteps faded away, leaving Me’shan to ponder what he had heard.
Gathering all of his strength, he crawled over to where she lay sobbing and placed a empathetic hand on her shoulder. “Do you know any songs?”
Her reflexes jerked away from his touch, but she calmed when she remembered that she was not alone in her prison. “I thought you were unconscious.”
He smiled to the darkness. “I thought it best to act as if I were.” 
Faryl’s voice trembled. “So, you heard everything.” 
“Yes.” 
“I am not one of them,” she insisted quietly. “I cannot help how I was born.” 
“Do you know any songs?” he asked again. “Happy ones.”
She paused in confusion at his question. “I used to.” 
Me’shan reached over and took her hand. “Sing them. It will help with the pain.” 
He felt her shaking her head. “I do not think I could sing right now.” 
He nodded in understanding, but encouraged her anyway. “It does not have to be loud or beautiful. You do not even have to vocalize the music. Listen to it in your mind, and it will comfort you.”
Faryl sighed heavily. “I cannot hear it.”
Me’shan started humming quietly, and then turned the wordless tune into a song he had learned as a child. He was exhausted and his voice was hoarse, but he let the music flow out of his soul to comfort his companion.
  
Dawn
Like a long awaited breath of air
It fills me with life and light
Dawn
Like the warmth of a fire in winter
It revives my body and soul
Dawn
The hope of each child of earth
Dispelling the darkness from the world
Dawn
The beginning of a brand new day
It opens my path to all possibilities
  
She continued to cry quietly, but remarked, “You have a lovely voice. Thank you for sharing it with me.”
He replied distractedly. “My wife used to sing that song to our son when he was young.” 
Faryl moved into a sitting position. “How old is your son now?” 
“Twenty-two.” 
“You must miss him very much,” she said softly.
“Yes,” was the pained response, “I miss my son…and my daughter.”
“How old is your daughter?” asked Faryl, grateful for the distraction from her present situation.
Me’shan had spent much time thinking about his daughter since E’rian’s disappearance, and even more since his capture. The answer came readily.
“She must be seventeen by now.” 
Her voice became even more quiet. “What is her name?” 
He fought back the tears that came with the knowledge that he didn’t really know. He gave the name that E’rian had picked for her. “Ma’eve.” 
Faryl could hear the love in his voice when he spoke her name. She wrapped her arms around herself tightly. “You must love her very much.” 
Me’shan nodded, but said nothing. 
She continued without any encouragement. “Fathers should love their daughters. That is how things were meant to be.” 
He frowned at this statement, perplexed by the tone in which it was spoken. 
“That is how it should be,” she repeated. “Even if…” 
The silence was filled with tension. Me’shan raised himself up on one elbow. “Even if what?” he urged her gently. 
Her voice was barely a whisper. “Even if it was nothing but an experiment.” 
Understanding washed over his mind. “That man was your father?” 
“If you think it right to attach such a title to that man,” she said flatly. 
Me’shan’s heart filled with pity when he thought of the kind of childhood she had endured.
“I am so sorry, Faryl.” 
She shook her head. “It does not matter anyway. I will not give him the information he wants, and he will kill me for that.” 
He stared into the darkness intently. “What information does he want?” 
“I doubt you would understand,” she said dismissively. 
A smile touched his lips. “Try me.” 
After a thoughtful pause, she shrugged. “Well, I suppose it does not matter whether you know or not. He wants to know if I contacted the L’avan.” 
A chill ran down Me’shan’s spine. “What?” 
Her voice was colored by an ironic smile. “I knew you would not understand.” 
“Did you contact them?” 
She sighed. “I attempted to several times, but I was not successful. Every time I came close, something happened to prevent me from proceeding.” 
He sat up slowly. “Perhaps I understand the situation better than you imagine.” 
“Oh?” 
He hesitated, wondering if he was making the right decision. “Faryl, I was not honest with you. My name is not Trayse, it is Me’shan.” he paused again. “I am L’avan.” 
Several moments of silence followed this declaration. Then, Faryl began to laugh bitterly. “I should have guessed that they put a spy in this cell with me.” 
He shook his head. “I am not a spy.” 
She did not believe him. “If you were a L’avan, you would not be in this dungeon. You would be in the one on the level above us.” 
Another shudder ran through Me’shan’s body. “There are others? You know that for sure?”
The shock in his voice gave Faryl pause. “You must have known that.”
A feeling of dread weighed down his chest. “We suspected it, but it could never be confirmed.”
Truth rang in each of his words, and she found herself beginning to believe him. “Prove it.” 
He was startled by this abrupt command. “What?” 
“Prove that you are a L’avan.” 
Me’shan shook his head sadly. “I do not know if I have the strength.”
Faryl folded her arms stubbornly. “Very well. I will just assume that you are a spy.”
He debated on whether or not to even try. “If I prove it to you, will you tell me everything you know about the captured L’avan?”
“Yes,” she agreed eagerly. 
With a weary sigh, he got to his feet. “Stand up.” 
She did so immediately, and with much more energy than what he had. 
Me’shan put his arms around her waist and said, “Hold on to my shoulders.” 
He reached down deep inside of himself, searching for his vyala. It had lain dormant for so long, hidden from his captors, that it took some effort to rouse it. 
It eventually flared to life, lighting his vision to details of the black pit in which they were imprisoned. Everything took on a light blue tint, and he felt Faryl start at the sight of his glowing eyes.
Me’shan focused on his own body, imagining that it was lighter than air. His vyala responded to this desire, and he felt himself being lifted off of the ground. He held tightly onto Faryl, taking her into the air with him.
She gasped in amazement. “What is happening?”
They only hovered for a minute or so before Me’shan returned them to the ground. Even so, he was exhausted by the effort.
“You really are a magic-user,” she said in a voice mixed with awe and fear. 
He nodded to the darkness, laying back down on the icy cold stone. “Yes.” 
“I wish I could have seen how you did that. Perhaps then I could learn-” she cut herself off abruptly. 
Her companion didn’t seem to notice the change. He simply replied, “Knowing the method does not do any good unless you are L’avan. Our gifts are passed through the blood of our race.” 
Faryl herself was debating on what to say. She finally settled with, “I know.” 
This time he caught the tone. “What are you talking about?” 
She hugged her knees to herself, rocking slightly, back and forth. “The Shimat have been conducting experiments on L’avan for many years, and they know much about the science of your gifts. The main hindrance to their research is that they only know the science, and that does not seem to be enough.”
“What has your science taught you?” he asked cautiously.
She fixed her eyes on her clasped hands. “We know that it is an hereditary trait, and that it is passed through the females.”
Me’shan frowned. “How do you know that?”
Faryl’s voice became subdued. “Because of what has been found with the half-L’avan children.”
“What?” he demanded in shock.
“The children who were born of a L’avan mother had hints of the gifts given to your race, but the children who had a L’avan father showed nothing.”
“No L’avan would ever agree-” he began, but she cut him off.
“They had no choice in the matter. The Shimat are willing to do whatever it takes to get what they want.”
Me’shan felt sick to his stomach. “How long has this been going on? How many are there?”
Faryl became preoccupied with a piece of straw that clung to her ragged clothing. She spoke quietly and quickly, as if speed would ease the pain of the statement. “There are only a few of us now. I was the first.”
He stared in her direction, wishing he could see her face. “You?”
“The experiment ended abruptly about seventeen years ago. I was never told why, only that they had a better experiment to begin.”
Me’shan had a sneaking suspicion of what that experiment was. His mind ran over a hundred horrible possibilities, and he wondered fearfully what they had done to his daughter.
“That is when I escaped,” she continued, “and I took a few of their precious experiments with me!”
He was almost afraid to ask. “What did you take?” 
She shook her head. “Just some of the work they had done with L’avan blood.” 
He shuddered at the casual way in which she said it. “Such as?” 
“Well, most of it was faulty, but the loss of the prototypes probably set their research back several years. I did steal a very powerful salve made with the blood of one of your healing L’avan. It was the first successful result that all their work had seen, and it was the only container.”
All of this was said with a resentful sort of pride. She enjoyed hurting the Shimat order, even if it could not compare with how they had hurt her.
Me’shan was a flurry of emotions. He honestly didn’t know of which he felt most: pity for the bitter woman beside him, disgust and hatred for the Shimat, or fear for his daughter. His mind was dizzy with the conflict, and tears ran out of his eyes when he remembered how powerless he was to help anyone.
“I suppose the Shimat have all of their experiments back now, and their work can go forward.”
Faryl gave a short, unamused laugh. “Oh, I am sure that the work went forward, regardless of what I stole. Still, they do not have what I took with me. I destroyed most of it, but I gave the salve to a young L’avan woman in one of my attempts to contact the race. I was hoping she would recognize how important it was and take it to one of your leaders.”
“Did she?” 
“I do not know,” she said in a voice heavy with defeat. 
Me’shan strained to sit up and took her hand. “Faryl, you must tell me everything you know about the Shimat and their experiments. Perhaps we can find a way to put a stop to all of it.” 
Although he couldn’t see it, a tear ran down her face and she nodded.
 



Chapter Forty: The Ravine
  
Adesina awoke long before the others. She carefully climbed out of her bedding and moved away from the camp. Sa’jan, who was keeping watch, nodded to her as she walked past, but said nothing. 
She stood at the edge of the trees, gazing across the open grassland before her. The first traces of light could be seen on the horizon, but the sky was still dusted with stars.
Ravi appeared at her side and sat down, looking up at the twinkling heavens. They were silent for several minutes, listening to the dark and enjoying one another’s company. The peace couldn’t last, and Adesina found herself seeking her guardian’s counsel.
“Should we turn back, Ravi?” 
“Turn back?” he asked in surprise. “Turn back from what?” 
She smiled, even though such answers used to frustrate her. “From the mission.” 
His voice became gentle. “Why would we do that, Ma’eve?” 
Adesina shook her head and stared hard at the ground. “The Shimat know that I have betrayed them, and they are bound to take action. It is only a matter of time before they come after us.”
He nodded in agreement. “Yes, the risk is much greater now.”
She barely heard him, she was so caught up in the possibilities running through her mind. “Or perhaps they are setting traps for us at the fortress.”
Ravi’s tail twitched slightly. “They do not know our destination, dear one.”
That was no consolation at all. She pressed her lips together and furrowed her brow. “It does not take much imagination of figure it out. A group of L’avan traveling south, led by a former Shimat—there can be only one destination.”
He inclined his head. “Perhaps you are right.”
“Of course I am right,” she insisted. “Our greatest asset was the element of surprise, and now that is gone. The only way we can succeed now is if the Shimat allow us to do so.”
“What would you have us do?” he asked softly. 
She sighed heavily. “I do not know.” 
A voice sounded behind her. “We cannot turn back now.”
Adesina turned around and saw L’iam approaching her. There was a determined gleam in his eyes that left no room for argument. 
She replied, “We may not have a choice.”
He was unmoved. “There is always a choice, Adesina. I refuse to abandon our people now, and I will carry out this mission, even if I have to go by myself.”
The rest of their companions were beginning to stir, so they walked back to the camp. The same question seemed to be on everyone’s mind, and L’iam decided to speak.
“Now that our existence is known to the Shimat, this mission is much more dangerous. The likelihood of success is very slim. However,” he glanced at Adesina, “we are going through with it anyway.”
Silence met this statement, and he continued. “You know I would never issue commands in a situation like this. We would welcome any of your help, but should any of you choose to part ways, we would understand.”
All eyes went around the circle to each of the members of their company.
Sa’jan merely smiled. “I promised your father I would look after you, L’iam. I cannot break a promise to the king.”
Aleron stared foolishly at L’iam. He had not known that he was in the presence of L’avan royalty. When he realized that they were all looking to him for his answer, he blushed and averted his eyes.
“I would like to come. I am not a warrior, but I would still like to help in any way I can.” 
“Surely you know my answer,” said E’nes. “I will not desert my father, or my sister.” 
L’era nodded her agreement. “You could not send me away!” 
Adesina looked around the circle with gratitude warming her heart. She was glad to know that they were with her no matter what happened. When they mounted their horses and prepared to leave, a new feeling of confidence drew them together. There was a firmness and resolution that they had not really felt before. At least, not as strongly as they did now.
They meandered south, doing their best to stay in the cover of trees. Forests were growing fewer, and they would soon have to travel at night to remain hidden.
Aleron drew his horse up next to Adesina, trying to appear nonchalant. 
“So,” he said quietly, “L’iam is a prince?”
She smiled at his attempts to be casual. “Yes.” 
“Are there many princes among the L’avan, or is he the only one?” 
“He has an older brother,” she replied, “but they are the only two princes among the L’avan.” 
Aleron’s voice was strangely heavy. “Oh.” 
After a moment’s pause, he asked, “Has his marriage been arranged for him? That is how they do it in the stories, right?” 
She shrugged. “I suppose so. Arranged marriages are rather common among the L’avan. I have met L’era’s betrothed, but I have never met L’iam’s or his brother’s.” 
He cast her a sideways glance. “Do you have someone to whom you are betrothed?” 
Adesina’s brow furrowed slightly, wondering where he was going with this line of questioning. “I suppose I used to, but it is my understanding that the arrangement no longer applies.” 
He looked much more cheerful at this discovery. “Why is that?” 
She quirked an eyebrow. “Because the L’avan assumed I was dead.” 
A flush colored his cheeks. “Oh. Of course.”
The travelers came to a sudden halt. Adesina looked ahead to L’iam, who was at the front of their group. “What is it?” 
“A ravine,” he answered. 
She nudged her horse forward to take a look at the obstacle. It was narrow, but just wide enough to make it dangerous to attempt to jump. The thick growth of trees kept in hidden until one was almost upon it. It was much too steep to climb down, which meant they would have to go around.
Adesina and L’iam dismounted to take a closer look. She glanced at her guardian, who had followed them. “Do you see any way down?” 
He shook his head. “No.” 
As they were peering over the edge, the familiar sensation of impending danger made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She immediately connected to her vyala, and sensed several figures lurking in the distance.
“L’iam!”
He had sensed her mood and was already springing into action. He called to the others while running back to his horse and drawing his sword.
The Shimat seemed to appear out of nowhere, but were readily met by the L’avan. Adesina found herself face to face with a pair of vaguely familiar brown eyes. They were cold and calculating, studying her as if they could see every weakness.
“It has been a while since the High City.”
Her memory sharpened, and she remembered where she had seen those eyes before. 
“You took my father after I captured him.”
The Shimat didn’t respond, but darted forward so quickly that Adesina barely had time to react. She leapt to one side, hurriedly bringing up her sword to block his blow. Three more attacks followed in rapid succession, and it was all that she could do to avoid them in time.
Adesina stared at her opponent in shock. She had not realized how ill prepared she was to come up against a full-fledged Shimat. He was faster, and much more ruthless. It also became apparent to her how her relaxed training over the past year had affected her ability to fight to this degree.
She brought her vyala to bear, knowing that she would need every advantage she could get. She did her best to anticipate his moves, but it was far from foolproof. He moved in quick circles around her, and she anxiously did her best to keep up.
It occurred to Adesina that if she was only matching her opponent she would lose. Her mind began formulating a plan, attempting to think of something that he had not considered.
She made her movements sporadic, avoiding any sort of pattern. His eyes became wary, and his stance more defensive.
Adesina used her vyala to make her body lighter, making her faster on her feet. She jumped up against a nearby tree and pushed off of it with her feet, flipping in the air over his head and landing behind him. He whipped around fast enough to evade her blow, but he now eyed her with a grudging sort of respect.
“Perhaps it is true what they said about you.”
She refused to be distracted by anything he said. Instead she flicked her sword at him, trying to get past his defenses.
“They said you could have been among the greatest Shimat,” he continued, “if you had completed your training.”
Adesina gritted her teeth. “I did complete my training.”
Her sword met his with a sharp clang of metal. His cold brown eyes became smug. “A Shimat trains far beyond what is taught at the fortress. Experience turns a graduated Shi and turns them into a true Shimat.”
She knew that he was right, but she didn’t reply.
“You have been trained by us, and you are still going to die. How much easier do you think it will be for us to kill your friends?”
This statement brought Adesina up short, and she paid for her brief pause. He swung his sword and caught her upper left arm as she spun away.
The chaos of the battle around her was brought to her attention. Ravi was only a dozen feet away, protecting her from a Shimat that had attempted to attack from behind. Sa’jan was grappling with another Shimat, bleeding from numerous cuts. L’iam was running to L’era’s aid, and Aleron lay on the ground unmoving. E’nes was nowhere to be seen.
It was obvious that they were losing the fight against the Shimat. Fear gripped her heart at the possibility of losing any of her companions.
Again, Adesina paid for her distraction. Her opponent threw a small knife, which pierced her right thigh. She bit back a cry of pain as she pulled it out and flung it back with deadly accuracy. The Shimat would have been killed on the spot had it not been for his lightning reflexes. Even so, the knife struck his shoulder.
He glared at her as he pulled the blade out again, and an idea came to Adesina. It went against every notion of honor that she had ever held to, but she knew that she could not win otherwise. Her opponent would kill her unless she did something to turn the tides.
She returned to swordplay, flinching against the pain in her arm and leg. The Shimat seemed little bothered by his own wound. He still moved as quickly as before, pushing Adesina to the limits of her skill.
Finally, she pretended to stumble, dropping to one knee. He lashed out like a snake, lunging forward to strike the killing blow.
Adesina rolled towards him and jabbed one of the darts from her belt into his thigh.
He had to do a somersault over her to avoid being brought to the ground, and he came to his feet uncertainly. He pulled out the dart and stared at it for a moment in confusion. When the drug on the tip of the dart began to take effect and he realized what was happening to him, he drew the dagger worn at his side.
Refusing to allow himself to be taken prisoner, he thrust the blade into his own heart, killing himself immediately.
Adesina slowly got to her feet and sheathed her sword. She was shocked at the abrupt ending of the battle between the two of them, and stood motionless for several moments. She was only spurred back into reality when a dagger came flying through the air.
She diverted it with her vyala in surprise, and it only just missed her. Among the branches of the trees above her, she spotted Basha’s face and went cold with hatred. She forgot the Shimat lying at her feet and launched herself in pursuit of her fleeing enemy.
Basha was trying to leap from branch to branch, but having a hard time of it. Keeping her eyes on the shadowy figure and ignoring the pain of her wounds, Adesina nimbly scaled the nearest tree and threw herself into the air.
She used her vyala to propel herself farther, but she was physically and emotionally exhausted, and had a hard time staying in control.
Basha, who did not realize how diminished Adesina was feeling, glanced over her shoulder in fear. Her features tightened in concentration as she pushed herself even harder. She wove in and out of branches, threw things in an attempt to break Adesina’s concentration, and hurried to get onto solid ground where she could fight with greater ability.
After much struggle with the environment, Basha landed on the forest floor. Adesina did the same, but with much more grace than her opponent.
They circled each other warily, glaring at each other with absolute loathing. Adesina used her vyala to scan their surroundings, taking note of things that could be of use as well as possible hazards.
They were dangerously close to the ravine, and she could see Basha eyeing it with interest. Adesina took note of her own weakening limbs with concern. She wasn’t sure she could fight Basha in her present state, but she couldn’t avoid it now.
A rash idea suddenly came into her mind.
“Are you going to throw me into the ravine, Basha?” she asked mockingly, hiding the uncertainty she felt because of her depleted Shimat skill as well as her waning physical stamina.
The fury in Basha’s eyes jumped up several degrees. “It would be all too easy,” she retorted, “but it does not seem like a proper death for you. Not enough pain and suffering.”
She barked a laugh at her lifelong enemy. “I am trembling with fear!” she said sarcastically, hoping that the slight tremor in her step was not apparent.
Basha rushed at Adesina while drawing her sword. Adesina was instantly on the defense, drawing her own sword from the scabbard on her back.
“You will be trembling when I am through with you! Your body will shake with pain you cannot yet imagine!”
Adesina flicked her sword, diverting Basha’s attack and putting her on defense. “I have my doubts on that point,” she said drily.
“You have no idea of what I am capable,” hissed the Shimat.
Adesina spun quickly and brought her Blood Sword down in a blow aided by her vyala. It was so powerful that Basha had trouble blocking it.
She calculated words that would arouse her enemy’s fury. “Perhaps, but I know what you are incapable of, and I know you cannot beat me.”
A scream of rage was all she got in return. Basha rushed at her again, unable to control her temper, and acting rashly in response.
All of their moves were dealt more quickly, and Basha had less and less precision. Adesina kept her expression indifferent, but her mind was keenly fixed on maintaining a tight defense. She continued to goad Basha, waiting for her opportunity to strike.
It finally came when she left her sword arm unprotected. Adesina dealt a sharp blow to the wrist holding her weapon and used her vyala to knock Basha off her feet.
She landed on her back, staring up in shock and hatred. She held her injured wrist against her chest, using the other arm to inch herself away from the L’avan. Adesina was about to make another snide remark, when Basha reached out and grabbed a stone to hurl in her direction.
Her vyala shielded her against it easily, but it was just enough time for Basha to reach a gloved hand into a pouch on her belt and grab a handful of a gritty red powder.
The powder was thrown at Adesina, catching her full in the face and settling on her skin, even through her clothing. Her eyes went dark and a burning pain rose up from her chest, spreading throughout her entire body. The pain escalated until it was excruciating, especially in the areas where she had been wounded previously. She writhed and screamed, tearing at herself in an attempt to get the powder off.
She fell to her knees, pressing her fists against her temples and shaking uncontrollably. She was completely incapacitated, and somewhere in the back of her mind she knew that Basha would finish her.
Death was coming, and Adesina welcomed it as a reprieve from the pain.
Somewhere through the agony and darkness, she heard a shrill whistle and then Ravi’s urgent voice. She could barely control her limbs enough to reach out in the direction of the voice.
Her hands closed on his thick fur and she wrapped her arms around his neck, draping herself across his back.
Then he ran.
Adesina had no idea how long he ran or in which direction. She continued to cry out in pain, jerking against the searing sensations that rippled through her body.
When her limbs finally began to cool, she sobbed in relief. It took several minutes for the burning to stop all together, and even longer for any feeling to return. Wherever she was, Ravi had laid her in some sort of stream. The water gently washed over her tortured skin, removing the gritty substance that had been thrown at her.
“Ma’eve, hold your breath and let the water run over your face.”
She did as she was told, and felt the soothing cold of the river running over her raw face, which had gotten the brunt of the attack. She opened her eyes while under water, flushing out the substance trapped there.
Adesina’s sight slowly returned, and she saw Ravi standing over her with a worried expression on his feline face. She slowly sat up, shuddering involuntarily.
“Are you all right, Ma’eve?” 
She nodded, but was having trouble controlling her voice. 
“We need to hurry back to the others,” he urged, moving himself into a position where she could pull herself onto his back again. 
She obediently wrapped her arms around his neck and used what strength she had left to hold on. As she did so, anxiety for her friends returned to her mind full force.
 



Chapter Forty-one: The Salve
  
Ravi ran smoothly, hardly jostling her at all, and so quickly that it took only a couple of minutes to find their companions. The battle with the Shimat had come to an end, and the black clothed figures were nowhere to be seen. Even the bodies of the fallen were gone. Only the L’avan were left in the ravaged area.
Her heart pounded at the scene that lay before her.
Aleron’s head was bandaged, but other than that he seemed to be fine. He was struggling to build a fire as Sa’jan searched through the medical supplies they had with them. L’era had a gash along her hairline, but she paid it no heed. She knelt over her brother, pressing her hands against his blood-soaked chest. L’iam’s eyes were closed and his face was pale. Adesina could barely see him breathing.
E’nes saw his sister and rushed toward her. “Adesina! What happened?” 
“Where did the Shimat go?” she demanded. 
Her brother raised his hands in disbelief. “A whistle sounded in the distance and they all disappeared.” 
None of it made sense to Adesina. She turned it over in her mind, trying to work it out. 
E’nes reached out a hand to her. “Are you all right?” 
She waved his question aside impatiently. “What happened to L’iam?” 
He shook his head sadly. She had meant to ask how serious the situation was, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak the words. 
Adesina stumbled over to the still form of the L’avan prince. His ashen features made him look more like a statue than a human being. L’era was sobbing as she applied pressure to the wound, her slender hands covered in her brother’s blood.
“What can we do?” she asked frantically. “He needs a Healer!” 
Adesina’s eyes whipped to her High City friend. “Aleron is a healer.” 
He shook his head despairingly. “I am only an apprentice! I have never treated a wound like this. I know some herbs that will help slow the bleeding and a tea that will dull the pain, but beyond that…”
The silence was suffocating. 
She placed a shaking hand on L’iam’s golden hair, silently searching for some idea of what to do. However, the only thoughts that came to her were of his many examples of kindness. The times he had comforted her, his patience in teaching her, the gentle ways in which he showed her what it truly meant to be a L’avan.
He had been such a good friend to her, and now he was dying because of her. Because she had not shielded him as well as herself from Basha’s attack.
She vaguely wondered why it was that the ones closest to her always got hurt. Her mother, her father, Hass, Jelana, Fia, Gainor, Deasa, Rina…
Faryl.
She suddenly thought of the gift given to her by the strange woman on the day of Rina’s wedding, and something deep inside of her told her that it was the only thing that would save L’iam’s life. Adesina struggled to her feet and hurried over to her saddlebags, praying that she had remembered to pack it.
She tore through her belongings, searching for the small wooden container. Her heart leapt as her fingers closed around its textured surface. She sprinted back to where L’iam was lying, breaking the wax seal around the edge of the lid.
The salve was a dark red, appearing black while in the container. Adesina dug her fingers into the thick substance, motioning for someone to hand her a bandage. The feeling of the salve on her fingers was strangely unsettling, and the color reminded her of congealed blood. She spread it on the clean bandage, suppressing an inexplicable shudder as she did so. Then, she removed L’era’s hands and pressed the bandage on L’iam’s wound.
For a breathless moment nothing happened. Then, with a gut-wrenching cry of pain, L’iam’s whole body clenched and his back arched. Adesina’s first reaction was to remove the bandage and throw it away, but she fought against this inclination and continued to apply pressure to his chest.
“What are you doing?” demanded L’era.
Adesina ignored her, focusing all of her attention on L’iam. She had never been taught how to use her powers for healing, but she was sure there was something that her vyala could do for her dear friend.
She called her vyala up and wrapped it around L’iam like a blanket. His convulsions lessened and finally ceased, allowing his body to rest. Even with this relief, she could feel the battle raging within his being. The connection created by the vyala allowed her to witness what was occurring beyond what was visible to the eye.
The medicine was aggressive, making the healing process more forced than natural. Something in the salve worked to knit together the wound violently, instead of simply allowing that reconnection to take place on its own. L’iam’s vyala fought against such an intrusion, but the main ingredient of the medicine drew its power from his life force, making it weak.
Adesina fed energy into him and did her best to buffer the harsh healing that she had inflicted upon him. The bleeding slowly stopped, and L’iam’s breathing became more regular. Her breath came out in a rush when she knew his life was out of danger.
“He will live.” 
They all looked at her uncertainly. 
“Are you sure?” asked L’era tremulously. 
She nodded, weary from her battle with Basha as well as the stress of the present situation.
“Yes.” She gazed at Aleron. “Do all that you can for him.” 
Aleron nodded eagerly and continued mixing herbs. Adesina got to her feet and staggered a few feet away. E’nes wrapped her in a blanket and urged her to rest, which she gladly would have done if she could have.
Instead, she stared vacantly at the portion of the sky that was visible through the trees. Ravi joined her, laying next to her in his familiar fashion.
“What happened, Ma’eve?” he asked quietly.
She shook her head in disbelief. “I do not know. Basha has never beaten me before. She has never even come close!”
He frowned. “Is that what is bothering you?” 
Adesina knew what was meant in his tone and hurried to defend herself. “No, it is everything that has taken place. What happened here is unacceptable.” 
“What do you mean?” he asked. 
She searched for the right words to describe what it was she was feeling. “They tracked us easily, came upon us unawares, almost killed us all…” 
He shook his head. “You cannot blame yourself every time something goes wrong, dear one.” 
“I was supposed to protect my companions from the Shimat. My insight was supposed to be enough to avoid these kinds of situations. Maybe…” she trailed off hopelessly. 
“Maybe what?” 
A heavy sigh escaped, accompanied by a few unexpected tears. “Maybe I am not enough to protect us. I was a Shimat for so very little time, I do not know what I need to in order to shield us against them.”
Ravi looked her squarely in the eyes and said, “Ma’eve, you need to stop expecting to be invincible.”
She was surprised by his direct tone of voice. “What?”
“You are human, and therefore fallible. Mistakes are made, judgment is clouded, weaknesses hinder, and outside forces occasionally overcome us. Do you know why?”
“Why?” she couldn’t help asking, even though she had a good idea what he would say.
“To make us stronger. To make us better. Through our adversity, we are enabled to overcome all things in our future.”
She knew he was right, but it was hard to let herself off when other people were getting hurt. “How does this help us right now?”
His eyes narrowed at her resigned attitude. “Go forward, Ma’eve. It is too late for doubt. Trust yourself, trust your friends, and trust that you will not be left alone in the darkness.”
The last statement gave her pause.
She had never considered herself a spiritual person. The Shimat taught that religion was an indicator of a primitive civilization—a lack of reason and pure thought. Adesina had always agreed with that opinion without giving it much thought. Yet, over the past year, she had been faced with so much that simply could not be explained as anything short of miraculous.
She had not yet overcome her deeply ingrained skepticism, but she was starting to feel a deeper meaning in everything around her. She could understand why people felt the way that they did about a higher power. Every time she connected with her vyala she could feel that there was something greater beyond herself. Something that, as Ravi put it, would not leave her alone in the darkness.
This train of thought was interrupted by Aleron. He approached the two of them with a small bowl in one hand and a rag in the other.
“I have something for your skin. It should help you to heal.” 
Adesina smiled at his consideration and nodded. “Thank you.” 
He knelt beside her and dipped the rag into the bowl. “I also mixed in some herbs to help you relax and get some sleep.” 
The herbal concoction felt good against her raw skin. Aleron applied it with great care, and then wrapped her back up in her blanket. Then he and Ravi began humming some of their favorite songs together.
Adesina closed her eyes, marveling how effortlessly the two voices wove the music into stunning harmonies. The medicine worked quickly in relaxing her body, and she found herself drifting off into sleep.
  
***
  
Adesina jerked awake when she heard L’iam stirring. She silently moved over to his side and placed a hand on his shoulder.
With some effort, he opened his eyes and looked at her, bewildered. “What happened?” 
She smiled and touched her still aching face. “Is it really that bad?” 
He didn’t smile in return. “It certainly looks painful.”
Adesina shrugged. “Well, it probably looks worse than it really is.”
L’iam tried to sit up, but she immediately pushed him down again. “Do not get up. You need to rest.”
He looked down at his chest and saw the blood-soaked cloth. “So, it was not a dream.” 
“No, it was not.” 
He laid back with a heavy sigh. “Tell me everything.” 
She did as he asked and told him everything she remembered. The Shimat attack, her ensuing fights, the red powder, her discovery of his injury, the healing salve. When she finished with her tale, she looked at him in hesitation.
“I am sorry, L’iam.” 
He looked perplexed. “For what?” 
Adesina struggled to find the right words. “For causing you so much pain. For the battle and for the salve.” 
He rolled his eyes playfully. “Do not tell me you are blaming yourself!” 
She didn’t answer, but stared at her clasped hands. L’iam reached over and placed his hand over hers. “It was not your fault. Those Shimat were set on attacking us, and would have found a way eventually. As for the medicine, there is no way you could have known how it would affect me. You were trying to save my life, and for that I am grateful.”
Adesina felt a warmth deep in the core of her being. She wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but L’iam had a way of reassuring her in a way no one else could. When he said it wasn’t her fault, she wanted to believe him.
L’era, who was laying beside her brother, began to wake up. She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes. When she saw that he was no longer unconscious, she gave a little gasp.
“L’iam! Are you all right?” 
He nodded, doing his best to hide the pain and fatigue he felt. “I am fine.” 
She snorted incredulously. “You were stabbed!” 
L’iam laughed. “Well, I will be fine. I think I am strong enough to travel.” 
His sister shook her head. “No! There is no way you are traveling until you heal.” 
“The medicine seems to have worked miracles so far. There is no reason to believe that it will not continue to do so. Besides, we need to get to the Shimat fortress as soon as possible.” 
Adesina reached over to check the wound beneath the bandage. It was still oozing blood, but not very much. The wound was also much more shallow than it had been the day before. 
She looked at him apologetically. “We may need to use more of the salve.” 
He nodded, trying to appear indifferent. “Whatever it takes to get me back on my feet.” 
L’era turned to her pleadingly. “Adesina, surely you do not agree with this madness! There is no way he is ready to travel.” 
She hesitated before answering. “A few days rest would be best, but he is right. We have a long way to go, and very little time.” 
The young princess’s expression became hard. “So you would sacrifice my brother for your father?” 
Adesina stared at her in disbelief. “Of course not. I would not allow him to travel if I thought it would endanger his life.” 
“L’era,” said her brother in a reprimanding tone. 
She hung her head, ashamed of her hasty words. “I am sorry, Adesina. I know that you have all of our best interests at heart. I just do not want L’iam to get any worse. He will push himself beyond his limit if he is allowed to do so.”
“Nonsense,” snorted L’iam, but Adesina agreed with his sister.
The others were now stirring, and it was time to begin the day. Sa’jan prepared their morning meal, while Aleron mixed herbs to help L’iam with the pain of his injury. 
L’era hovered nervously as Adesina changed her brother’s bandage. He cringed when the salve came in contact with his wound, but clenched his jaw to avoid making any noise indicating he was in pain.
Everyone else seemed to have recovered from their battle wounds. Bandages were changed on gashes, and medicine applied to Adesina’s skin; but other than that, they were all ready to head out once the camp had been broken.
 



Chapter Forty-two: Return to the Forest
  
The travelers had to move at a slower pace, due to L’iam’s condition. Adesina rode her horse next to his, keeping a close eye on him and making sure he did not overexert himself.
They began conversing in low voices. She told him more about her childhood in the Shimat fortress. She asked questions about L’avan history and culture, and they discussed their vyala.
He spoke to her quietly of the strange dreams that had come to him since the Shimat attack. They were filled with shadows and snatches of sound, making him jerk awake in a cold sweat. 
Adesina was fairly certain that the source of the nightmares was the strange medicine she continued to apply to his chest, but the dreams continued even after he healed.
It took only a couple of days for the wound in his chest to close up, but the scar that formed was red and tender. His hand occasionally strayed to that part of himself, as if expecting to find the dagger still there. His movements were labored, and he was strangely subdued. L’era treated him gently, but Adesina’s focus was more on getting him back to his former self.
As time went on, L’iam responded to both tactics. The easy pace set by his sister allowed his body to recover, and the expectations of Adesina made him push himself.
Adesina was so absorbed in helping L’iam that the rest of the group fell from her notice. Ravi remained a silent shadow at her side, and E’nes also did all in his power to offer aid wherever it was needed. Even then, she paid little attention to either of them.
Sa’jan spent much of his time with Aleron, and seemed to be the only one who took note of the sad glances he cast at Adesina. He gripped his shoulder in sympathy, but could offer no other comfort to the young healer.
Aleron soon discovered that the best way to get Adesina’s attention was to sing a song. He often enlisted Ravi, finding a song that they both knew.
  
To walk in a world without definition,
To see nothing as it truly is.
All edges are soft when they are blurred,
But the beauty in detail is gone.
  
Stand in the haze of what is and is not.
Breathe in the imagined world.
Here there is safety, but nothing is real.
Here there is peace, but no life.
  
To walk in a world that is sharply defined,
To see things all too clearly.
Sharp, cutting edges that will not relent.
Simple beauty does not exist.
  
All is decided and to deviate is death.
Move forward without hesitation.
Here it is real, but all dreams disappear.
Here there is earth, but no air.
  
Adesina smiled at her High City friend. “So many sad songs, Aleron. Is that the mood you favor?” she asked with a teasing smile.
He fiddled with the reigns in his hand. “Would you like a happy song? I could sing one for you.”
The smile faded from her lips. “No, your song is fitting.” 
L’iam murmured to her, “Yes, very fitting. ‘Breathe in the imagined world.’” 
To Aleron’s frustration, she turned her attention back to the L’avan prince. “Are you still having those dreams?” 
He nodded, repressing a shudder. “Yes, every night. I cannot seem to shake myself free.” 
“Well, soon all of us will be having strange dreams,” said Sa’jan. 
L’era frowned in confusion. “Why?” 
He gestured to the forest no more than a hundred yards in front of them. “That is the last of the great forests on the journey south. It is said to be touched with the old vyala.” 
This time it was Adesina who didn’t understand. “The old vyala?” 
“The vyala of the earth,” explained E’nes. “The Rashad tell tales of the old world, before humans ruled. A world filled with all kinds of vyala, many of which we could not even imagine.” 
Ravi’s expression became wistful. “My ancestors lived in that world, as well as the Serraf. They say that vyala was as common as air, and that the world was filled with all the creatures that have now become myth.”
She glanced at her guardian. “What kind of creatures?”
A half smile touched his lips. “Their names have been lost in time, but their presence touches all of our legends.”
He trailed off and his features became saddened. Adesina gazed at him with concern. “What happened to them?”
He sighed. “Most of them died in the Great Wars, and many more in the plagues that followed. Those of us who survived sought refuge at the Wellspring.”
There was so much new information in these two sentences that Adesina didn’t know where to begin. “The Wellspring?”
“It is said to be the source of the old vyala. The Serraf and Rashad who did not take part in the Great Wars went there to flee from the destruction. A small group of others went with them and helped to create the barrier between the Wellspring and the rest of the world. That area is now called the Spirit Lands by those who remember it.”
They were now on the edge of the forest which had been the cause of the discussion. She nodded her head towards it. “So these woods…?”
Ravi picked up on this new line of thought. “There are still a few places in the world that are touched by the old vyala. This forest is one of them, the forest where you joined the L’avan is another.”
They entered the trees, and the disembodied whispers began immediately. 
“…still searching…”
 “…standing in the darkness…” 
“…waiting to be set free.” 
“Love, like a stranger…” 
“…never to be found.”
“…of this people yet not of this people…” 
“…greater things to come.” 
“While standing at the threshold…” 
“…leading my chosen…”
Aleron looked around in wonder. “What is it?” 
Only Ravi seemed to know the answer. “Spirits—both past and future.” 
He didn’t understand. “Past and future?” 
“Time does not matter to vyala. Past, present and future are all the same.” 
“What are they saying?” asked L’era. 
Ravi listened for a moment before replying. “They whisper the etchings of each soul. What I hear is not the same as what you hear.” 
A realization came to Adesina. “Is that why Kendan was so affected by what he heard?” 
He nodded. “Kendan’s soul was troubled, therefore what he heard was also troubling.” 
She fell silent, staring at her horse’s ears. L’iam looked over at her, his eyes full of sadness.
“You loved him.” 
It was halfway between a question and a statement. She couldn’t bring herself to answer. Instead, she shifted her gaze to the shadows in the trees ahead of them. 
He reached over and took her hand, speaking with the same sorrow as before. “I am so sorry, Adesina. No one should feel such pain, especially after everything you have been through.” 
She tried to shrug it off. “It does not matter.” 
“It does,” he insisted gently. “It matters a great deal.” 
Adesina looked over at him and smiled. “Thank you.” 
Aleron urged his horse forward until it was next to hers. “Adesina, how far south are we going?” 
She frowned thoughtfully, recalling the maps she had studied throughout the years. “The fortress is set on the southernmost peninsula of these lands. That is part of the reason why it is so easy to protect, and so easy to keep secret.”
His expression was filled with excitement and awe. “Do you mean that we are going to see the ocean?”
She laughed softly. “Yes, the fortress is right by the ocean.” 
“I have never seen the ocean before,” he confessed. 
Adesina was certain that there were many things that he had never seen, having grown up in the High City. She began describing the area around the fortress, and he listened eagerly. She spoke of the clear blue of the ocean and the vivid scent it gave. She told him about the distant call of the sea birds that nested in the cliffs below the fortress. 
She also described the great ships that came once a month to resupply the fortress. This caught the attention of the others.
“The Shimat deal with merchants?” asked Sa’jan. 
“The merchants are Shimat,” she explained, “just as I am a carpenter. All Shimat are given professions in order to allow them to blend into society. In this way, the order is completely self-sufficient. The Shimat depend on no one but themselves, regardless of what might be needed.”
E’nes furrowed his brow. “So they have their own farms, their own cattle…?”
She inclined her head. “Yes. They have farmers, weavers, smiths, shepherds, healers, ranchers, artists, performers, wainwrights, coopers, cobblers, soldiers, politicians. Everything.”
Ravi glanced at the sky, even though it wasn’t visible through the heavy canopy. “We should probably stop here for the night.”
As they dismounted, Aleron made his way over to Adesina and asked, “Is it true that the ocean’s water is filled with salt?”
She smiled at his enthusiasm and once again began telling him about all the different things she had seen during her travels.
  
***
  
A Shimat walked into the cell of the two prisoners and pointed to Faryl. “Take her out, and then leave us.” 
Me’shan looked up in surprise. No Shimat had ever ordered to be left alone with him, for fear that he might use his “magic” against them. 
The orders were followed, and Faryl was dragged out of the room. 
The Shimat was a young man with raven hair and sad eyes. For several minutes he did nothing but look at Me’shan’s face, searching for something hidden. When he spoke, it was almost in a whisper.
“I cannot see beyond the beatings you have received, but I cannot help but feel that the rumors are true.”
Me’shan considered whether or not he should answer, and decided to go against his usual deathlike silence. “What rumors?”
The young man stared at him in surprise. “They said that you never spoke.” 
He didn’t care what the guards said about him. “What rumors?” he repeated. 
“That you are Adesina’s father—the L’avan girl raised here in the fortress.” 
There was a flicker in Me’shan’s eyes as he heard his daughter’s name for the first time. 
The Shimat saw it and nodded slowly. “My name is Kendan. I am an instructor at this school, and I taught Adesina for a year. After she finished her training, I was her contact to the Shimat order while she was on her first mission.”
For a moment it seemed like he was going to say more, but he changed his mind. Me’shan heard as much in the silence as he had in the spoken words.
“She means something to you.”
Kendan found himself nodding as he stared at the ground. “She means something to all who know her.”
“But more so to you,” the prisoner pried.
The hopelessness in the young man’s eyes was overwhelming. “It does not matter. I am a traitor in her eyes.”
“How did you betray her?”
He began pacing back and forth in an agitated manner. “Most Shimat do not know the true character of the order until years after they complete their training. They are eased into the truth so slowly that they do not notice what is happening until any moral feeling they may have had is completely gone. That is, if they were not already morally desensitized by their training.”
Me’shan waited for the young Shimat to resume.
“That was not the case with me,” he continued. “The Sharifal is my aunt, and I learned the truth about the order at a young age. I was not always at ease with the methods used or the objectives set forth, but I knew how honored I was to have been given such knowledge so early, so I held my peace and followed my orders.”
The L’avan wasn’t sure why he was being told all of this, but was more than willing to listen. He nodded to show that he understood, and waited for Kendan to go on.
“I did not really feel I was doing wrong until I started working with Adesina. She had such high ideals and pure motives, and I began to see the contrast between us. When she discovered the truth, she assumed that I was ignorant and would feel the same outrage that she did. Instead, she found the coward that I really am.”
Me’shan sat up. “She knows the truth about the Shimat now?”
Kendan felt a surge of guilt, knowing that he was giving unauthorized information. “Yes. She disappeared from her post for many weeks, and was recently found in the company of other L’avan. I do not doubt that they were the source of her discovery.”
A feeling of warmth welled up inside the deadened body of the prisoner. He smiled softly to himself. “Is she still with them?”
“I do not know,” admitted the young man. “I was sent away from the northern missions when my loyalty to the order was brought into question. I was instructed to oversee the running of the fortress while the Sharifal is away.”
A feeling of apprehension filled the cell. “What missions? Why is the Sharifal away?” 
Kendan realized that he had said too much and hurriedly turned to leave. “I have some important matters to attend,” he mumbled as he walked out the door. 
“Wait!” called Me’shan, but to no avail. He was left alone in the darkness to ponder all the things he had heard.
  
***
  
King L’unn stood in the small balcony just outside his study. The sun was setting, and the sky was ablaze with color. It reminded him of the times he had stood with his father in this very spot, talking about what had happened each day and their plans for the following day.
He had treasured those moments with his father, as a king’s time is precious. His thoughts turned to his own sons, and he wondered if he had shown them the same love that his father had shown him. He often worried that he hadn’t been a good enough father to his children.
A familiar step sounded behind him, and he turned to see his eldest child approaching. L’unn smiled and gestured for L’on to join him.
“Good evening, L’on.” 
“Good evening, Father. You seem troubled.” 
He sighed softly and turned to look out at the sky again. “No more than the worries of every king,” he replied. “A burden that will be placed on your shoulders all too soon.” 
L’on gave a small smile. “Not for many years yet.” 
The king shook his head distractedly. “You would be surprised how quickly time passes. It seems only yesterday that you and your brother were children chasing each other up and down the palace halls.”
His son regarded him with a solemn expression, guessing a major source of his worry. “L’iam will be fine, Father. He has always been good at taking on tasks such as this, and he is surrounded by loyal and capable friends—not to mention that Shimat girl. No harm will come to him.”
L’unn’s worry did not ease, but he smiled at his son anyway. “Of course.”
They stood in silence for several moments before it was shattered by the frantic entry of a messenger.
“Your Majesty!” 
King L’unn turned quickly. “What is it?” 
The messenger was gasping for breath. “The Rashad report…large army…marching towards Pevothem…!” 
L’on stared at his father in disbelief. “Do you think that Adesina…?” 
“Of course not!” insisted the king. 
He turned to the messenger boy and poured him a glass of water. “Sit down, young man, and rest.” 
He then hurried over to the cord hanging against the wall by his desk and pulled it urgently. A bell sounded in the next room, and they were soon joined by two guards and another messenger. 
“Yes, your Majesty?” 
“Call an emergency council. Pevothem is under attack. Send out a message to all L’avan to begin defensive measures.”
  
***
  
Adesina found herself standing in a forest meadow bathed in moonlight. She expected the rustling behind her to reveal her mother, but instead L’iam stepped out of the shelter of the trees. She stared at him in shock.
“L’iam!” 
He looked around in wonder. “Where are we?” 
“You are in my Dream.” 
His expression was confused. “What? How is that possible?” 
Adesina didn’t know any more than he did. “Have you ever Dreamed before?” 
L’iam shook his head. “Never.” 
The Dream was starting to shift. She could feel that it was becoming more powerful, pulling both of them forward.
 “What is happening?” he asked. 
Her eyes turned to the sky, which was slowly being stained red. “The Dream is changing.” 
The forest surrounding them faded and swirled into a thick fog. L’iam advanced to stand next to Adesina, looking very nervous. Adesina herself was anxious. She had never experienced a Dream such as this.
Everything around them lost its color except for the crimson sky. They found themselves standing in a gray field of dead grass, covered in dead bodies.
L’iam gasped at the sight. “Where are we?”
She knelt down to examine the closest corpse. “This is the result of a battle. See the armor and the wounds sustained?”
She looked around, searching for some sort of indication of where they were. 
It was L’iam, however, who said, “I think we are in the north.”
The young woman stood slowly. “What makes you say that?”
He pointed to a mountain range to the south. “Those are the peaks we passed to enter Pevothem.”
L’iam’s eyes filled with tears as he surveyed the carnage around him. “I do not understand. What has happened here?”
His companion was still staring thoughtfully at the mountains. “I think we should be asking when we are, rather than where.”
“What?”
“Location rarely matters in Dreams,” explained Adesina. “Most of the time it is symbolic rather than literal. We should be finding out when this Dream is supposed to be portraying, rather than where.”
He raised his hands in a helpless gesture. “How are we to do that?”
She hadn’t the faintest idea. She wished desperately that her mother was with her. E’rian would know how to guide Adesina through a Dream such as this.
“Ma’eve?”
Her guardian came trotting up over a small knoll. The sight of him made her so happy that she could have laughed and cried at the same time.
“Ravi!”
He looked around the dismal scene with a solemn expression on his face. “What is happening?”
She shook her head in dismay. “I do not know. How did you get here?”
“I am here because you called me,” his eyes flickered to L’iam, “and it appears I am not the only one you have pulled into your Dream.”
The winds were picking up, blowing her silver and black hair across her face. She pushed it back impatiently. “We need to find a way to get out of here.”
Black clouds billowed in the distance, drawing closer with every burst of wind. Adesina stared at the crimson sky in apprehension. “I have never intentionally broken from a Dream like this before. I do not know if I can.”
“I do not know if we should,” inserted Ravi. “All Dreams have a purpose, and we do not yet know what this one serves.”
The inky clouds had settled over them and began raining scarlet drops. Adesina held out a hand to catch the blood-like rain, staring at it in horror.
She slowly turned in a circle, taking in the sight of destruction and despair. A chilling sense of foreboding swept through her body, making her shiver with fear.
“Something terrible is about to happen.”
 



Chapter Forty-three: Unseen Spirits
  
Adesina, Ravi and L’iam all jerked from the Dream at the same time. It had shown them nothing beyond the field of the dead, but that had been more than enough to leave them feeling cold.
It was still several hours before dawn, but none of them could sleep. They sat huddled around the embers of the fire discussing what they had seen.
“Is Pevothem in danger?” wondered L’iam in concern.
“Not necessarily,” said Ravi slowly. “The location could be symbolic of the feeling of home or familiarity.”
“It may have been a manifestation of your greatest fear,” added Adesina. 
L’iam gave her a searching look. “You mean your greatest fear. It was your Dream, after all.” 
She stared at the glowing coals of the former fire. “Perhaps you are right.” 
Ravi’s brow furrowed, not entirely convinced. “It also may have been a glimpse of the future, or a warning.” 
L’iam shook his head in disbelief. “But you said that Pevothem was in no danger!” 
“I said that the Dream did not necessarily indicate that Pevothem was in danger. It is still a possibility.” 
He sighed wearily. 
The young prince shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “How can one know the difference between symbol and literal reality?” 
Ravi gave a smile that was weighed down with his many years of experience. “That is the trouble with Dreams. It is difficult to know for sure until viewed in retrospect.” 
“So, what do we do?” asked Adesina. 
He shrugged slightly, his expression uneasy. “Go forward as we have, keeping the Dream in mind, until we have more information. What else can we do?” 
Adesina knew he was right, but still wasn’t satisfied. She got to her feet and brushed herself off. “I am going for a walk.” 
Her guardian fixed her with a stern glance. “I would much rather you stay near the camp.” 
She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Why? There are no robbers or miscreants. No one comes near this forest.” 
“That does not mean that it is without peril,” he insisted. “The old vyala is strange, and it has grown wild over the centuries.” 
L’iam also got to his feet. “I will go with her,” he offered. 
Ravi still wasn’t mollified, but the two walked off before he could object any further. 
She threw a sideways glance at L’iam as they retreated from the glares of her guardian. “You know, he hates it when you do that.” 
“Do what?”
“Take my side. Enable me to do what he does not want me to do.” 
L’iam chuckled softly. “Well, he can hardly expect less of me.” 
“Why?” 
After a moment of hesitation, he simply replied, “Because he grew up with me, and he knows what I am like.”
They fell silent as they moved away from the camp. The trees were like black pillars in the cathedral of the forest, and the moonlight filtered through the thick foliage in feeble streaks. The whispers grew louder, drifting like a restless wind.
“…taking no heed…” 
“Far from the heart…” 
“…unseen…” 
“…letting uncertainty guide…” 
“Darkness battles Light…” 
“…in the confines of the soul…” 
“Wandering child…”
Adesina shook her head. “These voices are unnerving.” 
He nodded his agreement. “Yes, they can be.” 
“I do not understand why they are so audible out here, but I could hardly hear them in the camp.” 
L’iam pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I think it is because the spirits respect an area in which we choose to reside. When we come out here, we are in their land and must meet them on their terms.”
Adesina looked around the forest, wondering what the spirits would look like if they were visible. A thought came to her as she was considering the possibilities.
“What would happen if I were to connect with my vyala while in this forest?”
He glanced at her and raised his eyebrows. “I do not know. Only the Rashad know anything about the old vyala. Only they would know how it would react with the new vyala.”
She gave him a mischievous smile. “Should I try?”
It was clear that he was much more apprehensive than she was. “I do not know if that is a good idea, Adesina.”
She waved aside his concerns and turned to face the heart of the forest. She reached down inside of herself and gently beckoned her vyala to awaken. It heeded her call, filling her with warmth and power, and lighting her vision with a glow.
It seemed to her that the entire forest jolted in surprise at the appearance of her vyala. As Ravi had said, it had indeed become wild over the centuries, and it viewed her tamed vyala with curiosity.
Adesina was bewildered by the myriad of life that was only visible through her new eyes. It was not merely that the trees, rocks, bushes and streams had a life force of their own. They were all sentient beings, with a deeper intelligence than humankind could imagine.
The whispering spirits were also now visible to her. They were white, glowing beings of all shapes and sizes, wandering among the trees like lost children. Adesina recognized the forms of the “mythical” creatures that Ravi had told her inhabited the old world.
They crowded around her, speaking in voices that were no longer whispers. 
“Sister!” 
“Have the Serraf come at last?” 
“Nay, nay, this child is not a Serraf. Canst thou not see that she is among the human children yonder?”
“Why, then, does she bear the Life that has fled from the outside world?” 
“Yea, thou art in the right to question her origins.” 
Hush. 
Adesina looked around, trying to find the source of this last voice. It was deep and ringing, yet gentle; powerful, yet silent.
Regard her mind, and see the confusion there.
It finally struck her that this was the voice of the forest. She stared at the trees in wonder, sensing that it was almost like a parent figure to all of these wandering spirits.
From whom did you inherit your Life, child?
It took Adesina a moment to find her voice. “The L’avan are the children of the Serraf.” 
L’iam looked at her in concern, unaware to whom she was speaking. “Adesina?” 
She held out her hand to him, inviting him to join her in this other world. After a moment’s hesitation, he took it. 
One of the small spirits, no taller than Adesina’s hip, pointed to L’iam. “Look! Another!” 
Tell us of these L’avan. 
She looked to her companion for help. It took him a moment to grasp the situation, but once he did, he hurried to offer an explanation. “Our forefathers wed the Serraf, and we are their descendants. That is how we bear the same gifts.”
Remember all you know, and we shall hear your thoughts as well.
Adesina didn’t know as much about L’avan history as L’iam did, so she left the remembering up to him. She stood quietly while he held his silent communication with the spirit of the forest.
We see. We see all that has passed since we fled from the outside world.
“Everything?” asked L’iam.
Yes. Through your memories and the memories of your people.
Adesina frowned. “How is that possible?”
All beings are connected—past, present, and future. We see where you have come from, and where you are headed. We see what will happen when you arrive at your destination.
The two L’avan exchanged glances. “You can see what is going to happen?”
Yes.
She gave a grim smile. “I do not suppose you can tell us.”
No.
In spite of anticipating the answer, she still felt disappointed.
Nevertheless, as the children of our sisters, we will grant you a boon.
“A boon?”
Yes. You will come this way again. When you do, we will aid you in your return home.
L’iam frowned. “How can you do that?”
It is not needful for you to know all things at this time. Trust us, and know that we will care for the children of our sisters.
L’iam’s voice was sincere with gratitude. “Thank you.”
Go now. Dawn approaches.
The two L’avan let go of their vyala, sharply fading back into the regular world. The voices of the spirits returned to disembodied whispers, and the woods were once again silent. 
They turned to see Ravi standing behind them, his expression stunned. 
Adesina looked at him in concern. “Ravi?” 
His golden eyes were filled with disbelief. “The forest spoke to you.”
“Is that unusual?” ask L’iam. “I mean, even for those with vyala?” 
“It has been unheard of since the days of the old world.” 
A surprised silence followed this assertion. 
Finally, Adesina asked, “What does it mean?” 
He shook his head. “I do not know. The world is changing, and I believe this age is coming to a close.” 
They slowly made their way back towards the camp. “The boon we have been offered…?” began L’iam. 
“Yes,” said Ravi, “I am wondering about that as well.” 
“It must be important.” 
“Yes,” he agreed. 
There was some sort of a commotion in the camp as they approached. E’nes was rousing everyone frantically. Adesina and L’iam hurried forward. 
“What is it? What is wrong?”
E’nes saw them and let out a sigh of relief. “I thought you had gone!” 
She gave her brother an incredulous look. “Why would we be gone?” 
He threw up his hands. “For some harebrained idea of saving us from this mission!” 
Adesina looked at the expression on her brother’s face, and her eyes scanned the others in their company. She could see how important it was to each of them to continue onward, and how committed they were to rescuing the imprisoned L’avan.
Feeling an unexpected rush of warmth, she put her arms around E’nes and hugged him tightly. “I could not go on without you.”
When she let go, he was smiling. “Perhaps you are right.”
They continued on their way as quickly as possible. The forest persisted in whispering at them, but the words that Adesina heard had changed.
“When you return…” 
“…dear sister…” 
“Child of the Serraf…” 
“…hurry, hurry…” 
“Time flows onward…” 
“…and soon will run out…” 
“…at home, here…”
“Rest, dear one…” 
“Our eyes shall stand guard…”
  
***
  
Kendan no longer went to visit the L’avan prisoner down in the dungeon, but instead had the prisoner brought to him.
The Shimat fortress had three underground levels. The first one was where Kendan’s study was located, as well as the smithy and the stable and so forth. 
The level below that was where all of the clandestine experiments were conducted—which were many—and the lowest level was the dungeon. The third level was a damp and fetid place, and Kendan hated going near it.
His study was a bare room; holding only a fireplace, a couple of chairs, and a desk. Still, it offered light and warmth, something that the prisoner hadn’t experienced in many weeks. Kendan wanted to offer those small things to the L’avan man he had met in the fortress’s darkest prison. Also, he preferred being able to look someone in the eyes when he spoke to them.
Now, as he looked into those strangely metallic spheres, he thought he caught a glimpse of the pride that was found in Adesina’s eyes. There were very few other resemblances between the two—the shape of the eyes, certain angles of the facial features—but Kendan was still certain that this was the father of the woman he loved.
He gestured to the dinner tray that he had ordered before the arrival of the prisoner. “Please eat.”
The L’avan remained still, staring at him with a stony expression. 
“I swear to you that I have done nothing to alter it.” 
“Why do you offer it to me?” the prisoner asked hoarsely. A wracking cough interrupted his words, doubling him over in pain. 
Kendan was very concerned about this sickness that had taken hold of the man before him. His body didn’t have the strength to fight it off. 
He walked over to the frail L’avan and led him to a chair by the fireplace. “Because I do not wish to have your death on my hands in addition to everything else I have done.” 
The coughing subsided, and he looked up at the Shimat warily. “Do you have a square of cloth? A napkin?” 
Kendan handed it to him and watched as he divided the meal into two even parts and wrapped one half in the cloth. The cloth was then tucked away in the ragged remains of his shirt. 
“For later?” the young man asked. 
He shook his head. “For Faryl.” 
“Ah, the woman in your cell.”
He didn’t respond, but avidly tore at the bread on the tray. Kendan watched him in pity. He hated seeing anyone reduced to such circumstances.
He pulled his own chair around from behind the desk and set it across from the prisoner.
“The first time I met Adesina, I was struck by her beauty. She has a glow that wells up from deep within and spills over every aspect of her. When you look into her eyes, you see a strength that bears her up in every situation.”
The prisoner’s eating slowed to a stop as he listened to the words being spoken. Faintly, he asked, “What color are her eyes?”
Kendan’s features softened as he pictured her face before him. “Purple with flecks of gold.” He closed his eyes and continued, “I used every trick in the book to try and intimidate her, but she just looked at me—defiant, unmoved. The world could have ended, and she would have remained standing in that spot.”
A strained chuckle caught his attention.
“Perhaps she is my child after all.” 
Kendan stared at the L’avan in amazement, but said nothing as the ragged man went on. “When I first saw her, I thought she was her mother. They look so much alike. It did not occur to me until later that the girl I saw was much too young to be my E’rian.” 
A pained pause followed this statement. After a few moments, the prisoner looked up at Kendan and quietly asked, “Will you tell me more about her?” 
He smiled in relief. “Of course.” 
He hesitated before asking, “May I know your name?” 
After a brief pause, the prisoner replied, “Me’shan. My name is Me’shan.”
 



Chapter Forty-four: Decisions
  
King L’unn’s expression became more and more grim with each report he received from the Rashad. They were running themselves ragged, trying to keep the L’avan and Rashad leaders informed.
There was no doubt that the army approaching Pevothem consisted of mercenaries from all over the continent. It didn’t take much imagination to figure out who must have hired them, even if there would be no proof ever found tying them to the Shimat.
The mercenaries had been gathering over the past several weeks in a forest just south of the mountain range that protected Pevothem from the outside world. The gathering had been done quietly and they had remained undetected until they began marching north as a force.
“Do the Rashad have a head count?” L’unn asked his counterpart.
Rajan shook his head, where the black fur was touched with gray. His golden eyes bore the weight of his many years. “Their numbers seem to be growing daily. More mercenaries join up with them as they march.”
“What was the last count?” 
“Just over five thousand,” the Rashad leader replied. 
King L’unn felt his heart sink. Their own army would be hard pressed to number over two thousand. Their seclusion had always been their protection, so their military was small. The L’avan race had never been numerous, and most of the men were farmers, artisans, or scholars. The Protectors, as the warriors were called, had always come from the family descending from Ed’mon, and he was only one of the eleven founders.
L’unn’s voice was heavy with disbelief. “How can we possibly face such a force?” 
“The Rashad will stand with you,” replied Rajan, “and you bear the gifts of the Serraf.” 
“Will it be enough?” wondered L’unn. 
“I do not know,” his friend replied sadly. 
The L’avan king let out a heavy sigh before straightening his back and striding out of his study. Rajan followed close behind, and together they walked down the many hallways and stairs out of the palace.
The city was alive with activity. Women and children were preparing provisions for their journey to a place more easily defendable, the smiths were working day and night to produce weapons and armor, walls were being reinforced and trenches were being dug. Inexperienced men who had volunteered to join the army were being trained by Protectors, every Healer in the land was being gathered to the city, scholars who had dedicated their lives to the study of vyala were teaching the soldiers everything they knew.
King L’unn walked purposefully to the training grounds, which had expanded to the parks surrounding the original building. His son, L’on, was teaching some of the boys the finer points on how to mix vyala and archery.
It made the king sick to his stomach when he saw the youthful faces of the fifteen and sixteen year old soldiers. When the preparations for war began, the order had been that only adult L’avan could fight. As the numbers of their opponents grew, however, that age limit for L’avan soldiers had dropped from twenty to eighteen, from eighteen to seventeen, and finally to include these young men. Their orders were to shoot from afar and stay away from the main battle, but it was still dangerous—too dangerous for any peace of mind.
Off to the side, a large group was gathered to hear the words of a central figure. L’unn frowned, and walked over to see who it was that was addressing them.
He recognized the figure of the young Protector who had traveled extensively with L’iam. He searched his memory for the young man’s name, finally recalling that it was K’eb.
“…she said that we cannot expect our enemies to have the same morals as ourselves.”
One of the men closest to him shook his head stubbornly. “That does not mean that we should discard our morals as well!”
K’eb raised a hand, trying to explain. “I am not suggesting that we do so, nor was Adesina. She said that we can still fight with honor, but we need to be aware that our enemies will not always do the same. If we can anticipate their lack of integrity, we are better prepared to defend ourselves.”
“How can we trust what a Shimat says? Even if she was born a L’avan?” asked another man from the crowd.
K’eb turned with an indignant expression on his face. “She is no Shimat! She may have been trained as one, but she is as L’avan as any of us.”
“What do you say, Than’os?” asked another, gesturing to the thin man standing a few feet away from K’eb. “You trained with the Shimat girl, did you not?”
“I did,” replied Than’os decisively, “and she is the most gifted warrior I have ever seen. I do not know how she compares to other Shimat, but her skill is definitely superior to my own. I, who have been a Protector for seventeen years.”
At this point, King L’unn was spotted, and a murmur ran through the crowd. They parted, opening a path to the two L’avan in the center.
As L’unn approached, K’eb and Than’os bowed and placed their hands over their hearts in salute.
“Your Majesty.”
He beckoned for them to straighten and looked them directly in the eyes. “You have been teaching what Adesina taught?”
K’eb’s voice was hesitant. “In a way, your Majesty. That is, I was passing on some useful suggestions that I received. Than’os was merely observing. He would not presume to take the training of Protectors into his own hands.”
The king waved a hand. “You need not defend him. He can speak for himself.”
Than’os’ sharp features were pinched thoughtfully. “I was not teaching, your Majesty, but I wish that I had been. Adesina imparted highly useful knowledge before leaving the city, and I think it should be used.”
L’unn surveyed the expectant faces around him. Some were clearly against using any knowledge given from a former Shimat, others were eager to learn anything that could help them in the upcoming battles. His own inclination was with the latter.
“You are correct in feeling so, Than’os. I only regret that I did not think of it sooner. Pass on all that you have learned from Adesina to the members of the L’avan army. You as well, K’eb. It may be that her instruction is the key to our success.”
“But, your Majesty!” protested one of the Protectors. 
When the king turned his powerful eyes on the young man, he bowed his head and continued in a more humble tone of voice. “What if the Shimat girl was sent here to lead us astray?”
L’unn raised his chin and spoke with all of the authority in his being. “She has my confidence.”
No one dared object after such a mighty declaration. The king nodded to K’eb and Than’os, and they immediately began passing on the knowledge that they had received at the hand of the young girl who bridged the span between Shimat and L’avan training.
He turned and saw that his eldest son was standing behind him, watching with a wary expression on his face.
L’unn smiled and beckoned for his firstborn to join him as he continued his survey of the battle preparations. L’on did so without hesitation.
“Father, I do not mean to question your judgment, but are you sure that this is a good idea?”
The king’s smile widened at the diplomatic manner in which his son spoke, the upright stance of his walk, the self-assurance that only came with many years of hard work. He watched as his son acknowledged the soldiers they passed, encouraging and uplifting as he went. L’on was going to make a fine king.
“What idea, my son?”
L’on’s noble brow was lined with the habitual concern he felt these days. These lines of worry deepened as he turned his eyes to his father. “The idea of having our Protectors trained like Shimat. I know it is important to know one’s enemy, but it is equally important not to become like them.”
King L’unn’s expression became more serious. “I do not believe we are descending to the level of the Shimat by incorporating the techniques given to us by Adesina. We are taking what is valuable, and leaving what is dark.”
A brief pause followed, where both were deep in thought. The silence was broken by a hesitant question posed by the young man.
“And what you said about Adesina…?”
“I mean every word,” affirmed the king solidly. “She has my complete confidence—in both the matter of training our soldiers and in the mission she now undertakes.”
This brought a heavier silence as they both thought of the group of L’avan making their way to the far south. L’on wondered about the risk they were taking.
“How many can they save?” he asked quietly.
His father sighed. “We cannot be sure. Many L’avan have gone missing over the years, but that does not necessarily mean that they were captured by the Shimat.”
“Do you-” the prince cut himself off abruptly.
He was going to ask if his father considered the whole thing worth the risk, but decided against it. The king would not have sent them if he did not think it a worthy cause, nor if he did not think they had a good chance of succeeding.
King L’unn seemed to know what his son had been about to ask and gave him an understanding glance. “Every life saved makes it worthwhile, L’on.”
“What of the lives lost?”
This very question had haunted the king ever since the others had set off. He thought of his younger son, who was still learning and growing as a warrior. He thought of his daughter, who had run away to follow her brother. They had all placed their hopes in the young Shimat woman, who appeared to be the one spoken of in prophecy. That is why he allowed them to set off on such a dangerous journey with so little planning. He shook off his fears and answered with the reassurance that he wished to have himself.
“They have Adesina to guide them, and the aid of the Rashad prince—not to mention the skills of each individual. They could not be better equipped if I had sent an entire army with them.”
L’on was not convinced, but tried to keep it from his face. He knew his father had enough to worry about as it was. “I suppose you are right.”
The king turned his eyes to the trees beyond the training soldiers and soundlessly prayed that he was.
  
***
  
The traveling L’avan came to a small patch of trees just large enough to hide their group. There were still a few hours before dawn, for they had taken to traveling at night to hide their presence from any onlookers, but Adesina ordered them to stop and set up camp early. She did not explain her reasoning until they had all gathered around the small campfire—which had been built in a hole they had dug, so as to hide the light from any strangers that might pass by.
“We are less than a day away from the fortress now.”
The tension in the air was palpable. The strain on each face was exaggerated by the flickering light of the fire, but it seemed appropriate for how they all felt.
“We are going to have to split up from here, so I will go over what will be needed in order for us to succeed.”
Everyone in the group looked alarmed. 
“We are splitting up?” asked E’nes. 
“I do not think that is a good idea, Adesina,” added L’iam. 
She held up a hand to quiet their protests. “It is necessary.” 
Without further explanation, she held out a small bag and indicated that they were to draw something out of it. She offered it first to E’nes, who pulled out a black pebble; then to Sa’jan, who pulled out another black pebble; and finally to L’iam, who pulled out a white pebble.
“What about me?” asked L’era. 
“And me?” included Aleron. 
Adesina looked at both of them sternly. “You two are going to stay here while we enter the fortress.” 
They both stared at her in disbelief. 
“What!” 
She cut them off before they had a chance to really argue. “This is not a discussion. Neither of you are trained for what is ahead, and we need someone to protect our means of escape.” 
“Adesina-” began L’era.
“You promised to obey the orders given to you,” she reminded her sharply.
L’era looked around the circle, trying to find a sympathetic eye. When she found none, she folded her arms and scowled into the campfire. It was clear that Aleron didn’t like being left behind either, but he kept his peace.
Adesina turned back to the others and indicated to the pebbles in their hands. “E’nes and Sa’jan will be in one group, L’iam and I will be in another. With Ravi, of course,” she added, glancing at her guardian.
E’nes was already shaking his head. “I am not leaving you alone, Adesina.” 
Her expression was stubbornly set. “I will not be alone. L’iam will be with me.” 
“But-” 
“Please, do not argue with me anymore,” she said, her voice tight with tension. “I have given this a lot of thought, and you all need to trust me.” 
When she saw that there were no more protests, she picked up a stick and began drawing in the dirt next to the fire. “There are only two entrances to the fortress: the main entrance, which is heavily guarded, and the coastal entrance, which is primarily only used by the merchant ships who resupply the fortress, but is also guarded. Other than these two entrances, there is no way into the fortress. L’iam, Ravi and I will go by the main gate, while E’nes and Sa’jan will go by the coastal entrance.”
There were dozens of unasked questions gleaming in the eyes of her companions, so she hurried to continue with her explanation. She drew a line along the far side of her sketches in the dirt.
“From our camp you must ride directly east until you reach the ocean. Then you can follow the coast southward, which will gradually turn into cliffs. Among those cliffs, about a league to the south of the fortress, you will find a small cave that actually leads to the lower levels. It is well hidden, and easy to overlook,” she warned.
“You said it was guarded?” asked Sa’jan.
She nodded. “Yes. There were two Shimat stationed there when I went through. That was about a year ago, though, so things may have changed.” After casting a thoughtful glance at the sky, she added, “We will enter the fortress at midnight, and that will give us five hours to search for the prisoners before the morning bell tolls.”
Adesina continued drawing in the dirt, illustrating as she explained their portion of the mission. “There are two possibilities of where the L’avan could be held: the lower levels or the towers. E’nes and Sa’jan, you are to search the lower levels. You will take whomever you find to the stables located here,” she pointed to the section of her map that led back to the coast. “That is where we will all meet up and make our escape.”
She continued to detail all of the information that her mother had helped her to gather on the layout of the fortress. She created an intricate map, showing them the most likely places that they were to search, quick escapes in case of discovery, and so forth. She also gave them a multitude of tips on what to do in various situations—certain gestures that would send servants scurrying, the best tactics for self-defense, how to react if they were discovered, when to fight and when to run, and so forth.
“Wear your cloaks with the cowls up around your face, and do not make any noise unless it cannot be avoided.”
E’nes frowned unhappily, cutting of her stream of advice. “What will you be doing while we search the lower levels?”
His sister took a breath. “We will start from the top and work our way down. I doubt that any L’avan are kept in the towers, but I must check to make sure.”
His expression became suspicious. “Will there not be large groups of Shimat walking around the upper levels?”
“Yes.” She braced herself for the outbreak of protests, and was not disappointed. 
“You cannot be serious!” 
“That is madness!” 
“It is absolutely out of the question!” 
“How do you expect us to pull this off?” asked L’iam. 
Adesina tried to appear as confident as possible. “I can still pass myself off as a Shimat, and Ravi has the ability to become invisible.” 
“What about me?” he asked quietly. 
She hesitated a bit. “That will be a little more tricky. We will have to try and pass you off as my servant.” 
Ravi cleared his throat. “There are a lot of risks in this plan, Ma’eve.” 
“I know,” she admitted, “but it is our best chance to succeed. The more complicated we make the plan, the more possibilities there are of something going wrong. I wanted to keep it simple and clear. If the Shimat are expecting us, they will not anticipate such a bold approach.”
A heavy silence followed this statement. None of them were feeling very hopeful of success. 
“What are we to do?” inquired Aleron, gesturing to himself and the sulking princess. 
“You two are to stay here, hidden in the trees. We will get some horses for the rescued L’avan from the Shimat stables and ride back here as quickly as possible. From here we will have to go as fast as we can to get away from pursuing Shimat.”
L’era was still scowling into the flames. “Are you so sure that you will be followed?” 
Adesina’s face was grim. “I will be very surprised if we are not.” 
Several minutes passed while they all stared either into the campfire or the darkness of night that surrounded them. 
Finally Sa’jan shifted in his seat. “Well, I suppose we should get what sleep we can before tomorrow night.” 
The others agreed and rolled up in their blankets, all except for Adesina and Ravi. It was Adesina’s turn to keep watch, and Ravi always insisted on keeping her company. For a long time neither of them spoke. Ravi hummed softly, calming the general anxiety and helping the others to drift off to sleep.
The deep, even breathing of her comrades indicated that Adesina was finally free to speak to her guardian. She switched to the language of the Shimat, just in case someone was still awake.
“Well?” 
Ravi turned his golden eyes on her purple ones. “Well what, Ma’eve?” 
“I want to know what you think.”
“Of?”
She made a noise of exasperation. “Of the plan, Ravi. What do you think of the mission we are about to embark upon?”
He sighed. “It is difficult to see, even when my Dreams are not clouded as they have been these past weeks.”
This comment brought something else to the forefront of her mind.
“The Dream, Ravi,” she whispered in a tortured voice. “The Dream of the destruction of all we love. What if I am bringing it to pass?”
There was a pregnant pause. “I do not know, dear one. You are standing at a fork in the road of your destiny, and only you can choose which path to take.” 
“What if I choose wrong?” she wondered, her voice weighed down with despair. 
He laid his velvety head in her lap, trying to comfort her. “Then you will live with that decision. Whether you choose to take this risk and try to find your father, or if you choose to return to Pevothem—either way you will have to live with that choice. Choose the one you can live with most easily.”
Adesina shook her head. “I cannot abandon him now. Not after all I have done.”
Her guardian remained silent, letting her battle through this dilemma on her own. Deep down, she knew that she could not live with herself if she turned back now, but she knew the odds of success were small. She hated the idea of putting others at risk, and a part of her knew that not all of them would come out of this alive.
He sat up and looked at her directly, repeating the question she had given him. “Well?” 
“Well what?” she gave a brief smile at the role reversal. 
“What have you decided?” 
Adesina set her jaw and took a deep breath.
“We go forward.”
 



Chapter Forty-five: Midnight
  
L’era opened her eyes to see that it was late afternoon. She sat up and glanced around, seeing that she was the last to rise. The others were either helping prepare the cold meal of bread and dried meat or speaking to each other in quiet voices.
There was a fresh determination that buoyed up her youthful spirit, but she did her best to keep it from her face. She knew that her brother would be suspicious if she showed anything but disappointment.
“Good afternoon, Adesina,” she said to the young woman she had come to greatly respect.
Adesina was sitting next to L’iam, giving him instructions on how to pass himself off without rousing suspicion. She looked up in surprise and then glanced towards the sky. “It will be evening soon.”
She smiled. “Well, good evening, then.” 
L’era met the intent gaze of their leader and saw her purple eyes narrow slightly. “You seem to be in better spirits,” Adesina remarked. 
She hurried to cast a bit of gloom over her naturally sunny features. “Not really.” 
L’iam also gave her a searching look. “I hope you are not planning anything foolish, L’era. This mission is too important and too dangerous for you to dash off some half-formed scheme that will get you and the rest of us into serious trouble.”
She gave him the most scathing glare she could muster. “I know, L’iam. Stop treating me like a child.”
Adesina’s expression became carefully neutral, which usually meant that she had some sort of scheme of her own. She got to her feet and casually walked away from the brother and sister. L’era wanted to keep an eye on her, but couldn’t watch too carefully because she herself was being watched by L’iam.
She crouched down by Sa’jan, who was attempting to make the simple meal more interesting. Their supplies were limited, but he had a knowledge of herbs and spices that made the most redundant of foods bearable.
Out of the corner of her eye, L’era could see Adesina speaking to Aleron in a quiet voice. She felt her stomach clench in anxiety. What was she telling him?
They ate their meal as the sun began to set. The conversation was limited and the tension was high. Who knew if they would ever share a meal together again?
Afterwards, Adesina pulled out her pack of apothecary supplies and began mixing a bit of this and that. Her focus was completely on her work, and no one disturbed her.
L’era sat next to her brother, who finally spoke in a hushed voice. “You know, I hate leaving you here all alone. It is still too close to danger.” 
She gave him a hopeful glance. “Then take me with you! At least you can protect me, then.” 
He was shaking his head before she finished. “That is out of the question, and you know it is.” He sighed, “I should have left you back in the old forest. At least the vyala there offers some measure of protection.”
“Hmph!” she snorted. “I would not have stayed.” 
L’iam smiled sadly. “Yes, I know.”
The last tendrils of light were fading into dark, and the feeling of finality was upon them. The L’avan prince looked first at the sky, and then to his little sister.
“I love you, L’era, and I want you to be safe when I come back.”
Tears welled up in her eyes when she felt the goodbye in his words. “You had better come back,” she said fiercely, “or I will be so angry with you!”
He laughed softly. “Of course I will come back. I have a Shimat and a Rashad with me, so what could go wrong?”
She choked on a sob and threw her arms around her brother. “I love you, L’iam! Please be careful!”
Around them, the others were also saying their goodbyes. Sa’jan shook Aleron’s hand and gripped his shoulder, passing on a few words of wisdom. E’nes and Adesina stood close to each other, speaking in low voices. L’era could barely hear what the former Shimat was saying to her brother.
“I want you to take this with you,” she said, handing him a belt lined with a few small darts. 
E’nes smiled ruefully. “Are these the ones that knocked L’iam and myself flat?” 
She tried to return his smile, but failed. “Yes. There are only five, but it will be better than nothing.” 
He tried to give them back to her. “You may need them more than us.” 
Adesina put her hands behind her back, shaking her head. “No, you will need them. I only hope that five will be enough.” 
He embraced her, whispering words of comfort in her ear. When they broke away, Adesina turned to speak to Aleron once more. 
The young man nodded uncomfortably, as if faced with a difficult task. L’era was about to smirk, surmising that he didn’t want to be left alone with her, when she froze. She watched as Aleron leaned down and quickly kissed Adesina on the cheek. 
Scared by his own daring, he hurried away from her, his eyes fixed on the ground. The princess’ eyes first went to Adesina, who was looking after him with a stunned expression on her face; then to L’iam, who was doing his best to appear indifferent. 
They all mounted their horses, except for L’era and Aleron. Adesina faced her brother for what might be the last time. She seemed about to say a number of things, but stopped herself each time. 
Finally, she settled with, “Remember, we enter the fortress at midnight tonight.” 
E’nes nodded, his eyes swimming with tears. “We will see you in the Shimat stables.” 
With that, both parties rode off. E’nes and Sa’jan heading east; Adesina, L’iam and Ravi heading south. L’era watched them for a moment before heaving a sigh and walking over to her horse. 
Aleron watched her movements in alarm. “What are you doing?” 
“What do you think I am doing?” she replied tersely. “I am following them!” 
He ran over to her side. “Adrie said that we were to stay here!” 
She clenched her jaw. “If you think I am letting my brother go on alone-” 
“Please, L’era,” he pled, “stay here, like you were told.” 
The L’avan princess refused to listen to him. “You can either come with me or stay behind. Either way, I am going.”
Aleron was almost beside himself. “Please do not make me do this!”
She was about to ask him what he was talking about when she felt a sharp pain and cried out. She looked down to see that he had pressed a small knife in the crook of her arm just hard enough to draw blood.
“What-?”
L’era’s head began to spin and she felt a heavy drowsiness spread over her body. Her mind sluggishly registered that there must have been some sort of compound on the blade of the knife.
Aleron put his arms around her and gently lowered her to the ground. “I am sorry. She made me promise to keep you here.” 
Her vision began to darken, but she still struggled against the drug that was pumping through her system. “L’iam…”
  
***
  
Adesina sat crouched among the branches, as she had when she had taken her final examination two years ago. There was a feeling of irony as she considered the girl that she had been back then. She had thought that she knew everything, she had thought herself invincible. She had also been completely alone, and had often tried to convince herself that such solitude was what she preferred.
If she had known back then all the things she knew now…
She sighed and glanced at the moon for what felt like the hundredth time. It was probably still an hour before midnight.
L’iam shifted slightly on the branch next to her. He was wrapped in his long cloak, and his face was hidden by his cowl—just as Adesina had instructed. She was in her full Shimat attire, including the hood and scarf. Ravi waited down on the ground, next to the horses.
Adesina waited until there was only a half hour left before turning to her companion. “I need you to go ride the horses in circles until it is time to go.” 
He frowned in confusion. “Why?” 
“Because we need to appear as if we have come from a long distance at a fast pace. They will notice if our horses are too well rested.” 
He asked no more questions, but climbed down out of the tree where they had been keeping watch. He mounted his horse and took Adesina’s by the reigns. Then he urged them into a run, going as fast as he could in the thick forest. He wove through the trees, never slacking his speed.
The former Shimat kept an ear out for any trouble in the forest behind her, but her eyes were fixed on the fortress before her.
Once she had found comfort in the solitary strength of the building, but now it looked dark and sinister. The stone seemed to absorb the moonlight rather than reflect it, and the battlements were like crooked fingers tearing at the heavens.
Guards could be seen pacing along the wall, keeping a sharp eye out for any sign of trouble. The entire section used by the Shi was dark, but a few lights could be seen in the towers.
Adesina’s heart sped up when she felt the time was upon them. She whispered down to her guardian, “Go get L’iam.” 
Ravi disappeared like a shadow, making no noise whatsoever. It was only a couple of minutes before she heard the soft sound of hooves against the damp ground. She climbed out of the tree and mounted her horse. 
Her eyes turned to her two friends and she asked in a voice tight with tension, “Are you ready?” 
They both nodded, unable to speak. Adesina had to remind herself to take a deep breath. 
“Remember: keep your head down, and do not speak under any circumstance. Shimat who keep servants make sure that they are mute. Stay close, but remain at least one step behind me.”
L’iam nodded again. “I remember.”
She glanced at Ravi, but she was certain that he had been invisible to strange eyes for quite some time now. She took another deep breath and braced herself.
“It is time.”
A sharp kick spurred their horses into a run. Adesina urged her horse to go even faster, keeping her head low to its neck.
They rode across the open grass, bathed in moonlight. A flurry of motion swept across the fortress’s battlements where the Shimat guards were stationed as soon as they came into view. The two L’avan rode up the hill that led to the main gate and then slowed their horses to a stop.
“Open up!” shouted Adesina in the Shimat language. “I have an urgent message for the Sharifal!”
A whispered conversation passed between the two guards closest to the gate before one of them addressed Adesina.
“Where do you come from, messenger?” 
“That is only for the Sharifal to know,” she replied haughtily. 
The whispered conversation continued for a few moments more. “Dismount, Shimat. We will send down an escort.” 
Adesina’s stomach clenched in anxiety. “We need no escort. I know the way to the Sharifal’s tower.” 
“Even so,” replied the guard, “you must be accompanied.” 
She dismounted, and indicated that L’iam should do the same. He gave her a panicked glance as he moved to stand behind her. She tried to appear confident, but she wasn’t sure if she succeeded.
The gate opened just enough to permit two Shimat to walk through. They gestured for Adesina to pass, but held L’iam back.
“Your servant can wait here.” 
Her mind raced, trying to find an adequate excuse for keeping her “servant” with her. “The Sharifal requested that I bring him with me.” 
The two Shimat exchanged glances, as if they knew something that Adesina didn’t. Finally, the first one nodded and waved them both through. On the other side of the gate they were met by two more Shimat, and led through the courtyard by all four escorts.
Adesina could feel a multitude of eyes fixed on their party as they walked through the darkened halls. She lifted her chin defiantly, as if showing that she had nothing to fear.
Even so, she was afraid. 
She had not intended to actually be taken to the Sharifal’s tower. It was too late to turn back, but it was also impossible to try and take on the Sharifal and her guards. Her mind was scrambling, trying to come up with some sort of plan that would save them from imminent death.
The two leading guards made an unexpected turn in the darkened corridors of the fortress. Adesina frowned and asked, “Where are we going? This is not the way to the Sharifal’s tower.”
“The Sharifal is not in her tower.”
This gave Adesina a small measure of hope. They wouldn’t have stood a chance if they had been in the confined space of Signe’s study. If they were going towards someplace more open, and on ground level, they might be able to overtake the guards, or at least escape.
They were led through the guarded door that went away from the Shi section of the fortress, and down a set of stairs. Torches were much more plentiful in these hallways, and L’iam lowered his head even further to hide his L’avan features from the light.
After the maze of corridors, they came to a simple wooden door. The foremost guard knocked twice, and a voice bid them to enter.
Adesina braced herself, ready to spring into action.
The room they entered was small and simple, with no windows and means of escape other than the door they were walking through. She was about to throw the Shimat nearest to her into the room and call for L’iam to bar the door, when she caught sight of the face seated across the desk.
It was Kendan.
He spotted her eyes, her only visible feature, and was just as stunned as she was. He hurried to control the emotions on his face and slowly got to his feet.
“What do you want?” he asked one of the escorts.
The Shimat in question jerked his head toward Adesina. “She claims to have a message for the Sharifal. She does not seem to be aware of the change.”
Adesina didn’t know what the guard meant by “the change,” but she knew that there was no chance of pretending to be anyone other than herself.
“Of course not!” Kendan said sharply. “This messenger has been under deep cover.”
She stared at him in shock, hardly daring to believe the words coming out of his mouth. The other Shimat seemed equally surprised.
“Sir, she fits the description of the renegade…”
Kendan cut him off impatiently. “Do you suppose I would not know the renegade when I saw her?”
“Of course not, sir!” 
He waved his hand at them. “Then leave us.” 
“But, sir-” 
He silenced them with a look. They bowed their heads and started to withdraw, but he called them back. 
“Wait a moment.” 
Kendan beckoned all four guards into his study and closed the door behind them. The Shimat watched him warily, uncertain what he was doing. 
Then, with lightning quick movements, he drew a dagger from the sleeve of his black robes and slashed the throat of the guard nearest to him.
Adesina rushed to draw her sword and dispatch another, and Ravi lunged to kill a third. Kendan, who could not see Ravi, was too stunned by the mysterious death of the Shimat to react quickly enough to kill the fourth guard. That left him to L’iam.
The guard tried to escape out the door to warn the rest of the fortress, but the L’avan prince threw a knife into his retreating back. The man fell to the ground, never to move again.
Kendan stepped past L’iam to drag the body back into his study, then he bolted the door shut.
Adesina stared at him in disbelief. “What are you doing?”
He produced four small white squares of cloth, staining each of them with the blood of the fallen Shimat and then placing the cloth on the fire to burn.
“I lied to them in order to protect you, and there can be no witnesses to such a betrayal.”
Her frown deepened. “Others have seen me here, and they have probably reported it to the Sharifal. Are you going to kill all of them, too?”
“None of them know that I helped you,” he replied. “Besides, the Sharifal is not here.”
Adesina had been looking at the bodies strewn at their feet. Her head whipped up at this revelation. “What? Where is she?”
He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “It is enough to know that she is gone for a time.”
Her expression became hard. “Where is she, Kendan?”
“It does not matter,” he insisted. “You are here now, and there is nothing you can do about anything other than what happens where you are. Perhaps it is better that she is gone,” he added softly.
She gave him a sarcastic stare. “Why is that?”
His dark eyes were full of unspoken emotion as he looked up at her. “Because I was left in charge, and therefore you were brought to me.”
An awkward silence filled the room. Adesina didn’t know how to reply to such a statement. Kendan studied her face a moment before sighing quietly and turning away.
The young Shar’s gaze was arrested by the body of the third guard, whose neck had been crushed by Ravi’s powerful jaws. “Did you kill him with your magic?”
She quirked an eyebrow. “I suppose there was an element of magic involved.”
Adesina glanced at Ravi, who inclined his head to show that he was willing to reveal himself. Kendan gasped at the appearance of the giant feline.
“What is it?” 
“He is a Rashad. He began following me when we left the fortress to go to the High City.” 
It took a brief moment for Kendan to recall her strange comments about the animal following them as they rode north. 
“And he has been with you ever since?” 
She nodded. “He is my guardian.” 
L’iam cleared his throat gently. “Adesina, we have to hurry.” 
She started as if she had been in a daze. “Of course. I am sorry.” 
He gave a sad smile and shook his head, indicating that her apology was unnecessary. 
Adesina brought up her Blood Sword, pointing it at Kendan’s neck. “Where are the L’avan prisoners?”
He raised his hands slightly, in a defensive gesture. “Adesina, I am on your side.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You were willing to kill four men in order to protect your standing as a Shimat. You are not on my side, you are on your own side.”
He started to speak, but she cut him off. “Where are the L’avan prisoners? I will not ask you again.” 
Kendan looked into her pitiless eyes and was saddened by what he saw. “Most of them are one level down, in the laboratories, but your father is being kept in the dungeon.” 
Adesina tried to keep her expression harsh, even though her heart began to beat faster. “What makes you think I am related to any of them?” 
“He told me,” Kendan said quietly. 
She shook her head, not wanting to believe him, but he persisted. “Ask him. Ask him if he knows me.” 
Taking a quick step forward, she hit him across the face as hard as she could with the hilt of her sword. He dropped to the ground, unconscious. 
Adesina could feel herself shaking as she stood over the man she had once loved. She tried to tell herself that she didn’t love him anymore, but the tears that she fought back would prove otherwise.
She struggled to control her voice as she began to issue orders. “Ravi, go find E’nes and Sa’jan. Tell them to get all the prisoners from the laboratories and then meet us at the stables. We are going to get my father.”
 



Chapter Forty-six: The Cliffs
  
E’nes sat on his horse, studying the face of the cliffs under the light of the moon. He and Sa’jan rode slowly, trying to find the cave that would lead them up into the fortress.
The young L’avan was growing nervous, and glanced at the sky for what must have been the thousandth time. Midnight was fast approaching, and they still did not know how they were going to get into the Shimat stronghold. What if they did not find the entrance fast enough to be of any assistance to Adesina and the others? What if they met their deaths because he and Sa’jan were not there to prevent it?
He glanced over at his companion, but Sa’jan’s craggy features showed no signs of the anxiety that E’nes felt. There was nothing but focus on his aged face as his sharp eyes scanned the surface of the rocks.
He abruptly brought his horse to a stop, and E’nes quickly did the same. Sa’jan pointed a few feet ahead of them, where a shadow darker than the rest was tucked back in a crevice.
E’nes wasn’t as certain of his eyes as Sa’jan was, so he connected to his vyala. His vision took on a dark green tint, and the cave stood out clearly from the rest of the cliffs. He nodded to Sa’jan with a relieved smile on his face.
They dismounted their horses silently and approached the cave as quietly as they could. E’nes could not help but think to himself that his sister was much better at stuff like this.
Sa’jan brought forth his own vyala, and his eyes glowed a light green. He scanned the cave for a moment and then held up two fingers to his companion.
There were two Shimat guarding the cave.
He dropped his hand to the belt that Adesina had given him and pulled out two of the darts. Sa’jan moved to the side, allowing him to pass.
E’nes did not have the kind of training that Adesina had. Even though he had known about his vyala much longer, he did not know how to translate it into action as effortlessly as she had shown in the northern forests. He could tell the general location of the two guards, but he knew that his aim would not be nearly as precise as his sister’s would have been.
The Shimat were on opposite sides of the cave, meaning that E’nes would have to move quickly if he was going to render both unconscious.
He aimed as carefully as he could before stepping into the cave and letting the first dart fly.
It hit the Shimat in the thigh, which wasn’t quite where he had been aiming, but it would do. E’nes hurried to throw the second dart, but the remaining Shimat was already moving. Her small, feminine form ducked behind the large rocks of the cave, using the shadows to hide her movements.
“Sa’jan!” he whispered in alarm. 
The other L’avan was instantly at his side, just in time to cry out in warning. A small throwing knife shot out from the cave’s shadows, and E’nes dove to one side. He was just slow enough that the blade grazed his arm as he leapt, but he was grateful that it had been no worse.
He scrambled to his feet, using his green tinged vision to watch the catlike movements of their opponent. She was silently creeping closer, waiting for them to take a false step. She drew two short swords and climbed up behind a larger rock, preparing to attack from above. 
E’nes waited, switching his vyala and praying that his reflexes would not fail him. When she sprang down upon them, he used his power to throw her back with as much force as he could muster. The backlash of her sword as she flew away caught E’nes across the chest, slicing the skin painfully.
He ignored his own wounds and dashed across the cave, drawing his sword in preparation of a fight.
It was unnecessary, however, because the Shimat had landed on one of her own swords. Her eyes were wide with shock and agony as her fingers felt the blade that pierced her body. She struggled for a moment before falling back and becoming still.
E’nes felt sick at the sight. He had never killed anyone before, on purpose or by accident. The glory of battle that he had expected as a boy was not here to bear him up. He only felt a slight nausea spreading through him.
He heard Sa’jan come up behind him and place a hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?” 
E’nes couldn’t find his voice. He merely shook his head and turned away from the body. 
“The first is the hardest,” Sa’jan said softly, leading the young man back to the mouth of the cave. 
He sat him down on a smooth rock to take a look at his wounds. E’nes stared at the moonlit waves lapping at the rocky shore. 
“Does it get easier?” 
Sa’jan shook his head sadly. “No, but the shock begins to fade.” 
He turned his attention back to E’nes’s injuries. He walked out to gather the horses and bring them into the cave, then he got his medical pack out of his saddlebag. 
“This is a fine way to begin,” he said grimly, as he bandaged his young companion. “We have not even entered the Shimat fortress, and you are already bleeding.” 
E’nes grimaced apologetically. “I am sorry.” 
A brief smile crossed the older L’avan’s face. “Do not be sorry, be faster on your feet.” 
He chuckled and nodded his agreement. Then he glanced once more at the sky, gauging the position of the moon. “It is midnight,” he informed his friend in a voice tight with tension. 
Sa’jan nodded. “Let us go, then.” 
They each wrapped themselves in their long cloaks, bring up the cowls to hide their faces. Then they mounted their horses and began riding through the tunnel found at the far side of the cave.
The silence was suffocating as they rode, filled with the anxiety of expectation and the fear of failure. They did not speak, and there was little else to break the silence. The sound of the horses’ hooves was muted by dirt that had been packed down on the tunnel’s floor, and even the usual jingling of the bridle seemed absent. Torches were few and far between, giving only the minimum of necessary light.
The path inclined upward, winding here and there, and frequently splitting into different directions. E’nes ran over Adesina’s instructions in his mind: left, left, right, left, right, straight, straight, straight, left, left, left, left, right, left, left.
Far ahead they could see the lights of the stables. E’nes fingered the darts on his belt, waiting for Sa’jan to tell him how many Shimat were standing guard. 
A thoughtful frown creased his brow, and he pulled his cowl forward even more. E’nes did the same without question, lowering his head as well.
A small servant boy dressed in brown robes hurried forward to take their horses. Sa’jan gestured imperiously, as Adesina had instructed him, sending the boy away without a word.
The two L’avan dismounted their horses and tied the reigns to a standing pole near the tunnel they had just ridden through. The servant boy was still peeking at them from around the corner. The expression on his face was curious, as if he wasn’t sure what they were doing.
E’nes had to remind himself not to stare at the boy in shock. The lad could not have been more than seven years old. What was he doing in a place such as this?
There were two exits from the stable, and Adesina had not mentioned which one they should take. Sa’jan only hesitated a moment before walking towards the one on the left. It was larger, and seemed more frequented than the other.
They moved quickly and quietly, searching for stairs that would take them down to the lower levels. The path that Adesina had described to them appeared to be outdated, so they were on their own in their search efforts.
They stayed to the shadows as much as possible, but the halls were too well lit. E’nes’s heart almost stopped when they heard the sound of footsteps approaching.
The two of them moved to one side, like Adesina had instructed them, and leaned their heads together as if in whispered conversation.
The Shimat walking past glanced at them suspiciously, but said nothing.
The young L’avan exhaled in relief. “We need to get off of this floor. There are too many people around!”
Sa’jan nodded his agreement. He connected to his vyala and walked over to the nearest door, reaching out to sense how many people were beyond it. After a moment he shook his head and moved on to the next door.
E’nes followed him, glancing down the hallway nervously. Occasionally, if the room was empty of Shimat, the older L’avan would nod to him and he would use his own vyala to sense what the room held.
“Storage,” E’nes would whisper. “Restroom. Bedroom. Study. Study. Some kind of servants’ quarters.”
Far down one of the branching corridors, the sound of multiple footsteps could be heard. The two L’avan glanced at each other in alarm and hurried to find someplace to hide.
Sa’jan nodded to the nearest door, but E’nes shook his head. “Council room,” he mouthed. They couldn’t hide in a room where the group of Shimat might enter.
They moved on to the next door. “Study.” 
The footsteps were drawing closer. 
Sa’jan passed several doors that held occupants, then peeked around the corner to make sure the next corridor was empty. No one was patrolling that hall, so they hurried to turn the corner. The footsteps were still coming toward them, so they went on with their frantic search of the rooms. Most of the rooms in this corridor were filled with Shimat. 
Sa’jan moved from door to door, shaking his head and glancing behind them as the footsteps grew closer and closer. 
“Psst!”
They both whipped around in surprise, searching for the source of the noise. Far down the hall they spotted Ravi’s feline face in a doorway. He urgently inclined his head to the side, beckoning for them to join him.
The L’avan ran as silently as they could, ducking in the room just in time to avoid being seen by the Shimat patrol.
E’nes saw that they were in the stairway for which they had been searching, but his relief was only briefly felt. He turned to the Rashad and whispered, “What are you doing here? Where are Adesina and L’iam?”
“You actually passed them,” he replied. “They are in a study down the corridor.”
Sa’jan frowned. “What are they doing down here? They are supposed to be searching the upper levels.”
Ravi hurried to explain so he could get back to Adesina, where he belonged. “We were brought down here by the Shimat guards. They took us to the person in charge while the Sharifal is away, and he ended up being Adesina’s former teacher.”
“Are they being held prisoner?” E’nes asked anxiously.
He shook his head. “No, her teacher offered to help. He told us where all of the L’avan prisoners are being kept.”
“What does she want us to do?” was the immediate response from Sa’jan.
“The two of you are to go one level down, where the laboratories are located. That is where most of the L’avan prisoners are being held. Adesina wants to take our group to the dungeon, where Me’shan is imprisoned.”
Sa’jan gave a curt nod. “Are we still meeting up at the stables?”
Ravi’s reply was cut off by the piercing ring of bells sounding an alarm. The three looked at each other in horror.
The Rashad sprang out the door from whence they had entered the stairway, shouting over his shoulder as he ran.
“Hurry! We are out of time!”
  
***
  
Adesina watched as Ravi slipped out the door of Kendan’s study. She felt uncomfortable and vulnerable without her guardian at her side, but she shoved such feelings to the back of her mind. She paced back and forth for a couple of minutes, trying to decide the best course of action. It was only when L’iam took her hand that she realized that she was shaking.
“Are you all right?” he asked gently. 
Her eyes strayed to Kendan’s unconscious form. “I am fine.” 
He smiled at her lie and gave her hand a squeeze. “You know I do not believe you. Why not tell me the truth?” 
Her jaw clenched as she fought the waves of emotion crashing over her. “Because that would mean admitting it to myself.” She shook her head impatiently. “We do not have time for this! We need to get going.”
L’iam nodded slowly. “Should we wait for Ravi?”
Adesina was undecided on that point. “We do not know how long it will take him to find the others.”
The thoughtful pause was interrupted by the faint echo of footsteps approaching. The two L’avan froze, staring at each other in apprehension.
A forceful knock sounded at the door.
She spun around, taking in her surroundings. Pools of blood collected on the stone floor, and there was no place to hide the bodies. There was no place for the two L’avan to hide either.
Unless...
Adesina grabbed L’iam and held him close, allowing her vyala to flare up and shield them from the eyes of others. He wrapped his arms around her, adding his energy to hers.
The knock sounded again. 
“Shar Kendan?” a deep voice called. 
The door opened to reveal three Shimat. The first was a burly man with bristly black hair and a thick beard. He was very clearly the leader of the trio, asserting himself with his chest stuck out. Following close behind was a face that was all too familiar to Adesina.
Basha’s eyes widened in surprise as she surveyed the scene before her. “What happened here?”
The leader gestured to the third figure behind him, who was blocked from Adesina’s view. “Sound the alarm. There are intruders in the fortress.”
Basha shook her head stubbornly. “That is impossible.” 
The man gave her a scathing glare. “Is it?” 
She was immediately cowed. “I just meant that…” 
His harsh voice continued. “Can you think of no one capable of breaking into the fortress?” 
Understanding dawned in her eyes, and her voice came out in a hiss. “Adesina!”
A shrill bell began to ring, alarming everyone of the presence of the intruders. The man and Basha retreated from the room and out into the hallway. He pointed to her commandingly as he walked away.
“You know what to do.” 
Basha gave one curt nod and hurried in the opposite direction. 
Even after they were left alone, the two L’avan stared at each other in disbelief. L’iam whispered in Adesina’s ear, “What are we going to do now?”
 



Chapter Forty-seven: The Dungeon
  
Ravi burst through the door. “Ma’eve!” 
She quickly dropped the illusion that her vyala had been creating and stepped away from L’iam, who still had his arms wrapped around her. 
“Here, Ravi.”
“We must go now!”
There was no argument from either L’avan. The three of them sprinted from the room and down the corridor towards the stairs that would take them to the lower levels.
The door was opened before they reached it, and a rather disheveled looking Shimat appeared. 
Adesina increased her speed and leapt into the air, kicking him squarely in the chest. He was thrown backward and head over heels down the spiraling stairs.
She landed on her feet and led the way downward without pause. The stairs were steep and treacherous, making speed difficult. They hopped over the crumpled form of the Shimat that lay huddled against the door leading to the second level, and continued their descent to the dungeon.
The stone stairs between the second and third levels became damp and slick, making them even harder to maintain a quick pace. The torches were fewer, and the temperature dropped several degrees.
The door at the bottom of the stairs was hard to open. The hinges were rusted, making it screech horribly when forced to move. L’iam was prepared to rush onward, but Adesina placed a hand on his arm, bringing him to a halt. 
They stepped into the dungeon, looking around cautiously.
The smell of refuse and decay met them in sickening waves, and the darkness seemed to dance fiendishly in various shades of black. The constant drip of brackish water echoed around the stone tomb until it was maddening.
Not a torch was to be seen, so Adesina created a small ball of light to rest in the palm of her hand. She took a few cautious steps forward, straining to see as much of her surroundings as possible. 
A quick scan of the surrounding area, using her vyala, revealed that they were alone for the moment; but she used as little of her power as possible, not knowing if she would need it later.
Most of the cell doors stood open, like gaping mouths waiting to swallow them up. It was clear to Adesina that these dungeons were seldom used, which was understandable since the fortress was not a location that the Shimat liked outsiders seeing, even as prisoners.
The dungeon consisted of three main corridors that were linked by four smaller hallways. Adesina began to systematically search each of these corridors, looking for the cells that were being used.
After a few minutes they came across a door that was locked. L’iam connected to his vyala and swept the room on the other side, searching for what was inside. With glowing eyes he nodded to her, indicating that the cell held a prisoner.
She flicked her fingers backward, and the small ball of energy she had been holding hopped up from her palm and remained floating in the air. With her hands free, she leaned down and began picking the lock. 
It took only a few expert movement before she heard the telltale click. Adesina cupped the ball of energy again, bringing it forward. Then, drawing back the bolt, she pushed the door open. 
Three figures lay huddled on the ground. The L’avan took a hesitant step forward. 
“Me’shan?” 
The slight scuff of a boot warned Adesina that someone was coming up behind them. She threw the ball of light into the air, where it hovered and grew brighter, then whipped around to see the hateful face of Basha.
Adesina immediately drew her Blood Sword, bringing it down as hard as she could. Basha blocked the assault with her own blade, grappling with the seventeen-year-old girl.
“Welcome home,” she hissed spitefully. “Come to save your friends?”
The young L’avan threw back her opponent, but her follow-up attack faltered when she saw the commotion going on around her out of the corner of her eye.
The three figures in the cell leapt to their feet and tossed aside the rags that had been covering their Shimat uniforms. They both rushed forward to attack L’iam and would have overpowered him if it had not been for Ravi. He let out a ferocious growl and became visible, which startled the attacking Shimat. This gave L’iam enough time to draw his weapon and prepare to defend himself.
Adesina almost paid dearly for her distraction. Basha swung viciously at her legs, but her reflexes were just quick enough to jump over the intended blow. She brought her blade down again, and Basha had to roll to get out of the way.
The Shimat scrambled to her feet, backing away from Adesina in order to regain her footing. Trying to distract her opponent, she began to speak.
“You should not have come back here. You might have stood a chance of evading us in the outside world, but now you will surely die.”
Adesina’s smile was without humor. “We shall see.”
She did a quick feint and then spun around to add more force to her attack. Basha was not fast enough to evade it completely, and she cried out in pain as the sword slashed her upper arm. Her gloved fingers strayed to the small pouch on her belt, but Adesina shook her head in warning.
“Your powders will not work this time, Basha. I will use my magic to throw them back into your face.”
Fear flickered in her ice blue eyes, but she tried to cover it up with scorn. “I am not afraid of your witchcraft.”
The young L’avan quirked an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“Of course not!” Basha spat. “The skills of a Shimat far outweigh any tricks you have up your sleeve.”
Adesina’s eyebrow arched in mockery. “I am a Shimat, Basha, and much more skilled than you.”
A knowing expression crossed her hardened face. “You have not received the same training that I have over the past year and a half. You have been cooped up in the High City, wasting away to nothing more than a common citizen.”
This time her opponent snorted openly. “If you are so certain of my inferiority, then finish me off. Stop talking about it.” 
Basha threw a fistful of red powder at Adesina, but her vyala was at the ready. It sprang up as a shield, returning the concoction back in the direction from whence it came, but Basha was already springing out of the way.
The L’avan ran after her enemy, away from the ball of energy’s light and into the shadows.
She saw the form of the Shimat turn down one hallway, and she increased her speed to head her off. She ignored the passage that Basha was now running down and instead went down the one that ran parallel to it.
They were now completely cut off from the light, and it took Adesina’s eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. Again, she hesitated using her vyala, not wanting to exhaust herself before this ordeal was over. Instead, she relied on her Shimat training, praying that she was not so out of practice that she could not overcome Basha.
Adesina stopped running as she came to the end of the corridor. She sheathed her sword and moved up against the wall to listen for her enemy’s footsteps. She closed her eyes against the black of her surroundings and focused on what she heard.
The steady drip of the water. The distant sound of L’iam and Ravi fighting the other Shimat. A cold draft of wind passing down the stairwell. The soft shift of leather boots.
A grim smile passed her face, and she prepared herself for an attack.
If it had not been for that barely perceptible noise, Adesina would not have heard Basha coming down the perpendicular hallway. She grudgingly admitted that, if nothing else, her opponent had improved in stealth while she was away.
A quick survey of her surroundings revealed a rusty sconce on the corner of the adjoining corridors where torches were once held. She gave herself a small running start, jumped into the air, and grabbed the sconce. Using the rusted handhold, she swung herself around the corner and landed a powerful kick squarely in Basha’s chest.
The Shimat fell back forcibly, having the wind knocked out of her with an audible grunt. Adesina landed harder than she anticipated, and it took her a moment to compensate. 
It was just long enough time for Basha to catch her breath and roll backwards over one shoulder. She remained in a crouch, straining to see through the darkness.
Basha attempted to spring forward to tackle the L’avan, but the young woman neatly sidestepped it. Instead of attacking again, Basha scrambled deeper into the shadows.
Adesina had no doubt that she would try to set up some kind of trap, and therefore proceeded after her with caution.
Her eyes darted from doorway to doorway, searching for any sign of movement. She eased her father’s dagger from the sheath on her belt, holding it at the ready.
A soft swish of cloth around the far corner caught her attention, and she hurried forward on silent feet. Adesina stood with her back against the wall, reaching out with her vyala to sense what was around the bend.
Basha’s figure was poised to strike as soon as she came into sight.
She shifted her dagger into her left hand and then pulled out one of her throwing knives. Using her green tinted vision, and keeping her back against the wall, she reached around and threw the knife.
Basha’s exclamation was a combination of pain and surprise as the blade struck her just above the knee.
The young L’avan dashed around the corner and used the butt of her dagger to hit her enemy across the face with as much strength as she could muster. Basha dropped to the ground heavily, unconscious.
Adesina stood over her with an expression of contempt contorting her features. Her grip on her dagger tightened and she went down on one knee, ready to finish the job.
As she was pressing the blade against her throat, the dull shimmer of the hilt caught her eye.
It was amazing that the emerald enamel was visible at all, but it seemed to be able to glimmer in the darkest black. The handle felt warm in her hand, as if it had a life of its own, and Adesina’s thoughts turned to how it had come into her possession.
It was no accident that Horas had given it to her, and she remembered the loving words that E’nes had spoken as he had returned it to her as they were leaving Pevothem. It was a family heirloom—proof that she belonged to someone. It was a tangible tie to those she had grown to love.
Not a love in the sense that the Shimat equated with unquestioning obedience, but the kind of love that knit hearts together and withstood all odds. The kind of love that showed a young lost girl that she was not alone in the world. The love that forgave her of her mistakes and brightened the hope of her future.
In another time, the former Shimat would not have hesitated to take the life of the young woman before her. There was no doubt that the world would be a better place without Basha in it. Even so, Adesina couldn’t bring herself to do it.
She was not that cold, ruthless girl anymore. She had a brother and a father, a guardian and good friends. They all loved her and had shown her how to be a better version of herself. She no longer belonged to the Shimat. She was a L’avan, and the L’avan believed in mercy.
She got to her feet and looked down once more at her ancient enemy.
“Your life is no longer your own,” she said to the unmoving form, “because I could have taken it, but chose not to do so. This knowledge will follow you as long as you live; and although it may be a thorn to you, it will be the key to my freedom.”
The silence that followed those words was profound. Adesina could feel their truth ringing deep within her soul.
She turned her back on Basha and ran towards where she had left L’iam and Ravi. The scene that lay before her as she approached them seemed exaggerated by the shadows cast by the ball of light hovering in the air.
One Shimat was sitting on the ground with his back up against the wall. His hands clutched his leg, which was mangled and bleeding. The second Shimat held a spetum and was keeping Ravi at bay. The third was bearing down on L’iam with his sword, following blow after blow.
Hoping to provide some sort of diversion, she shouted in the Shimat language, “Stop!”
Both Shimat looked up in surprise, pausing in their assaults. Ravi used the disturbance to his advantage, ducking around the weapon pointed at him and sinking his teeth into the Shimat’s thigh.
There was an audible crack as the bone snapped between the Rashad’s powerful jaws. The man cried out in pain and fell to the ground. Ravi took another step towards him, bearing his teeth as a warning to remain still.
L’iam, on the other hand, was just as distracted as his opponent by Adesina’s sudden reappearance. The Shimat disarmed the L’avan prince and swept his feet out from underneath him.
Adesina snatched one of her throwing knives from her belt and hurled it at L’iam’s attacker. The knife struck him in the heart, killing him instantly.
L’iam slowly got to his feet and looked at his young companion. “Thank you.” 
She brushed the thanks aside, keeping to business. “Ravi, stay here and watch those two,” she said, pointing to the wounded Shimat. “We are going to find the right cell.” 
Her guardian didn’t look very happy with the arrangement, but nodded anyway. She gestured to the ball of light floating above their heads, and it settled into her palm once more. 
Ravi’s night vision far exceeded that of a human’s, so she knew that he would be fine if she took her makeshift torch with her.
As the two L’avan walked down the dank corridors, L’iam reached over and took Adesina’s hand. It seemed a natural gesture between the two of them now.
“Are you injured? That woman appears to be set on murdering you.” 
A humorless smile crossed her face. “She has been ever since we were children.” 
He frowned. “Why?” 
She shrugged. “Jealousy, perhaps.” 
Adesina went up on her toes to gaze through a window in one of the closed prison doors, but it was empty. When she glanced back at L’iam, he had an amused expression on his face. 
She returned the look. “Well, I suppose I did nothing to endear myself to her.” 
He chuckled hoarsely, “I thought not.” 
In the corner farthest away from the stairway, there was a heavy wooden door with a padlock on the bolt. 
L’iam placed a hand on the door and nodded to Adesina. “One person.”
After the earlier events, she was suspicious. “Shimat?”
A pause was followed by a slow shake of the head. “There is so much pain in the soul…I am certain it is a prisoner.”
She took a deep breath before flicking the ball of light upward and leaning forward to pick the lock. It was slightly more difficult to open than the previous one, but not enough to stop the determined young woman.
Drawing her Blood Sword as a precaution, Adesina drew back the bolt and swung the door open.
A ragged figure lay shivering on the icy stone floor, and the prisoner flinched away from the light, shielding it’s eyes and cowering in anticipation of pain. His face was swollen and discolored from numerous beatings, but Adesina could still recognize the face of the man she had seen in the High City.
She was surprised to find she couldn’t move. Her feet felt like they were glued to the floor, and her heart was racing in circles. She struggled to fight back the tears that were forming in her eyes as she looked at the man she had been searching for her whole life. 
He squinted and stared at the two silhouettes, trying to discern their faces. “Kendan?” 
Adesina’s heart skipped a beat. Why would her father think that L’iam was Kendan? Was it possible that her former Shar had been telling the truth? 
L’iam took a few steps forward and knelt beside the prisoner. “No, Me’shan. It is I, L’iam.” 
Me’shan couldn’t believe his eyes. “L’iam? What are you doing here? How is this possible?” 
The young man smiled, unashamed of the tears that coursed down his cheeks. “We are here to rescue you! E’nes, Sa’jan and myself…” 
It was clear that he was waiting for Adesina to reveal herself, but she was still frozen in a sea of emotion. 
“E’nes is here? Where is he?” the prisoner asked. 
He nodded. “He is one level up, rescuing the other L’avan who have been captured by the Shimat.” 
Me’shan still didn’t seem to understand. “How…?” 
The L’avan prince’s smile grew softer. “Well, we had quite a bit of help.” 
Not knowing what else to do, Adesina gestured to the ball of energy, calling it to rest in her hand. The light illuminated her face, and Me’shan gasped at the sight of his daughter. 
“Ma’eve!”
“Her name is Adesina,” L’iam corrected gently.
He shook his head in disbelief. “I never thought you would come. You should not have come.”
Me’shan got to his feet shakily, taking the few steps between him and his daughter. He placed a worn hand on her cheek, as if he couldn’t believe she was real.
“So beautiful. Just like your mother.” 
She could barely find her voice. “Father,” she whispered. 
His eyes drank her in, as if he too had been waiting for this moment for many, many years. 
As much as she wanted to savor the moment, the Shimat in her urged for haste. The others would be waiting for them in the stables.
 



Chapter Forty-eight: The Laboratories
  
E’nes watched as Ravi sprinted away from them, frozen in the horror that they had been discovered. It was Sa’jan that spurred him into action.
“Hurry, E’nes!”
Together they ran down the steep, spiral stairs to the level just below. They burst through the door and stumbled straight into a surprised guard.
Sa’jan reacted the fastest, summoning his vyala. He slowed the movements of the guard, then grabbed the dagger at his side and drove it into the Shimat’s chest. The young guard fell to his knees and then flat on the ground. The L’avan didn’t even pause to look at the fallen form before moving on.
E’nes shuddered as he stepped over the body. “I do not think I will ever get used to such a sight.”
His companion set his mouth in determination. “It is not a matter of getting used to it. It is remembering that an alarm is sounding and we have work to do.”
This level of the fortress was set up in a maze of narrow corridors with plain wooden doors every several feet. Sa’jan hurried to the first one and tried the knob.
“It is unlocked,” he said in concern. 
“Is that not a good thing?” asked E’nes. 
The older man shook his head. “That means that security measures have been placed elsewhere.” 
He opened the door slowly and stepped inside. E’nes waited anxiously until he was beckoned forward. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but it certainly wasn’t the sight that met his eyes.
While the corridors were dimly lit with torches, this room was filled with dozens of smokeless lamps. The walls were covered with hundreds of small alcoves filled with jars and glass containers of every shape and size. Some were filled with powders or what appeared to be odd colored pebbles. Others were filled with vibrant liquids or phosphorescent sludge.
In the center of the room there was a stone well with large rectangular tables on three of the sides. The tables were filled with books and parchment, as well as tools that one might see in the shop of an alchemist—several mortars and pestles, empty glass containers, scales, and miniature versions of braziers where things could be heated.
The thing that caught E’nes’s eye was a series of large stone bowls on the farthest table. They were filled to the brim with a dark red liquid that almost appeared black, even in the bright light. He walked over to it, not sure that he wanted a closer look.
Sa’jan only gave it a cursory glance as he moved to inspect the contents of the alcoves. “Blood,” he grunted.
A wave of nausea swept over E’nes. “Whose?” 
“I have a good idea,” he replied grimly. 
After another moment of inspection, Sa’jan seemed to come to a decision. “E’nes, go get a torch. We are destroying this place.” 
The young man was only too happy to comply. He ran out into the corridor, glancing to make sure that there were no other guards, and returned to the room with the requested item.
“We had better hurry. I heard shouting getting closer.”
Sa’jan nodded curtly and got to work. He overturned the tables and pushed them up against the walls, then he took the torch from his companion and set them on fire.
They shut the door behind them as they left that room. Moving as quickly and quietly as they could, they went on to the next room in the corridor.
This room was much smaller than the previous one and held nothing but an elaborate chair with a young L’avan strapped to it. He was tied down so tightly he couldn’t move, and there were long cuts on each of his arms. Large bowls had been placed beneath his arms to catch the blood as it ran down.
E’nes ran forward to free the trapped L’avan. His eyes fluttered weakly and he looked up at his rescuers in disbelief.
“Who are you?” the prisoner asked in their native language. 
“I am E’nes, son of Me’shan. What is your name?” 
“Van’dan.” he replied weakly. 
Sa’jan began bandaging the young man’s arms. “How did you come to be here?” 
He didn’t look very certain himself. “I…do not know. I was trading in a village…and then I was here.” 
They helped him to his feet. 
“Well, it does not matter for now. You are coming with us.” 
Tears of relief ran down Van’dan’s pale cheeks. “Thank you.” 
E’nes tipped out the bowls of blood on the floor, not willing to leave anything that would aid further Shimat experimentation. 
Sa’jan’s attention was on the prisoner. “Do you know where the others are being kept?” 
He nodded slowly. “I know of a few others. We were all kept together before I was brought here. There may be others that are being held in a different cell.” 
The sound of numerous footsteps running past caught their attention. The L’avan looked at each other in a grim concern. 
“It will not be long until we are discovered,” their leader stated. 
E’nes nodded his agreement. “They will probably begin searching each of the rooms.” 
“If they are not already,” added Van’dan. 
They opened the door a crack to look out at the commotion down the hall. A burly Shimat was splitting the others into groups and instructing them on where to begin their search for the intruders.
One of the groups started in the room that the L’avan had set on fire. Their cries of dismay echoed down the stone hallway when they discovered the destruction in progress. Other Shimat ran towards them to aid in putting the fire out.
While they were distracted, the three L’avan rushed across the corridor to the next wooden door. They ducked into the room before checking to see if it was secure; but their haste worked to their advantage, as they caught the Shimat within by surprise.
She was a thick woman with blunt features that were wrinkled in concentration as she bent over one of the three tables that had L’avan strapped to them. She looked up in surprise as they ran in, and only paused for a moment before springing into action. There was just enough of a hesitation for Sa’jan to sprint across the room to grapple with her.
The Shimat was unexpectedly quick and strong for her size. With a fast spin she twisted out of his grasp and brought his arm behind his back.
E’nes rushed forward to aid his friend.
Seeing the impending attack, the Shimat jerked Sa’jan’s arm upward, dislocating it with a sharp crack. She then pushed him away roughly and turned to face the younger L’avan. She picked up a jar of sickly yellow liquid that she had been testing on the skin of the prisoners and threw it at E’nes.
His vyala flared up to deflect the projectile, but it did not save him from the powerful kick that sent him flying backwards. He landed violently against one of the shelves on the wall, breaking a number of other glass containers.
Most of these jars contained powders or dried leaves, but there was one that broke over his arm that contained a thick, silvery slime. It soaked through the material of his sleeve and left his skin feeling cold. The chilling sensation ran up his arm and straight to his heart, weakening his knees and muddling his thoughts.
Van’dan rushed over to E’nes and began tearing at the infected sleeve. He ripped the material just above where it was saturated and flung it away from them. Then he immersed E’nes’ arm in a nearby bucket of water.
The effects of the slime were lessened somewhat, and he became aware that the fight between the Shimat and Sa’jan was still going on.
The L’avan was doing everything with his left hand, as it was his right shoulder that was dislocated, but he still seemed to be holding up fairly well. Unfortunately, not well enough to win. The pain Sa’jan felt detracted power from his vyala, and the most he could do was slow the Shimat’s movements enough to keep up with her.
Van’dan, seeing the problem, got to his feet and looked around frantically. He grabbed the torch that E’nes had been carrying and began using it to smash all of the glass containers in the room. The Shimat was distracted, first by the noise and then by the destruction of her life’s work.
“Stop!”
Sa’jan lunged forward to jab his dagger into her side. Her eyes widened as she fell to her knees, clutching her side in pain. The wound did not kill her, but it left her momentarily disabled. 
Sa’jan went down on one knee to look directly in her face. “Where are the others being kept?”
She tried to smile mockingly, but it turned into a grimace. When it became clear that she would not cooperate, a sharp blow to the head rendered her unconscious.
Van’dan, who had finished destroying all of the experiments in the room, spoke in the L’avan language. “It does not matter. I will help you find all of them.”
He examined Sa’jan’s shoulder and then popped it back into place with a deliberate motion. Sa’jan bit back a cry of pain, but nodded his thanks.
E’nes tried to get to his feet, but fell down again. The two other L’avan hurried over to help him. 
“What is wrong with him?” asked Sa’jan. 
Van’dan pointed to his arm, which was still colored silver from the slime. “It is some kind of poison. They used it on all of the L’avan because it makes us easier to control.” 
The older L’avan frowned in confusion. “Why?” 
“One’s vyala is entirely spent on eradicating the poison from the body. If a L’avan uses their vyala for anything else, the poison takes hold and kills them.” 
He opened his ragged tunic to show a silver streak of his own painted on his chest. “It effectively neutralizes our gifts and weakens our physical strength at the same time. As long as they do not use it too frequently, they can keep us this way indefinitely.”
“What happens if it is used too often?”
He glanced at the sleeve he had ripped from E’nes. “Then the poison overcomes the vyala, and the L’avan dies.”
E’nes looked up at Van’dan in despair. “I cannot use my vyala?” 
The former prisoner shook his head sadly. “You will die if you do.” 
Sa’jan was pacing back and forth. “Is there a cure?” 
“Only time,” was the reply. “A L’avan’s vyala will eventually rid the body of the poison, but it takes time.” 
“How long?” he asked gruffly. 
Van’dan shrugged. “We were re-poisoned once a week, so it probably does not last much longer than that.” 
Tears of frustration welled up in E’nes’ eyes. “A week? We will be on our way home again by then! How can I…” He paused to steady his voice. “How can I help my sister if I am like this?”
An ominous silence filled the room.
Sa’jan broke it by walking over to the L’avan strapped on the table and untying their bond. “You can help by looking after all the prisoners we save.”
All three of them were barely conscious, and it took a bit of effort to get them to their feet. The reality of how weak these L’avan were gave the rescuers pause. How were they going to be able to save others while trying to help these prisoners along, all the while avoiding the Shimat guards?
Their leader surveyed them and then came to a decision.
“E’nes, you will take these prisoners and hide them in the stables. Then meet me back here to get the next group and take them to hiding.”
The young L’avan started to protest, but he was sternly cut off.
“We stand a much better chance of remaining undiscovered if we split up. Also, if something should happen to me, then at least some of you will escape.”
E’nes still shook his head stubbornly. “What about you? You cannot take on the entire Shimat army.”
Sa’jan smiled. “That is not my intention.”
He opened the door and glanced around, making sure that the coast was clear before stepping into the corridor. The others followed him, supporting each other.
Then, without warning, a group of Shimat turned the corner. 
“Go!” shouted Sa’jan as he drew his sword. 
Without waiting to see what his companions would do, he charged into the midst of his enemies.
  
***
  
King L’unn’s horse shifted nervously beneath him. The tension in the air was so thick that it left a bitter taste in his mouth. The L’avan army waited in the grasslands just beyond the mountain pass, and the mercenary army was closing in. It was only a matter of time until the battle would begin.
Fear was the dominant emotion on the faces of each individual, and L’unn couldn’t blame them. They were outnumbered at least two to one, maybe more, and a good portion of the army had no training beyond what they had been given in the last few days. They all looked to him, searching for some measure of comfort, and he did his best to reassure them.
He sat tall and proud, appearing to be confident. He rode his horse along the lines of waiting men, giving words of encouragement and grasping shoulders of friends.
There was some consolation in knowing that the younger soldiers were acting as archers placed in the trees of the forest behind them. They would be shielded from most of the danger. L’unn was also glad to know that all the L’avan citizens were well protected in their strongholds.
His beloved wife was safe. That much, at least, he knew. His eyes turned to his eldest son, who was also riding among the men to help abate their fears. His thoughts turned to his younger children who were many leagues away, and still in grave danger. What if none of his children survived?
L’on brought his horse alongside the king, and L’unn gave his son a grim look. “I should not have let you come.” 
L’on snorted softly. “That would have filled the people with confidence—the crown prince goes into hiding while everyone else fights the enemy.” 
“If both you and your brother die…” he couldn’t bring himself to go on. 
The prince finished the sentence in a brusque tone. “Then L’era will rule.” 
King L’unn could only shake his head. “She is with them.” 
His son reached over to put a hand on his father’s arm. “L’iam would never let any harm come to her. He probably tied her to a tree to keep her out of danger.” 
The king smiled at his son’s optimism. “You are probably right. L’iam was even more protective of L’era than your mother and I were.” 
A murmur ran through the crowd, and both sets of royal eyes were immediately fixed on what caused the stir. 
Like a black cloud rolling slowly over a plain, the mercenary army appeared at the turn of the mountain pass, heading toward them. The dull glint of their armor shone ominously in the moonlight, and the jingling of their weapons as they marched was unnerving.
Even though they had been informed on the numbers they would be facing, the sight was enough to drive away what remained of their hope.
In an effort to prevent this, King L’unn used his vyala to send the image of a fiery bird across the sky. It was said that the Serraf could take this form, and it served as a reminder of the gifts they had given the L’avan people.
A heartening cheer erupted from the throats of the L’avan army.
As if responding to a signal, the Rashad suddenly appeared at their sides. Their race had never been as numerous as the L’avan, but the added numbers seemed to make quite a difference to the defending forces.
L’unn looked over at his friend, Rajan, and together they took a few steps forward. They wanted to be visible to all of the soldiers as they waited for their opponents to advance.
“War was unheard of in our fathers’ time,” he said softly. 
The Rashad leader nodded his graying head. “And our grandfathers’ time.” 
“I suppose we cannot expect to lead the same lives that they did.” 
Rajan smiled sadly. “No, we cannot. The labyrinth of time progresses, and we must follow it through to the end of the age.” 
The L’avan king quickly looked over at his companion. “This is the change, then? She is the Threshold Child?” 
There was no need to specify who they were talking about. L’unn had asked Rajan about Adesina not long after she had come to Pevothem. The Rashad had been reluctant to give a definite answer until now.
“Yes, she is the Threshold Child.” 
An unexpected warmth filled the king’s heart. “Then they will be safe.” 
Rajan gave him a questioning glance. 
“L’iam and L’era will be safe if they are with her,” King L’unn continued. 
The Rashad didn’t answer, knowing how precious hope was at a time like this. He could not bring himself to take it away from his oldest friend. 
“They will be safe,” L’unn repeated, “and our people will survive. In spite of all of this, the L’avan people will survive.” 
Rajan merely turned his golden eyes to the approaching army. It was just like he had seen in his Dreams. He wondered if his Dreams about the others at the fortress would be as accurate as this. Either way, he feared that the reality would be just as dark.
  
***
  
It was raining. 
Actually, considering the torrential downpour, that seemed like an understatement. Even in the shelter of the trees, Aleron was still getting very wet. He had built a makeshift tent next to the fire and had placed L’era underneath it, but that meant that there was no room for him. 
He tucked a blanket around the unconscious princess, built a large fire, and then went to sit between the roots of the closest tree. It was only slightly more dry, but it was better than nothing.
He found himself gazing into the shadows beyond their camp. His heart almost stopped when he thought he saw a shadow move. After several minutes of staring at that same shadow, he berated himself for letting his imagination run away with him. 
L’era started to stir, and Aleron hurried to her side. She had not moved since he had drugged her, and he was beginning to get very anxious. Her eyes fluttered and opened, resting on his with a dazed expression. 
They slowly focused and became more aware, then they also hardened when they saw his face. “You!” 
He was immediately apologetic. “Adrie made me promise to keep you here!” 
She sat up and jerked away from him. “How could you?” she raged. “After coming so far, how could you let them leave me behind now?” 
Aleron started to get angry himself. “Do you think I am happy with this arrangement? I wanted to go as well!” 
L’era wasn’t listening to him. “My whole life I have only been seen as a princess, and this was my one chance to do something great—to prove that I was something more! Now, thanks to you, that chance is gone.”
“I know!” he shouted, wounded by her accusations. “I wanted to prove myself, too!”
She stared at him in surprise, but he was now too upset to take notice. He continued to yell, even though she had fallen silent.
“I know I am not a warrior, but I wanted to help in some way! I wanted to help her! Not that she needs it,” he added in a tone of self-mockery. “I, a healer’s apprentice…what could I possibly offer her?”
L’era was stunned by his words. She studied him in pity, forgetting her own frustrations. “You really care for her.”
Aleron fixed his eyes on the fire, not wanting to admit that he was in love with someone so completely out of his reach.
The princess tried a different direction to gain his confidence. “I feel like such a burden to this group. I followed them so I could prove myself, but I ended up just being another mouth to feed, another person to protect.”
He nodded. “Me, too. I thought I could help.” 
“She is glad you are with us,” L’era said softly. 
Aleron snorted. “No. I am just her funny little friend from the High City who tagged along. I do not even belong here.” 
She wrapped her blanket around her shoulders more tightly and replied, “That makes two of us.”
Their eyes met, and for a moment they said nothing. They understood each other completely, and knew that they were not alone in their personal disappointments.
So strong was the shared empathy of this new bond that they didn’t notice the dark shadows emerging from the trees.
 



Chapter Forty-nine: Loss
  
Adesina led the way up the stairs to the second level. There was a small passage that led from there straight to the stables, and that was the way she wanted to make their escape.
Me’shan ran surprisingly well on his own, with a little help from L’iam’s vyala. Ravi stayed by Adesina’s side and the L’avan prince brought up the rear. Me’shan repeated the insistent request he had made when they first left his cell.
“We need to find Faryl.”
Adesina had been surprised to hear the name of the High City’s woman apothecary, and had readily agreed to find her. Now she was beginning to doubt if that had been a good idea. All Me’shan had been able to tell them was that she had been taken by Shimat guards the day before. There was no way of knowing if she was even still in the fortress.
“We will certainly help her if we can find her, but they could have taken her anywhere. She may not even be alive anymore.”
Me’shan shook his head violently. “No, she must be alive! I promised her I would protect her!”
Adesina didn’t get a chance to reason with her father, because her words were lost in surprise. They had reached the top of the stairs and were met by a scene that none of them could have anticipated.
Sa’jan was in the middle of a group of Shimat, fighting furiously and losing desperately. With his vyala he was warping weapons and slowing the movements of his enemies, but even so, it was not enough against such a large number. He seemed on the verge of collapse, and there was no sign of help in sight. Where were E’nes and the L’avan they were supposed to be rescuing?
She immediately drew her sword and rushed into the battle.
The Shimat were surprised by the sudden arrival of these new enemies, but met them without hesitation. Adesina didn’t have to look back to know that she was not alone. In fact, she caught sight of her father grabbing a weapon and joining as well.
She relaxed her mind and remembered the training that she had been given over the years. She moved smoothly from form to form, not pausing to see what effect she was having. Her opponents ceased to be human in her mind and became mere challenges—ones she knew she could eventually overcome.
Her vyala came to her aid, lending strength and speed. In the back of her mind she could sense that it was anxiously waiting for her to command it to become something more tangible in her fight against the Shimat.
The opponent before her was a skilled swordsman. He flicked his blade expertly, getting past her defenses and using her own moves against her. It took some quick reflexes for her to avoid being stabbed several times.
Adesina watched him closely, all the while defending herself with all the ability she possessed. Eventually, a pattern in his attack began to present itself. As soon as she moved to exploit it, however, the Shimat broke from the form by kicking her wrists upward. Adesina’s sword flew over her head and clattered down the stairs that were behind them.
She grabbed the Shimat’s arm as he lunged and then she whirled around to avoid his blade, bringing her elbow forcibly into his kidney. The Shimat cried out in pain, but did not stop his attacks. Adesina ducked as he swung his sword around and she aimed a powerful downward kick to his knee. It cracked sharply, and her opponent dropped to the ground.
She rendered him unconscious with a sharp blow to the head, then her eyes glanced around in search for a new enemy. As she did so, her gaze was arrested by her father.
Me’shan was struggling to do his best as a warrior, but his body was weak and his mind was exhausted. He could barely summon enough vyala to keep himself on his feet.
Adesina hurried forward to help, but could not reach him in time. The Shimat he was fighting struck him across the face and then drove a dagger into his abdomen.
Time seemed to slow down as she watched her father fall to the ground. His expression, the rush of air leaving his lungs, the clatter of his weapon as it hit the stone—all of this was burned into her memory.
After all they had been through, after all they had sacrificed, this was how it was going to end. Her father lay dying on the stones of the Shimat fortress.
She had sent him here.
All around her were the bodies of the dead or dying: her friends, her family. Even the majority of the Shimat fighting them had no idea of the true nature of the order. They were giving their lives to a lie.
She saw L’iam fighting valiantly, trying to get to where Sa’jan had fallen. His features were fierce while in the rage of battle. The glow of vyala surrounded him, and he moved with heightened energy as he drained his enemies of their life force. The Shimat’s feeble attempts to fight him in their weakened condition were met with stunning blows that left them alive, but unable to fight.
Even in a desperate battle to the death, L’iam still refused to take a life unnecessarily. The L’avan were such good people, and they had supported her from the beginning.
She had brought them here.
A burning sensation welled up from the core of her being and spread throughout her body. Her hands tingled with power and her vision grew brighter by the second. In her stomach she felt the sharp pangs of sorrow and remorse, and her head whirled with the heat of fury and revenge. The icy fingers of fear wrapped themselves around her heart, and somewhere deep inside of her, something snapped.
She would not allow any more lives to be lost because of her mistakes.
As if this new determination gave her power, she conquered the flurry of emotion that bore her down and drew her father’s dagger from the sheath on her belt. Her vyala, which had been boiling beneath the surface, burst forth in a flurry of light that surrounded her.
With a flying leap, Adesina sprang at the Shimat advancing on Me’shan’s crumpled form. He turned to meet her easily, but was unprepared for the strength of her attack, which was aided by her vyala. She easily twisted his arm around behind him, and threw him headfirst into the wall. She barely took the time to make sure that he was unconscious before turning away. Her senses immediately ranged out to find another opponent.
The Shimat saw the light surrounding her and hesitated to attack. The gleam in her eyes burned coldly, sending fear into each of her enemies.
“Adesina!” 
She stopped in her tracks and turned to see who was calling her name. 
Breyen stood down the hallway where the corridor widened to a large, open area. One arm held a slight figure tightly to himself, and the other hand held a dagger to his prisoner’s throat. 
Adesina stared in astonishment at the face of Lanil, her childhood friend. Lanil’s expression was full of fear and shock, as if she couldn’t believe what was happening.
Behind Breyen stood several other Shimat, all holding prisoners of their own. The face that stood out most was her brother’s. E’nes gazed back with tears in his eyes, his face heavy with remorse that he had failed her.
Her mind was immediately racing to find a way to free them from their captors, but Breyen’s thoughts seemed to be along the same line. He smiled cruelly and shook his head.
“You cannot save all of them.”
Adesina considered the situation a moment more before narrowing her eyes. “What now, Shar?” She spat the last word.
“Now,” he said slowly, “you will surrender to us and submit to the Sharifal’s judgment.” 
“Her judgment?” she asked harshly. 
“For treason,” he replied. 
Adesina clenched her jaw angrily. “And if I refuse?”
Breyen smiled without humor. “Then we will kill you and all of your companions.”
She hesitated as she evaluated their chances of survival, but only briefly. “You intend to kill us all anyway.”
His head tipped slightly towards Lanil. “Not all.”
This truly gave Adesina pause. After all, Lanil had nothing to do with any of this. She hadn’t even finished her training yet.
Doubt tugged at the edges of Adesina’s mind. “I do not believe you,” she said quietly. “She has seen too much for you to allow her to walk away.”
He quirked an eyebrow. “Are you certain of that?” 
She wasn’t. 
She wasn’t really certain of anything right now. Her mind was still working to find a way out of this hopeless situation, and was coming up blank. If she refused, every prisoner would be executed immediately. She wouldn’t even have a chance to save any of them. If she surrendered, they would all be imprisoned for a while and then executed as soon as the Sharifal returned. Even so, that gave them some time to try to escape, and it ensured Lanil’s safety.
It seemed the better option, even if it rankled her pride.
As Adesina opened her lips to accept Breyen’s terms, a number of things happened in quick succession.
An explosion erupted in the midst of the Shimat, shrouding them in a thick blanket of smoke. Ravi’s deafening roar echoed down the stone corridors, leaving fear and confusion in its wake. The Shimat scattered initially, then hastily attempted to regroup. L’iam’s voice sounded through the haze, shouting instructions in the L’avan language. A hand reached through the smoke to grab Adesina’s wrist and pull her around the corner.
She was prepared to fight, but Kendan’s familiar voice murmured in her ear, “Follow me!”
She was too surprised to resist as he ran down the halls, leading her by the hand. By the time she had composed herself, another realization had come to her.
“My father!” 
Kendan shook his head. “We cannot go back. He will be cared for by the others.” 
Adesina’s expression hardened. She stopped in her tracks and twisted her wrist out of his grasp. “I will not leave him,” she said flatly. 
Seeing that there was no way he could persuade her, he turned and led her back the way they had come. 
She could vaguely see Me’shan’s unmoving form on the stone floor. Her heart jumped when she saw a hazy black figure bending over him, but she soon recognized Ravi’s figure. 
“Ravi!”
He looked up in surprise and relief. “You should not have come back.”
In spite of his words, Adesina could tell that he was happy to be near her. “At least you will not be worrying about me now that we are together.”
A weary smile crossed his lips. “Your unpredictable behavior allows no peace of mind, even when we are together.”
Kendan knelt by Me’shan’s body and felt for a pulse. “He is still alive, but he is slipping fast. You need to get him to a healer.”
Adesina set her lips in a grim line, not wanting to admit how ill prepared they were. “First we need to get out of here alive.”
Kendan held out his hand. “Give me your scarf.”
She unwound her scarf and gave it to him. Then, knowing disguise did no good anymore, she pulled off her hood and cast it aside. Kendan busied himself with tying the scarf around Me’shan’s wound, trying not to gaze at Adesina’s face, which he had come to know and love so well.
As soon as the L’avan was bandaged, Ravi got to his feet. “Put him on my back. I will carry him to safety.”
They did as he asked, and then Kendan once more took a hold of Adesina’s wrist to lead her down the hazy halls. Ravi followed as silently as a shadow.
Every time the gray form of a Shimat could be discerned through the fog, Kendan would pull her into a doorway or alcove and wait for them to pass.
The second time this happened, Adesina whispered, “Why are you doing this?”
He continued to hurry her along, finding his way through the smoky maze of corridors without any hesitation. “L’iam is helping all those who are able to escape, and will meet up with us down this way. I cannot lead you out of the fortress myself, but I can show you the way.”
She jerked her wrist out of his hand and planted her feet solidly. “Why?” she asked stubbornly.
Kendan couldn’t quite look her in the eye. “You know why.”
When his gaze finally met hers, she saw something there that she thought she would never see again—something that she had half thought she had imagined.
His dark eyes often seemed unfathomable, but right now they were vulnerable and full of longing. There was a deep emotion there mingled with unbearable pain.
They only looked at each other for a moment, but Adesina experienced a flash of intuition. There had been moments of truth in the lie of their relationship. How much had been true she was not entirely sure, but he had felt as strongly as she had. Perhaps even more.
There was something else that she saw in that brief glance: he was just as hurt by the truth of the Shimat order as she was. He had been asked to sacrifice just as much. Unlike her, he did not have the L’avan to turn to for comfort and refuge. That was why he had stayed under Signe’s power for so long.
“We must hurry if you are to get away,” he muttered and he turned to continue down the hallway.
Adesina followed, but still had many questions. “How can we possibly get away? Surely by now the Shimat have cut off every exit.”
His jaw clenched as he explained quietly. “My aunt intended for me to succeed her as Sharifal. Ever since my parents’ untimely demise, she has been training me for the day when she will help me to take power.”
The young woman didn’t understand what this had to do with trying to escape the fortress. She frowned as he led the way into a small room at the end of an unobtrusive corridor.
Her confusion was momentarily put out of her mind when she saw the group of people waiting for them in the room.
“L’iam!”
She impulsively rushed forward and threw her arms around him. He held her tightly and asked in her ear, “Are you hurt?”
Adesina shook her head. “No, I am fine.”
He sighed in relief and then shook his head in sorrow. “I am sorry, Adesina! I could not find your father!”
She smiled and stepped back. “It is all right. We have him.”
Kendan cleared his throat, fighting to keep the saddened expression from his face. “We are running out of time.”
L’iam nodded and gave him a suspicious look. “Where is this escape you promised us?”
The Shimat walked over to the far wall. “One of the advantages to being the intended successor of the Sharifal is that she passes on information only known by herself.”
He pushed on a small stone near the bottom of the wall with his foot and an audible click sounded. He then moved to the wall to the left of the door and pushed another small stone that was at eye level. Another click sounded. Next he went to the wall on the right of the doorway and pushed near the corner.
A small section of the wall opened to reveal a secret passageway.
Adesina nodded to L’iam and he led the way in. She counted fifteen L’avan prisoners, including her father. Most of them were staggering as they hurried along, holding each other up. E’nes was carrying Sa’jan over his shoulder, and Ravi still had Me’shan on his back.
Finally it was just the former Shimat and her Shar standing in the small room. She furrowed her brow as she looked at him.
“What if they discover that you helped us?” 
He smiled briefly. “They will not.”
She shifted uncomfortably. “Perhaps you would be safer if you came with us.” 
His expression softened. “That is very kind of you. I wish I could, but it is not possible.” 
“Why?” 
His dark eyes drank in her unusual features. “I do not belong with your people. I belong here.” 
Adesina stared at him in disbelief. “You are not one of them!” 
Kendan’s smile widened at the adamant tone in her voice. “I am. I was born a Shimat, and I will die a Shimat. That is the path given to me.” 
The sound of footsteps could be heard approaching. Kendan grabbed her by the arm and pushed her into the passageway. “I can give you a few hours before they come after you, but that is all. Run!” 
The wall was shut in her face before she had a chance to say anything in return. She stood in the darkness for a moment before turning to catch up with her companions. Ravi’s golden eyes glowed in the black only a few steps away. 
He walked beside her as they made their way down the dark tunnel. Adesina absently lifted one hand and summoned the small ball of energy to rest in it.
The tunnel was clearly little used. The stones were cracked and crumbling, and the floor was pitted. She marveled that she hadn’t fallen in the darkness. Her eyes drifted over to the form of her father, who was still laid across Ravi’s back. His face was deathly pale, especially in the flickering light.
“Will he live?”
Ravi was slow in answering. “I do not know. We need to get him away from here and then see if there is a healer among the rescued L’avan.”
Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Is it a vyala skill?” 
He inclined his head. “Yes.” 
“Would I be able to heal him, then?” 
His feline face became wary. “Do you know how?” 
Adesina slowly shook her head. “No, but I could learn.” 
Ravi was disagreeing before she even finished her sentence. “No, Ma’eve. Healing is a particularly dangerous art among the L’avan. It can be fatal if you do not know what you are doing.”
She reluctantly nodded. There was enough danger in the situation without her adding to it.
Farther along the tunnel, a glimmer of light could be seen. Adesina and Ravi quickened their pace in order to catch up with the other L’avan.
E’nes was bringing up the rear, and looked back fearfully at her approach. As soon as he saw her face, he heaved a sigh of relief.
“Adesina!” 
“Are you hurt?” she asked. 
“No,” he assured her. 
His overly offhand manner immediately made her suspicious. She gave him a look of stern reprimand. “E’nes.” 
“It is nothing,” he promised. “I will be fine, as long as I am careful.”
She was sorely tempted to question him further, but refrained. Her eyes, instead, turned to the form of Sa’jan.
“Is he injured badly?”
The relief on E’nes’s face fell away, replaced by heart wrenching pain. He shook his head. “I could not bear to leave him behind…”
Tears welled up in her eyes as she realized what her brother meant, and her eyes turned to Sa’jan’s craggy face. It seemed strangely peaceful, an expression she had never seen on his features while he was living. She tried not to look at the wound on his chest that had stolen the life of this extraordinary man.
“We may not be able to get him back to Pevothem,” she said softly, pained by the words she knew to be true.
“Why not?” her brother asked. 
She turned her gaze to his. “Because we will be pursued every step of the way.” 
For a moment he seemed at a loss for words. “I cannot leave him. He has been like a second father to me.” 
Adesina knew it would do no good to argue. E’nes was an inexperienced warrior and not capable of being rational at the moment. There was still a small chance that they could return his body to his family without too much trouble. If a problem arose on the way home, they would deal with it then.
She began to wonder how many other lives had been lost. She wondered how many L’avan had been left behind. The group of prisoners seemed awfully small when she considered the likely number of those they had not been able to rescue.
 



Chapter Fifty: Escape
  
The L’avan traveled silently through the narrow tunnel, listening for any sign of being followed. They moved as quickly as they could with the wounded and the weak. Adesina tried to measure the distance, but eventually lost track. It was clearly longer than the tunnel that led to the seashore, and she was fairly certain that they were heading in a different direction. She chided herself for not questioning Kendan about where this passage would lead.
After what seemed to be many hours, the group came to a stop. Adesina moved to the front to see what was going on.
L’iam had come to the stone wall that was apparently the end of the passageway. He ran his hand over the surface, trying to find some way through.
“Did Kendan mention how to open this wall?”
She shook her head, not taking her eyes off the stones. Her vyala tinted her vision dark green, and she searched for the mechanisms that would lead their way to freedom.
Nothing. 
It seemed to be a solid wall, with no means of escape. 
Adesina broadened her search, feeling a desperate, sinking feeling in her stomach. There had to be some way out. Kendan would not have led them to a dead end. 
Her eyes turned to the floor, which was more pitted than any of the ground they had covered so far. 
A soft sigh rushed over her lips. “A tunnel.”
L’iam looked at her anxiously. “Another one?”
She nodded and got down on her knees. She tugged at a thick piece of slate that covered a hole in the ground. It was just large enough to fit one person through at a time.
Further inspection revealed a rickety ladder descending into the darkness. Adesina moved without hesitation to be the first to climb down.
L’iam glanced at her in concern. “Be careful.” 
She gave her old confident smile. “I always am.” 
The incredulous expression on his face turned her smile into a grin. Then, with a jaunty flick of her hand, she sent the ball of energy down the hole and grabbed hold of the ladder. The wood was damp and slightly slick. She tightened her grip and moved slowly, so as not to fall. 
The tunnel remained very narrow for the first several feet, then it unexpectedly opened to what appeared to be some sort of cave.
A thin stream fed into the cavern, filling the floor with two or three inches of water. Adesina surveyed the area carefully before encouraging the others to follow.
Getting the wounded down was the hardest. Eventually, Adesina just told them to jump, and she used her vyala to bring them down gently. She was wondering how to get Ravi down when he suddenly appeared at her side with Me’shan still on his back.
She looked at him in surprise. “How did you climb down the ladder?” 
He smiled mysteriously. “There was no need for me to do so.” 
A frown creased her brow. “What do you mean?” 
“Do not trouble yourself,” he reassured her. “The Rashad are quite adept at overcoming physical barriers.” 
Adesina was going to question him further, but her attention was called away by her brother, who was among the last to descend. 
Her sight tinged orange and she called up, “I am ready.” 
E’nes carefully dropped Sa’jan’s body, and Adesina buffered it’s fall. She kept him hovering above the water until her brother was able to reach them. He took the body of their friend in his arms as one might carry a child. 
Tears fell freely down his face and his expression was weary from carrying the body for so long. Regardless of that, he trudged forward and refused any offers of help.
L’iam was the last to climb down the ladder. He carefully covered the hole with the pieces of slate, making sure there was no sign of their passing. When he reached the ground, he looked to Adesina with a questioning expression.
She pointed north. “There is a small stream that leads the way out.”
He nodded and addressed the group. “We will follow the stream out. It must lead above ground.”
They all began walking, once again in silence. They were still far from safety, and the fear of discovery kept them all subdued. 
The stream slowly became wider as they went along, and the ceiling of the tunnel got lower. Eventually they were all walking hunched over, and the water was up to their calves. Not long after that, they had no choice but to crawl on their hands and knees.
The water proved to be a blessing in disguise. It was much easier for E’nes to drag Sa’jan’s body along with the stream to buoy it up.
At length, a light could be seen ahead of them through a small opening that led above ground. Adesina crawled through it first, studying the surrounding area cautiously before beckoning the others forward.
They were in the shelter of the trees, but it was difficult to immediately decide their exact location. Not far from the stream there was a small shack and a pen with horses. Adesina silently indicated for the others to stay where they were and to keep quiet.
She crept up to the shanty and peered through the window.
There was a man bend over the fireplace, cooking something in a pot. Although he was dressed in the garb of a farmer, she was certain that he was a Shimat. Why else would he be positioned at the entrance to the Sharifal’s secret escape with horses at his disposal?
She glanced around, looking for some way to draw him out of the house. She quietly moved back to the group to speak to L’iam.
“I will need your help,” she whispered. 
He nodded without question. “What do you want me to do?” 
She pointed away from the shack. “I need you to circle around that way and come towards the entrance of the building from the woods. Make as much noise as you can, and claim that you are lost.”
L’iam nodded and moved off to do as she instructed. Adesina turned to her brother, who was crouching with the others.
“Take the L’avan back a ways and hide in the trees. We cannot afford being discovered now.” 
He looked at her in concern. “What are you planning to do?”
She gave a quick smile. “Nothing too dangerous. Now, hurry!”
Before he had a chance to protest, she was making her way back to the shanty. She sat with her back to the wall and waited to hear for L’iam’s approach.
It wasn’t long before she heard him blundering through the underbrush and occasionally crying out in pain. He truly sounded like some sort of inept traveler who had never encountered such an environment. Adesina couldn’t help but smile at his performance.
The Shimat heard him as well, and was standing in the doorway when L’iam came into view. The L’avan prince spotted the man and stumbled forward with an expression of relief on his face. 
“Oh! Thank goodness I found you! I have been completely lost for days! Please, can you tell me where to find the nearest village?” 
The Shimat walked slowly towards L’iam, appearing to be friendly and speaking in the accent of a poor southerner. “No village for leagues, stranger. How you cummot to these parts?” 
Adesina didn’t give the man the chance to get within attacking range of L’iam. She bolted from around the corner of the house, drawing her dagger as she went. 
The man turned on her readily, but was momentarily surprised to see her Shimat uniform. He rapidly recovered, and his response was very quick. So much so, that Adesina underestimated the speed she would need to overcome him.
He grabbed the wrist of the hand holding the dagger and struck the upper arm as hard as he could. Adesina cried out in pain as she felt the bone break.
The dagger fell from her hands, and the Shimat rushed to pick it up. As he bent, Adesina spun and brought her heel down on the back of his neck. He lurched forward, and the momentum crashed his head into a large stone on the ground. He crumpled where he was, and moved no more.
L’iam hurried to her side, touching her arm gently. “Are you hurt?” he asked anxiously. 
She cringed and nodded. “I think it is broken.” 
Their heads were brought around as they heard the snap of a twig several feet away. The L’avan were all moving to join them now that the danger was averted. Most of them were staring at Adesina with expressions of awe on their faces. Some of the eyes also held traces of fear and suspicion.
She knew how she must appear to them: she was a L’avan, but she wore the clothing of a Shimat and she clearly had Shimat training. They must have wondered whether or not she was really on their side.
Adesina turned away, not wanting to look at their wasted faces. They all bore the signs of starvation and exhaustion, despair, beatings, and numerous unspeakable atrocities. They all had suffered greatly at the hands of those who wore the same uniform as herself.
L’iam, who seemed to know what she was thinking, put his arm around her in a gesture of trust and loyalty. He addressed E’nes as he led her away from the crowd.
“We can rest here for a few minutes, but no more. Saddle the horses and see if there are any supplies in the building.”
E’nes nodded and began directing the others. Adesina heard snatches of conversation as they walked into the trees.
“Who is she?”
“Surely no L’avan would become a Shimat.” 
“Perhaps it is just a disguise.” 
“Did you see how she attacked that man?” 
“Well, if Prince L’iam trusts her…”
“What if this is all some sort of trick?”
It was a relief to escape into the quiet of the trees. L’iam sat her down and began feeling her broken bone. His expression was grim, and she reached over to touch his furrowed brow with her finger. She smiled when he looked up.
“It is not that bad.”
He gave a small laugh. “Only you would think that a broken arm in the midst of being pursued by a group of deadly assassins is ‘not that bad.’ Not to mention those who are wounded and our lack of transportation.”
She glanced back in the direction of the shanty. “Well, we have five more horses now than we had before. It may not be as much as we hoped, but it is a lot better than I feared.”
When she looked back at him, he was studying her thoughtfully. 
“What?” she asked. 
For a moment it looked as if he was going to change his mind, but then he spoke. “You could probably heal yourself.” 
She frowned. “What do you mean?” 
The idea appeared to take hold of him. “You could use your vyala to heal yourself.” 
Adesina slowly shook her head. “Ravi said that healing was a dangerous art for those who do not know how to do it. He said it can be fatal.” 
L’iam inclined his head. “Yes, but healing oneself is quite different from healing someone else. It is easier for one’s vyala to heal the body in which it resides, rather than doing so to a body unconnected to it.”
She still felt uncertain. “I do not even know where to begin.”
He gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “Healing is about harmony. It is finding those places within yourself that are in discord and returning them to a state of peace.”
Adesina raised an eyebrow. “How do you know about this? You are not a healer.”
He laughed again. “Any L’avan can learn about the gifts of the Serraf, even if they do not possess them. However, it merely remains a theory without the correct abilities.”
After a minute of thought, she shrugged. “I suppose it is worth a try.”
Her heart began to race as she connected to her vyala. She couldn’t decide if it was fear or excitement.
It was almost like when she would use her vyala to study the environment, but her sight was turned inward and glowed a bright yellow. She was hyperaware of the beat of her heart, the flow of her blood, the shift and movement of each muscle. She could see her own body, as if she had stepped outside of it and was looking in.
Bruises had formed underneath her skin, and more would most likely make their appearance within the next few minutes. Her immune system was fighting an illness brought on by fatigue. She probably wouldn’t have been aware of it for several more days, until the symptoms began.
Her vyala led her along gently, touching here and reviving there. She finally came to her broken arm, which was a stain of gray in her yellow tinted vision. She wasn’t sure what to do next, but her vyala seemed to know without her guidance.
Adesina didn’t quite understand how it happened, but her vyala took the two halves of her bone and put them together; reuniting them as if they had never been apart. Her arm felt warm with the rush of energy and the rest of her was left cold by the sudden drain. The pain she had been feeling vanished without a trace.
She looked at L’iam with an expression of amazement on her face, and he smiled. 
“Did it work?” 
She nodded. “Yes, it worked. I am still not sure how, though.” 
He didn’t appear to be surprised. “It seems your vyala needs less guidance than what is usual for our race in order to accomplish what you wish of it.” 
Adesina felt a whisper of a hope at his words. “Do you think I would be able to heal my father?” 
L’iam thought about it carefully before answering. “I do not know, Adesina. It would be dangerous.” 
“More dangerous than just letting his wound bleed and fester until we can find a proper healer?” she asked stiffly. 
“What about Aleron?” 
The young woman shook her head. “He is no more than an apprentice. My father’s wound is much too serious.” 
He sighed, knowing that she was right. They were days away from any sign of civilization, maybe even weeks. Me’shan would not last that long. 
“Just consider carefully before making a decision. You would never forgive yourself if something went wrong.” 
Ravi appeared a few feet away from them. “Ma’eve, you had better come quickly. It is your father.” 
She did not ask questions, but sprinted back towards the shack. E’nes had Me’shan laid out beside the fire and covered with blankets, but he was still shaking violently. His face was a ghostly white, and he had dark circles underneath his eyes. A sheen of sweat covered his feverish brow, and his breath came in short gasps.
Adesina didn’t pause to consider the consequences, but knelt by his side and brought forth her vyala.
His entire form, which should have been yellow in her vision, was overspread with gray and black, indicating multiple injuries. The darkest of all was the wound in his stomach, but there was also a strange shadow over his heart.
She used her power to try and get a feel for what would be needed to heal him, but L’iam was right in warning her about how vastly different it was from healing oneself. His body, while having the same anatomy, was completely different from her own. His spirit and life experience were etched on every aspect of his frame. It was almost like looking at a completely different species. How was she to know what would bring harmony to his being?
Not knowing what else to do, she whispered a prayer she had often heard the other L’avan recite. She repeated it again and again, knowing that if there was a higher power, it was the only thing that could help her in a moment like this.
  
Vethma Yura, gweith a soma,
Zhuma quima yami quiso,
Whemi, lo pol be thiryu lazhon.
Be oser polev, Vethma Yura, thasith be,
Yami gwe be thiryu vyu.
Gri lith polo vya.
Bana.
  
As if responding to her murmured words, her vyala suddenly took over. Energy flowed from her body to his, and his chest rose in a deep calming breath. 
The power took the form of some sort of small wraith, and it flitted over Me’shan’s body, restoring and knitting and reuniting all that had been torn asunder.
The only thing it did not seem to be able to remove the black stains from was his heart. The glowing apparition did not even go near it.
When Adesina’s sight returned to normal, she sat back completely exhausted but full of hope. She waited impatiently as her father’s eyes slowly fluttered and then opened. He looked at her, a bit dazed at first, and then smiled.
“Ma’eve.”
 



Chapter Fifty-one: Pursuit
  
The stares that Adesina received after the miraculous healing of her father were much worse than the ones she had been given before. Each L’avan studied her eyes in confusion, trying to account for the skill they had witnessed. It wasn’t long before the words “Threshold Child” had circulated the group in excited whispers. After that, they treated her so deferentially that she eventually had to ask L’iam to intervene.
“Can you not ask them to stop?” she asked with a strained tone. 
A puzzled frown creased his forehead. “Stop what?” 
She glanced around and lowered her voice. “They are treating me like some sort of deity.” 
He smiled, greatly amused. “Surely it is not as bad as that.” 
“It is,” she insisted. “Please tell them to stop.” 
L’iam, who was sorting through the supplies found in the cellar of the shack and deciding what to take with them, hid another smile by bending over a sack of beans. “What makes you think they will listen to me?”
Adesina sighed in exasperation. “Because you are their prince. They have to listen to you.”
He shrugged. “I can make a request that they treat you more normally, but I cannot command them in what they believe.”
Knowing she would not get a better answer, she nodded and thanked him reluctantly. He took note of her voice and gave her a questioning gaze.
“Why does it bother you so much? Would you rather they treat you like a traitor?” 
“Yes,” she answered immediately. 
He laughed at her incredulously. “Why?” 
“At least then there are no illusions. It does not matter if they think I am a Shimat, because I was. I would much rather work to earn their trust than have them create this false idea of who I am.”
The surprise on his face was replaced with respect. He got to his feet and brushed himself off. “You finish up here, and I will go talk to them.”
L’iam climbed up the ladder that led out of the cellar, and Adesina continued sorting through the supplies. When she heard footsteps behind her, she expected that L’iam had returned, but she looked up to see Me’shan walking toward her.
He was still very weak and was having trouble summoning his own vyala, but his physical condition was vastly improved. He gave her an uncertain smile and he moved to sit beside her and help her with her task.
“I have not had the chance to thank you.” 
She fixed her eyes on the medical kit in her hands. “You do not need to thank me.” 
“I do,” he replied gently. “You have saved me twice now, and I am grateful for that.” 
She shrugged and murmured, “If I had not…” Her voice broke. She took a moment to collect herself and went on more firmly. “It was my fault that you were captured by the Shimat in the first place. I had to make amends.”
For a moment he said nothing, considering her words. Finally he put his hand underneath her chin and raised her face to his. “You did not know you were doing wrong. I am just glad that you discovered the truth.” 
Adesina felt a warm swelling in her heart, and her eyes filled with tears. “I am so sorry.” 
He got down on his knees and embraced her. “I forgive you, Ma’eve. I would have forgiven you even if you had never come for me.” 
They still had their arms tightly around each other when E’nes descended the ladder. He saw them and jerked to a stop, embarrassed that he had interrupted them. 
Me’shan motioned him forward. “It is all right.” 
E’nes explained why he had come down. “L’iam wants us to pass up the supplies we will be taking. He says we will be leaving within the next few minutes.” 
Adesina nodded and immediately set to work. A couple other L’avan appeared and formed a line in which they could pass the load along. It only took a few minutes to gather what they could use, and then they all met outside the shanty.
Those who were wounded were given the horses to ride, and Sa’jan’s body was also laid across the back of one. The rest of the group walked alongside, moving as quickly as possible. Still not quite certain of their location, they headed north and hoped that they would soon know which way to go in order to meet up with L’era and Aleron. 
Adesina walked in-between her father and L’iam at the front of the group. E’nes kept to Me’shan’s other side, speaking to him quietly. 
Ravi studied the woods around them with an intense look on his feline face. “We are near the campsite, but something is not right. I should be able to hear their movements by now.” 
Adesina felt her chest constrict in fear. “Perhaps they are still sleeping.” 
Even she didn’t believe the words she spoke. 
Several feet ahead of them, the trees opened up to a clearing. The same clearing where they had parted ways the night before. The camp was still set up as it had been when they had left, but it looked as if it had been abandoned. The remains of a fire were apparent, and Adesina stared at it in horror. 
“He built a fire and did not even dig a hole to hide some of its light.” 
It was as if he had flagged down the nearest Shimat patrol and asked them to attack. Deep down she knew what had happened, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. She took several steps forward, scanning the area for clues. It didn’t take long for everything to become abundantly clear.
Aleron was sprawled on the outskirts of the camp, his face covered in blood. Judging from the upset underbrush around his body, it appeared that he had struggled before dying. L’era was only a few feet away, her clothing torn and her throat viciously slashed.
L’iam saw his sister and rushed to her side, a strangled sob ripping the silence of the clearing. He picked up her still form and cradled her close to his chest, weeping uncontrollably.
Adesina walked over to Aleron and knelt down beside him. She wiped the blood and dirt from his face, and gently brushed back a stray curl from his forehead. She didn’t notice the tears streaming down her face until she felt one drop on her hand.
“Dear friend,” she whispered, “I am so sorry!”
  
***
  
Kendan paced the stone floor of his office. The dead bodies had been removed and the entire room thoroughly cleaned, but he still saw the stain of blood in his mind’s eye.
Three Shimat stood in a line, giving him a report about the escaped prisoners, but he barely heard the words coming out of their mouths. Breyen, who was standing next to the desk, noticed his lack of attention and quietly cleared his throat.
“Perhaps it is time we expanded our search.” 
This brought Kendan to a sudden stop. “What?” he asked harshly. 
The arrogant tone in the young man’s voice grated on Breyen’s nerves. He was the closest advisor to the Sharifal, but he was still required to defer to her nephew when she was away. He couldn’t stand the way Kendan pretended to be in charge, when he really had no power at all. Not if Breyen had anything to do with it, anyway.
He gestured to the three men who had been in charge of the search parties. “We have combed the fortress for the prisoners. It is clear that they have slipped past us. We need to send out a search party immediately.”
The young Shar mustered up a look of supreme disdain. “How could a large group of ragged prisoners get past our guards? There were Shimat stationed at every exit! No, they must still be hiding somewhere in the fortress.”
Breyen frowned. His expression was not quite suspicious, but Kendan knew it would be soon if he did not cooperate.
“Perhaps we can cover both ends,” suggested Breyen. “We can continue the search here in the fortress and send out a party to examine the surrounding area.”
Kendan’s arguments were becoming weaker and weaker. “Why risk splitting our forces? We need every available Shimat if we are to find them and return them to their cells.”
Breyen gave a condescending smile. “We have more than enough Shimat to do both.”
Kendan knew he could not resist any more without throwing suspicion on himself. He pretended to consider his options for a few more moments before giving a single nod. “Very well. Send out a party, and instruct them to search in an expanding circle.”
“That will not be necessary,” replied the older man. “It is obvious that they will head north.”
Kendan shook his head stubbornly. “Adesina might be counting on that assumption. We must check all possibilities.”
Breyen clenched his fist and took a calming breath. “In that case, Shar Kendan, it would be best to send out more than one party.”
He turned on his heel and stalked out of the room, not leaving any time for Kendan to object.
The young Shar knew that he could stall for no more time. He prayed that Adesina had gotten far enough away to be able to evade the Shimat who would now be coming after her.
He continued to pace for a moment longer before pausing to glance at the Shimat still standing at attention. He dismissed the first two, but addressed the third.
“Where is the girl?” 
The Shimat was confused. “Shar?” 
“The girl,” he repeated impatiently. “The girl that they threatened in order to stop Adesina.” 
“She is being held in one of the cells until it is decided what is to be done with her.” 
“I am surprised they did not take her with them,” Kendan murmured to himself.
The Shimat answered, even though this wasn’t directed at him. “They tried, Shar, but she fought back.”
Kendan turned his back on the Shimat, his expression weighed down in sorrow. She had been given the opportunity to escape this life of murder and lies, but she had not known to take it. He wished that she had gone with them. He wished that he had gone with them.
An idea came to him, and he straightened slowly. “Bring her to me.” 
“What?” came the startled reply. 
He turned sharply on the Shimat. “Bring her to me!” 
The man scrambled to obey. He rushed out of the room, leaving Kendan by himself. 
The young man slowly moved around his desk to sit down. There was nothing more that he could do for Adesina, except perhaps save her friend from execution or a life of imprisonment. He wanted to do that much for the woman he loved. 
If nothing else, he had to do at least that.
  
***
  
Adesina stared at the three burial mounds that now covered the remains of her friends. There had been an emotional discussion about whether or not to take the bodies back to Pevothem with them. In the end, no matter how many tears were shed by all parties, it was decided that they could not risk the delay.
The holes in the ground were dug as quickly as possible, and therefore not as deep as one would wish. The words spoken over them were brief, then the group hurried to prepare for their flight. Much time had passed since their escape, and they were certain to be followed.
L’iam and Adesina continued to stand beside the mounds. He reached over and took her hand, speaking in a strained voice.
“What if they dig her back up and use her in their experiments?”
Adesina didn’t have an answer for him right away. She thought about it for a moment, trying to find some words of comfort.
The graves were conspicuous by the freshly overturned earth. It was very likely that the Shimat would come across them as they tracked the escaped prisoners.
As she considered this, and idea suddenly came to her. She connected to her vyala and sent energy into the ground. She searched for the seeds that had been left in the dirt and helped them to flourish. It only took a few moments for young grass to spread over the mounds.
L’iam gave her hand a squeeze by way of thanks and she smiled at him. “No one would guess that these graves were new.” 
He nodded in agreement. “I hope that no one will guess that they are graves at all. I want her body to rest peacefully.” 
Ravi appeared at her side with a concerned expression on his face. “Ma’eve, we must hurry. A search party has been sent, and they are only a league or so behind us.” 
She didn’t question how he had come by this knowledge. Instead, she let go of L’iam’s hand and hurried back to where the group had gathered. There were eighteen L’avan, but only eleven horses. They doubled up where they could, trying to evenly distribute the weight of the riders with the strength of the horses.
L’iam gave the reigns of his horse to Me’shan and helped another L’avan to mount. Then he walked over to Adesina and offered to help her up.
She gave him a questioning look. “Are you riding with me?” 
He smiled wearily. “Yes. I fear I will be too distracted if I try riding on my own.” 
She understood that he was talking about L’era. She also would have trouble focusing if she had lost her own brother. Adesina touched his arm briefly in a sign of sympathy and then climbed into her saddle. L’iam mounted behind her, putting his arms around her waist.
She looked back to make sure that everyone was situated, then she spurred her horse into a run. They galloped through the woods and out into the open grassland. Adesina did her best to provide a shield that would hide them from the eyes of any onlookers, but she was so tired that she was not certain if she was successful.
They rode hard, not stopping for any breaks. L’iam fed energy into the horses, but they could only push them so far. Eventually, they had to find a secluded area to hide while they rested.
They found a small cluster of knolls amid the open plains. The L’avan rode into the middle of the hills and dismounted. Adesina immediately lay on the ground, letting the energy of her surroundings seep into her body.
L’iam hurried to get her some water before seeing to the others. When she was finally left on her own, a few feet from the rest of the group, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
The Dream came without warning.
Adesina felt herself pulled into it forcibly, leaving her disoriented. She turned in a circle, trying to get her bearings.
She was standing in the field of carnage she had seen in the Dream she had before entering the fortress. Bodies were strewn everywhere, lying in pools of their own blood. The stench of rot came upon her in waves, and the deathly silence chilled her heart.
“Ma’eve.”
She whirled around to see who had spoken and saw E’rian walking towards her. 
She gasped in relief. “Mother! What are you doing here?”
“You must hurry, Ma’eve. Your mission is far from over.” 
Adesina stared at her in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
E’rian gestured to the scene of horror around them. “It is not over. Only you have the power to bring it to an end.” 
She felt her stomach clench. “Do you mean this is really happening? Is Pevothem under attack?” 
Her mother didn’t answer her question, but looked up at the sky, which was swirling black and crimson. “Things will get much worse before they get better.” 
In the distance she heard someone calling her name, and she felt that the Dream was coming to an end. 
She quickly turned back to E’rian. “Mother, what should I do?” 
The older woman shook her head sadly. “Only you can decide, my child.” 
The pull of her own world was becoming stronger. 
“What if I choose wrong?” she asked desperately. “What if I cannot do what is expected of me?” 
Sorrow leached over the light of E’rian’s delicate features. For the first time since Adesina had known her, she looked weary. 
She tried to smile in encouragement, but it fell short. “You are stronger than you know, Ma’eve. You will choose right because you want to do right. Trust yourself and trust those around you.”
Adesina could fight the call of her own world no longer. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to cross over.
She jerked awake and sat up to find Ravi and L’iam right next to her. L’iam placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Adesina! Are you all right?” 
She nodded, feeling strangely heavy. “I am fine.” 
Ravi’s golden eyes were ominous as he studied her face. “Your Dream, Ma’eve. What did it show you?” 
As she looked at him, she had another flash of intuition. He had been having the same Dream over and over again ever since they had first seen it together. He already knew what was happening in the L’avan homeland. In his homeland.
She got to her feet without answering his question. The look on her face told him everything he needed to know.
“We need to go.”
L’iam looked between them with a bemused expression on his face. “Why? What is happening?”
Adesina did her best to shake off his concerns. “There is no time to argue. We need to get back home.”
They alerted the group that they would be leaving again, and everyone quickly climbed on their mounts. The horses were doing their best to maintain the pace set for them, but it wore on them as time passed. Even the energy that L’iam gave them was not enough.
Finally they stopped to get some sleep. Adesina volunteered for the first watch, even though she was completely exhausted from the drain of her vyala. Ravi sat up with her and, to her surprise, so did L’iam and Me’shan.
“How far behind are the Shimat?” asked her father. 
Her eyes narrowed in worry. “Not far enough.” 
L’iam studied her face. “Can we afford to stop, then?” 
She sighed. “Not really, but we have no choice. They must rest their horses as well, and more frequently than we have. That gives us a bit of time.” 
L’iam reached over and took her hand, his face bearing the heartbroken expression that told her he was thinking of his sister. She pressed his hand with both of hers, doing her best to comfort him.
“Was it all for nothing?” he asked quietly. “Did I throw away L’era’s life?”
Adesina wasn’t sure she had an answer for him. Yes, the mission had saved a number of L’avan, but the loss of L’era and Aleron seemed like a tragic waste. It had appeared as if fate had been keeping them together, but the only result had been their deaths. How could that have been their fates?
She gave his hand a squeeze and sighed. “I wish I had an answer for you, L’iam, but I do not. I have seen terrible things happen to good people, and no one deserved to live more than your sister. However, I am starting to believe that nothing ever happens without a reason, even if we do not know what that reason may be.”
L’iam’s cheek twitched in a sort of half smile. “You are starting to sound like a woman of faith.”
Adesina also smiled. “I will not deny that I have seen some miraculous things since I completed my Shimat training. Perhaps there is some sense of order in the chaos of life.”
“A fine concession,” he said in a teasing tone.
Me’shan watched this exchange with a guarded look to his eyes. Adesina took note of this and gave him a questioning glance.
He tried to draw her attention elsewhere. “They say that you can Dream.” 
It was her turn to scrutinize him guardedly. “Yes.” 
“What is it like?” he asked in a fascinated tone of voice. 
Adesina couldn’t help but smile at his obvious interest. “It is like being awake, only more vivid. Colors seem richer, smells are more clear, emotions are more powerful.” 
“What do you Dream about?” 
Her mind immediately turned to the most recent Dream and she shuddered involuntarily. The only one that seemed to notice was L’iam, who was still holding her hand. His brow furrowed, but she hurried to act as if nothing had happened.
“Most of the time I see Mother.” 
Me’shan’s eyes fixed on her in shock. “You…you see E’rian?” 
Adesina nodded. “I am able to speak with her spirit.” 
The longing in her father’s eyes was almost unbearable. “What does she say?” 
She leaned back and closed her eyes, imagining her mother’s face before her. “She was the one who showed me the truth about the Shimat order. She showed me why I was raised by them.” 
He frowned, perplexed. “Showed?” 
“Through her memories and the memories of others.” 
Me’shan sighed and also closed his eyes. “Her spirit was always even more beautiful than her face. She must be radiant.” 
Adesina smiled softly. “Yes, she is very beautiful.” 
“I wish I could see her again. Just once, to tell her I am sorry for not protecting her as I should have. To tell her that I still love her.” 
There was so much pain in his voice that Adesina felt tears swell in her eyes. “Perhaps someday we can try to Dream together.” 
He straightened immediately. “Is that possible?” 
Her eyes strayed to L’iam, who was staring into the darkness. “I do not know. Others have Dreamed with me before.” 
“Why not now?” he asked eagerly. 
Adesina quickly shook her head. She didn’t want to run the risk of taking him into the field of death that her Dreams showed her. “Not now. Later, when we get home.” 
They sat and talked for quite a while longer, getting to know each other better. L’iam and Ravi said very little, but refused to leave Adesina’s side. When her shift of keeping watch was over, the four of them laid down on the hard ground and tried to go to sleep. Adesina was afraid that she would Dream again, but her sleep was undisturbed.
The L’avan traveled in this manner for several days. They pushed as hard as they possibly could, but Adesina still had the feeling that the Shimat were drawing closer.
Her fears proved to be well founded.
The relief that they felt when the whispering forest came into view was quick to die. A warning cry from the back of the group brought all of their eyes behind them.
A party of Shimat were riding towards them at full speed.
“To the forest!” shouted Adesina as she spurred her horse forward. “The vyala will offer protection!”
 



Chapter Fifty-two: The Boon
  
They rode as fast as they could, but the Shimat were gaining ground. Somewhere along the way they must have switched horses, because these ones ran as though they were fresh.
Adesina turned in her saddle to give instructions to L’iam as they rode. “Take them deeper into the woods, where they will be safe.”
As they broke through the trees, she swung one leg over her horse’s neck and dropped to the ground. Then she turned, preparing to fight.
L’iam’s voice was filled with panic as he realized her intention. “Adesina, no!”
But they had all ridden past her by now. Only Ravi had been able to stop quickly enough to join her.
She called forth her power, which was severely depleted, and waited for the few seconds before the Shimat came upon her. She desperately wished she had not lost her Blood Sword in the fortress. She felt vulnerable without it. All she had now was her father’s dagger and what was left of her vyala.
As her limbs were filled with energy, she became aware of the life of the forest. The fringe, where she stood, was not quite as awake as the heart of the woods, but it still felt as if it were conscious of her presence.
She grabbed a low hanging branch and pulled herself up in order to give herself a better attacking position. She crouched on the limb just in time spring forward, grab another low branch and swing around, knocking the lead Shimat off of it’s horse.
The other Shimat pulled up sharply, drawing their weapons in preparation of a fight. Ravi gave a frightening roar, sending the horses into chaos. Adesina jumped lightly higher into the trees, using the shadows to hide herself. She snatched two throwing knives from her belt and hurled them with deadly accuracy.
The Shimat saw the source of the knives and Adesina had to move quickly to avoid their counterattacks. She moved deeper into the forest, leaping from tree to tree, and Ravi followed on the ground below. Their enemies were not far behind.
As she moved she saw flashes of white flitting around on the ground below her, and she heard the voices of the spirits that resided in this refuge. She did her best to not be distracted by their presence, but their words filtered up to her ears.
“Dark souls have entered our haven.” 
“There yonder doth our sister flee.” 
“We must lend her aid!” 
“Nay, we ought not interfere.” 
Peace.
The silent voice resounded in Adesina’s soul.
The time has come. Are you prepared?
Somehow, she knew that the question was meant for her. She had no idea what the forest was talking about, but anything had to be better than trying to defend a group of helpless L’avan against armed Shimat. 
“Yes!” she cried as she scrambled through the foliage.
The earth began to rumble and the trees began to moan. A powerful wind ripped through the leaves and threw the pursuing Shimat off balance. Adesina was forced to grip the branches around her to keep from falling.
YOU ARE NOT WELCOME HERE, CHILDREN OF MEN! FLEE OR BE DESTROYED!
The words were not spoken audibly, or even in what could be classified as actual words, but the meaning could be felt even by those who did not have the gift of vyala. Fear was apparent on the faces of the Shimat, but all of them held to their training, which told them to stand their ground.
The ground opened at the feet of the pursuers, swallowing several of them. Their screams were cut off as the earth closed again. Trees came crashing down like fists upon the heads of the Shimat, and the powerful winds tossed them through the air like dolls.
Adesina clung to a branch and searched frantically for her guardian, who was somewhere on the ground with them. “Ravi! Ravi!”
Her shouts couldn’t be heard over the howling gale.
Suddenly, she felt an invisible power take her from the branches as gently as if she had been an infant. At first she struggled against it, but it was as useless as fighting against water.
Peace, my child. I will not harm you.
Adesina stopped straining, but still scanned the ground for her friends. The invisible force wrapped her in a warm blanket of darkness and whisked her away.
The silence was profound, especially when contrasted to the tumult of the moment before. A sense of peace settled on Adesina’s weary heart, refreshing it in a way she had never experienced before. Her entire body was filled with a reviving energy, warming it and leaching away every ache and pain.
When she opened her eyes, she was looking up at a forest canopy. The late afternoon sun filtered down through the leaves, warming her face. She could hear the carefree trilling of birds above her head, and she could see butterflies fluttering from flower to flower.
She sat up and looked around, trying to figure out where she was.
Ravi lay a few feet away, his eyes closed and his form very still. Adesina crawled over to him, feeling strangely weak as she moved.
“Ravi?” 
His eyes opened at her touch. “Ma’eve? What happened?” 
She shook her head. “I do not know. I am not even certain where we are.” 
Her guardian sat up and looked around carefully. He studied the position of the sun for several moments before saying, “I think we are far north.” 
Adesina frowned in confusion. “Do you think…the forest…?” 
“Transported us?” he finished for her. He got to his feet. “Perhaps. I have never heard of anything like that, but the old vyala had powers we cannot imagine.” 
With the help of a nearby tree, Adesina pulled herself up to a standing position. She tested her weight on her legs, and found that her strength was slowly returning. “We need to find the others.”
He nodded in agreement and waited while she scanned the area with her vyala.
Once again she felt the life of the forest, but this one was different from the one they had been in before. It was less wild and more peaceful. It felt wise and calm, undisturbed by the troubles of the outside world. It did not speak to her, but it was very aware of her presence. 
Adesina pointed in the direction they needed to go, and they began walking. The horses came into view first. They stood in a group, grazing peacefully, as if they had not recently been in the midst of battle. Her sharp eyes spotted the horse she had been riding, and she search for any sign of a rider.
There was no human form in sight. 
“L’iam?” she called out with a hint of desperation. “E’nes? Father?” 
Her guardian shouted from the trees. “Ma’eve! Over here!” 
She ran towards him, ignoring the stings of the branches that whipped her arms and face. She burst through the undergrowth and saw the still figures of perhaps a dozen L’avan. Most of them were the unfamiliar faces of the rescued prisoners, but at the far end she saw the pale face of her brother.
“E’nes!” Adesina rushed to his side and put a hand on his forehead. “E’nes?” 
He moaned softly and turned his head back and forth. Finally he opened his eyes, squinting against the light. “Adesina? What happened?” 
“The forest sent us north, somewhere.” 
The others were beginning to stir as well. She searched each face, feeling a sense of panic rise in her chest. 
She turned back to her brother. “E’nes, where are the others?” 
He was still looking slightly dazed. “What?” 
She did a quick head count. There were only fifteen L’avan in the glade, which meant that two people were missing. 
“Where are L’iam and Father?” 
The magnitude of her question hit him. He sat up so quickly that she had to jerk back to avoid a collision. 
“They went back for you.” 
Adesina was finding it difficult to breath. “They did what?” 
“They told me to continue leading the L’avan deeper into the forest, then they turned their horses around to ride back to help you.” 
In a flash, she was on her feet, calling for Ravi as she hurried back through the woods. “They must be back closer to where I woke up. We have to find them!” 
Her sight was tinged light green as she cast her gaze around the trees. A strange kaleidoscope of color caught her attention from the corner of her eye, and she saw that her guardian was the glowing source. She decided against asking questions for the moment, but she knew that somehow he was using his own unique gifts to help her.
“There!” he said, running even faster.
Me’shan lay half sprawled beneath a bush. Adesina pulled him out as gently as she could, checking to see if he was injured.
“Father? Can you hear me?” 
He was severely disoriented when he became conscious. “E’rian?” 
She shook her head. “No, Father, it is Adesina.”
Me’shan sat up and looked around. “Where is L’iam?” 
“Do you remember what was happening before you were brought here?” she asked. 
Her father focused on clearing his thoughts. He pointed in a direction away from where she had come. “I think he was to my right.” 
She threw a glance at her guardian as she headed that way. “Stay with him, Ravi.” 
Adesina used her vyala once more to search for her lost friends. She couldn’t look as far as she normally could because of the interference she received from the presence of the old vyala. Even so, it wasn’t long until she spotted one more form on the ground.
She almost tripped in her haste to get to him. “L’iam!”
He was already waking up by the time she reached him. He wrapped his arms around her as she fell into his embrace, holding her as tightly as he could.
“You reckless fool!” he said in her ear. “Never do that again! How did you expect to take on half a dozen Shimat by yourself?”
Adesina half laughed and half sobbed. “I had it under control.”
L’iam raised himself up on one elbow, looking down at her with the sun illuminating her features. He brushed the hair off of her forehead and cupped her face. “How many times do you think I can bear losing you?”
Her heart gave a quick jump at his words. She looked up into his gold and light green eyes and saw them shimmering with deep emotion. 
Suddenly, she realized what it would have meant for her if she had lost him.
“You will not lose me,” she said softly. “I promise.” 
A brilliant smile slowly spread across his face. “Good,” he replied simply. 
The soft tread of Ravi’s feet could be heard approaching them. “Ma’eve, we need to get back to the others.” 
The two L’avan got to their feet and L’iam took her hand. Me’shan stood next to Ravi, looking pale and worn. He gave them a small smile before turning to walk away. They made their way back to the others as quickly as possible.
They were greeted with relief by all the L’avan. E’nes looked around, trying to account for all of the prisoners. “Is this everyone?”
Adesina nodded slowly as she scanned the group again. “Yes, I believe so. We must hurry now. The boon of the forest has brought us most of the way home, but I am anxious to reach Yavar.”
All of the L’avan agreed. Everyone gathered together and set off again, hurrying through the trees. As they came to the edge of the forest and onto the open grasslands, they all stopped in their tracks.
The sun was setting, giving the sky a blood red tint. Clouds of an approaching storm blackened the horizon, and a chilling wind began to blow. In the distance, smoke could be seen rising from the remnants of war machines and the damage they had done to the surrounding area. The fields were trampled by the running feet of thousands of soldiers, and their bodies lay where they had fallen in battle.
It was as if Adesina had stepped back into her Dream, only now it had become a heart- wrenching reality.
 



Chapter Fifty-three: Resolutions
  
“We must reach Yavar.”
The wooden tone in L’iam’s voice chilled Adesina’s heart. She tried to speak as gently as possible. “There may be nothing left. The Shimat would have certainly destroyed the capital city.”
He shook his head stubbornly. “If there are any survivors, they will be in Yavar.”
She nodded, and gestured for the others to follow her as she nudged her horse forward. They headed south, towards the lone mountain where the capital of Pevothem was located. The sound of quiet weeping could be heard from every L’avan as they passed through the carnage.
Adesina kept her eyes fixed on their destination, not looking down at those who lay dead at their feet. She knew that adding her own tears to the lament would not help anything. It grew easier as the sun went down and darkness shrouded the valley.
They reached the city around midnight, and it was much like Adesina expected. All that was left of the beautiful buildings were smoldering ruins. The parks had been burned, and bodies lay everywhere. Adesina’s heart ached as she looked at what had been done to their beautiful home.
It wasn’t just that the city had been destroyed. The invisible halo that had surrounded the peaceful lives of the L’avan, the belief that they were safe from the outside world, was also shattered.
Adesina slowed her horse and turned to speak over her shoulder to L’iam. “Should we look for survivors?”
He nodded absently. “Yes, but we will need help. We will first locate the refugees.”
The prince pointed to the mountain, and she began riding in that direction. They passed through the broken remains of the L’avan homes. Several members of their party dismounted at some point, running to the body of a dead loved one and sobbing over them inconsolably. L’iam did not try to stop them, but let them mourn in peace. He, too, was mourning, and knew not to disturb their sorrow.
By the time they reached the base of the peak, their group was much smaller. The L’avan prince made no comment on the fact, but continued forward. They rode up a weathered trail for a fair distance before coming to a stop.
L’iam cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted a phrase in the ancient L’avan tongue. A short silence followed before he received an answer from behind a large boulder.
A boy, probably only fourteen years old, appeared on top of the rock and stared down at them in amazement.
“Prince L’iam! You are alive!”
He then disappeared, and the groaning of a heavy weight could be heard. A door in the side of the mountain, completely invisible until that moment, opened slowly.
L’iam climbed down off of the horse, and indicated that the others should dismount as well. He led the way into the tunnels of the mountain. The boy handed him a torch, but stayed behind to guard the entrance.
They wound through the darkness for several minutes before the tunnel opened to an enormous cavern. There was a large, open area in the front, but there were also dozens of alcoves and ledges leading to different levels. It was a warren of tunnels and smaller caves, organized into a sort of underground city.
The L’avan population in this haven had many women and children, but there were a number of men as well—though, not nearly as many as before. Some of the surviving men were those who had not volunteered for the army, knowing that their lack of training would only be a hindrance. Some of the men were chosen to stay behind and guard this stronghold and others were the wounded survivors of the battle.
There was a flurry of activity in an effort to care for the injured men, even though it was the middle of the night. The entrance of the travelers initially went unnoticed.
L’iam walked down the path that led to the common area, and the others followed close behind. Adesina watched him carefully, trying to get a sense of his emotional well-being. She stayed close to his side, wanting to be a support in whatever he needed, as he had so often been a support for her.
A woman carrying bandages spotted them first. “Prince L’iam!” 
Her cry echoed throughout the entire cavern, catching the attention of every L’avan. 
“The travelers are back!” 
“Prince L’iam!” 
“He is alive!” 
“They have Chief Protector General Me’shan with them!” 
“We are safe!” 
“Prince L’iam!” 
“Prince L’iam!” 
A wounded soldier made his way to the front of the crowd that had surrounded them. He moved slowly and painfully due to his numerous injuries, but he reached the L’avan prince and saluted him humbly. Adesina barely recognized him as K’eb.
His left arm was missing, and his head was bandaged. The careful way he moved indicated broken ribs, and his face looked as if he had been trampled. He gave her a warm smile before turning his attention back to L’iam.
“Your Highness, the queen would like to see you right away.”
The prince followed him without hesitation, taking hold of Adesina’s hand to lead her along. He talked to people in the crowd as he passed through, promising to explain everything once he had finished speaking with his mother.
K’eb led the way through a narrow tunnel to a small private cave. Ta’mala lay on a mat on the stone floor, attended by two maids. She had always looked delicate, but tonight she was so frail that Adesina marveled that she was still alive.
Her eyes fluttered weakly and she glanced up at her younger son. A smile touched her lips and she beckoned him to come closer.
“L’iam,” she whispered lovingly. 
He knelt by her side and took her hand. “Mother, what happened here?” 
Ta’mala struggled to speak. “An army of mercenaries… Your father…” She could say no more, but sobbed silently. 
L’iam was almost beside himself. “What about Father?”
The queen shook her head, and one of her ladies in waiting leaned forward to soothe her. He turned his question to the young woman.
“Bri’dey, where is the king?”
She took a deep breath, fighting tears of her own. “He never came back from battle, nor did Prince L’on.”
L’iam’s shoulders slumped in despair.
The lady in waiting went on. “Her Majesty fell ill when she heard the news, and she has grown weaker each day.”
Queen Ta’mala grasped her son’s hand. “But you are here, you and your sister! Where is L’era? Where is my darling?”
L’iam gently chafed his mother’s withered hand between his own. “She is resting, mother. We have had a long journey.”
Fresh tears came to her eyes. “Could she not come see her dying mother?” 
“Do not say such things,” he admonished. “You will not die.” 
Adesina leaned forward and touched the woman’s thin shoulder. “If it were possible for her to be at your side, she would be here. We were pursued by the Shimat for most of our way home. We often rode all night.”
Ta’mala’s face relaxed from the anxiety that had become habitual. “Yes, of course. My sweet daughter must sleep.”
Her eyes closed and she dropped off to sleep herself, as she murmured the names of her husband and children. L’iam continued to rub her hand, staring at nothing as his mind tried to accept the news he had received.
Adesina put her arms around him and rested her head on his shoulder. “I am so sorry,” she whispered.
“It is the Shimat,” came his stiff reply. “They must be the ones behind the army of mercenaries that came here. They have destroyed everything.”
She didn’t know how to respond. Clearly he was right, for only the Shimat would be so bold as to send an army to the L’avan haven, and only the Shimat could have done so without revealing themselves to the eyes of the world. 
She still felt partially responsible for their crimes, and this act of mindless violence made her feel even more tainted. She began to move away from the L’avan prince, but he put his mother’s hand down and turned to embrace her.
“We cannot let it stand. We cannot allow them to continue in their reign of fear. People think that they are shadow demons, that they are untouchable in their power. I want to prove the world wrong. I want to show that we can fight the Shimat and every other evil in this land.”
Adesina studied his eyes intently. “I can help you do that. I do not know how, but I want to help the L’avan bring an end to the Shimat order.”
Tears spilled over onto his cheeks. “My mother is the only family I have left.”
She held him close again. “You are not alone, L’iam. Just as I was not alone once I found my people. We are your family.”
He nodded, but continued to weep silently. Neither of them noticed the quiet entrance of an elderly Royal Advisor.
“Prince L’iam? We must speak with you.”
He glanced at his mother before getting to his feet. He took hold of Adesina’s hand to lead her along as he followed the old man. They walked down the tunnels until they reached the cave that was serving as a temporary council room. A good many of the Royal Advisors were gathered there, waiting for their arrival. They all stood when the prince entered the room.
The woman who seemed to be in charge of this meeting stayed on her feet even after L’iam told the others to be seated. “We all mourn the loss of King L’unn and Prince L’on most deeply. They were good and valiant men, and they cannot be replaced.”
L’iam inclined his head, but said nothing.
The woman cleared her throat and composed herself. “I know that this may not seem like the best time to discuss this, but the sooner it is resolved, the better.”
Several Advisors shifted in their seats uncomfortably, but kept their peace. L’iam fixed his gaze on the table in front of him, and Adesina looked around with a puzzled expression on her face. It seemed everybody knew what was going on except for her.
“I am speaking, of course, of the succession.” 
L’iam shook his head. “Please…” 
“I am sorry,” she said insistently, “but the L’avan are frightened and without a leader. The king and his eldest son are dead, and the next in line must be crowned immediately.” 
“Why must we do this so soon?” asked a white haired Advisor at the far end of the table. 
The man seated next to him answered. “Our people need someone to show them that we can move on from this horrible tragedy. They need to know that we can all move forward. They need a king.”
“Also, what if the enemy army returns?” added another woman. “We would need a king to lead us then.”
L’iam spoke up suddenly. “A king may not be enough.”
This brought several alarmed expressions to their faces. Some of the Advisors even half rose out of their seats in dismay.
“Your Highness?”
A humorless smile touched his lips as he guessed what they were thinking. “I am not refusing the throne. My father prepared both of his sons for the duties of a king. Even so, the L’avan need something more to look to than just a king.”
His eyes turned to Adesina expectantly, hoping that she would choose to become the person they so desperately needed her to be.
She thought carefully about what he was asking of her. Doubts and concerns and reservations swirled around in her head, but somehow she knew that she could not afford to listen to them. She had chosen her path, and now she must follow it to the end.
“The Threshold Child,” she said softly. 
L’iam nodded, his face a mixture of pride and relief. “The Threshold Child.” 
Murmurs broke out around the table. One woman leaned forward in disbelief. “Do you mean to say that you have found the Threshold Child?” 
His eyes never left Adesina’s face. “Yes, that is exactly what I mean.” 
The full meaning of his words slowly sank in, and all eyes turned to the young woman’s pale face. A shocked awe filled the makeshift council room. 
“But, why now? Now that those mercenaries have left us to die?” asked a frail old man.
“Why did she not save us from this terrible massacre?” 
L’iam immediately defended her. “She has only recently discovered her place among our people. More importantly, she was risking her life to save the lives of the L’avan who had been taken prisoner by the Shimat. We did not know that our homeland was under attack.”
The council seemed mollified, but they were at a loss as to what action to take next. “What now, your Highness? Shall we send out a proclamation?” 
“No,” Adesina said instantly. 
L’iam agreed with her. “No, we will make no announcements. We will do all the things we should have been doing all along, and everything else will fall into place.” 
Adesina frowned. “What do you mean?” 
He got to his feet to add emphasis to his words. “We have been hiding away for far too long. The world fears us because they do not understand us. We do not give them the opportunity to know who we truly are as a people. We must rejoin the world if we are to survive.”
“Where are we to go, your Highness?” asked one of the Advisors. “This is our home.”
He shook his head. “Pevothem was a place of refuge during the wars, and it became our hiding place from all the persecution that we faced. It was never meant to be our permanent resting place.”
He took a deep breath before going on. “Once we have relocated and rebuilt, I intend to declare war on the Shimat.”
There was an outcry at his words. “War, your Highness?” 
“How will that be possible with our army destroyed?” 
“Surely not, sire!” 
He raised a hand, gesturing for silence. “We can no longer stand idly by while the Shimat continue in their crimes. I know that it will be a long and difficult war, but I cannot rest until the entire order has ceased to exist.”
A young nervous-looking man began wringing his hands. “How can we begin to fight such a war?”
This question seemed directed just as much at Adesina as it was at L’iam. He glanced at her, inviting her to speak, if she chose.
She leaned forward thoughtfully. “It cannot be done quickly—possibly years of careful planning and preparation. We can begin training all soldiers right away in how to fight more effectively against the Shimat. Even with all the knowledge I can give the Protectors, though, we will still need allies.”
L’iam nodded in agreement. “Which we can gain once we have found our new home.”
There was still some uneasiness around the table, and the L’avan prince did his best to reassure them.
“We will be better prepared the next time we meet them. Better warriors in the battlefield, and allies at our side. L’avan ambassadors in every major city will help eradicate Shimat influence. Our own network of spies will weed out theirs. Most important of all, the world will know that they truly exist, rather than believing that they are nothing more than childish fears.” 
Adesina spoke up in support of L’iam’s declaration. “We cannot bring an end to them overnight, but we can do it with time. We can chip away at their very foundation until the entire order crumbles.”
Their expressions were becoming more hopeful as they began planning their immediate actions.
“As Lady Adesina said, we can begin training the Protectors immediately.” 
“And we can also begin training those who wish to volunteer as spies.” 
“No, no, relocation must take priority.” 
“We can do both, I think.”
“Relocation? We cannot even start to think about that until we have recovered from this tragedy!”
L’iam brought them all to silence with another gesture of his hand. “First of all, we need to take care of our dead. We will build funeral biers and hold a service for all those who have fallen.”
The woman conducting the council shook her head. “I respectfully disagree, your Highness. First we must crown our new king.”
For a moment it appeared that he was going to insist on his own plan of action, but L’iam inclined his head reluctantly. “Very well.”
With a heavy sigh, he extended his hand to Adesina, who took it and followed him out of the cavern.
  
***
  
Adesina was dismayed to find that her Dream has taken her back to the field of battle, but as she looked around she noticed that something was different.
Instead of being sprawled haphazardly, the bodies of the dead were laid out on their backs with their arms across their chests. The pale, lifeless faces seemed so peaceful now, whereas before they had been contorted in pain.
In the distance, a white robed figure could be seen going from corpse to corpse, bending over each of them. As Adesina approached, the robed figure turned to greet her.
It was a man with snowy white hair and beard. In spite of the aged wisdom in his eyes, he had a surprisingly youthful face. His expression was warm and inviting, and Adesina had the unnerving feeling that he knew everything about her.
“Hello, Ma’eve,” he said in a deep, melodious voice. 
She gave him a perplexed look. “Who are you?” 
“I am your father,” he replied. 
“My father?” she asked, startled.
A small smile played at the corners of his lips. “I am father to all of your people.”
Her expression cleared as she understood his meaning. “You are L’avan, the founder of our race.”
He inclined his head, then continued in his work. L’avan knelt down beside a body, caressing the face lovingly. Then, in a voice that was both gentle and compelling, he called the fallen soldier by name. The soldier’s eyes fluttered open, then his body shimmered into a sparkling mist that ascended to the heavens.
When this was done, L’avan moved on to the next warrior, and the next. 
Adesina followed him, slightly bemused. “What are you doing?” 
“Calling them home to the arms of their Creator.” 
She furrowed her brow. “Do you mean…you?”
He looked at her kindly. “No, Ma’eve. I did not create your people. I was only chosen to lead them for a time.”
Her gaze was arrested by the face of the boy they were standing over. He was probably no more than sixteen years old.
“He is so young,” Adesina said sadly. “How can this Creator allow so much pain to happen?”
L’avan’s eyes became distant as he reflected. “Our suffering, as well as our joy, shapes who we are and who we will become. We may wish for all of our trials to be taken away, but to do so would be a great disservice to our personal growth.” He focused his gaze on the young woman before him. “I think, in time, you will see that more good than evil will stem from this tragedy.”
Adesina stared at him in disbelief. “Good?” She gestured around them. “What good could come of this?”
“It is not always easy to see the light in so much darkness, but it is there for those who seek it.”
She let out a heavy sigh. His reply reminded her of Ravi, and she found it just as frustrating. “I want to understand, but I do not even know where to begin.”
He smiled empathetically. “You will in time, for truth comes to all who truly desire it. For now, it is enough that you wish to believe.”
“But what of my people?” she pressed. “So many of them are dead.”
L’avan nodded, his face filled with sorrow. “The L’avan were never meant to dwell in isolation. Their gifts were given to them to strengthen the shoulders that bear heavy burdens, to lift the heads that hang with despair. Now, because of this tragedy, they cannot remain in their state of independence. They will be compelled to return to the world and fulfill their purpose.”
“Do you mean to tell me,” she said slowly, “that these men were slaughtered because they were not living up to the expectation of some deity?”
L’avan’s voice became firm. “They knew when they accepted their gifts the responsibility that went along with them. They swore an oath, and they have not kept their word. There are consequences to every choice we make.”
Adesina knew that truth better than most. Her eyes dropped to the ground and her face burned with shame as she thought about the bad choices she had made in her life.
He reached over and gently took her hand. “Everything our Creator does is for our greater good—like a parent who disciplines their child, it is out of love. We may make bad choices, but our Creator is forgiving and shows us how to learn from our mistakes.”
Normally, she didn’t like being touched by people she didn’t know, but she was unusually comforted as he held her hand in his. 
She gazed into his piercing blue eyes, searching for answers. “What do we do now?”
L’avan gazed into the horizon, as if there was hidden knowledge found there. “Go forward, Ma’eve. Believe in yourself, and trust those around you. You will be guided if you allow it to be so.”
  
***
  
The night before the coronation of the new L’avan king, Adesina and L’iam walked through the woods that surrounded the city of Yavar. The moonlight streamed down through the trees, illuminating the overgrown path that they wandered down.
The past few days had been very hectic, and they hadn’t had the chance to talk in quite a while. They were both glad to slow their pace and take a deep breath, happy to be in each other’s company again.
“I always feel at peace when I walk through the woods at night,” L’iam said softly. “I feel more like myself.”
She nodded her agreement. “Yes, it feels very pure.”
Those weren’t quite the words she was looking for, but the smile on his face showed that he understood what she meant.
They came to a small glade and paused for a few minutes. Adesina leaned against a nearby tree, and L’iam stood next to her.
He reached up around his neck and removed the black ribbon he always wore there. Then he hesitantly offered it to Adesina, who took it with a confused expression on her face.
“What is this?” 
“It is a mourning ribbon,” he replied simply. 
Adesina’s brow furrowed deeper. “For your family?” 
He shook his head. “No, I have had that ribbon much longer than that. In fact, I have worn it most of my life.” 
She recalled that he had been wearing it since they had first met, but she had never questioned the reason why. 
L’iam turned his intense eyes on hers. “When I was three years old, the mother of my dava disappeared just weeks before giving birth. It was assumed that both woman and child were dead. It was not until many years later that I learned they had been taken by the Shimat.”
Adesina’s heart began racing, but not nearly as fast as her mind. She did her best to appear casual, turning the ribbon over in her hands. “So you wore this to mourn your dava?”
“Yes,” he said gently. “It is rare for a dava to die young, because it would not make sense to give someone a dava if they are only meant to lose them. Still, we mourn them as if they were a spouse.”
“That is a long time to sorrow over someone you have never met,” she said quietly.
He nodded. “Perhaps, but it was a loss that I felt very keenly. Living a life of royalty is not easy. Even though I was constantly surrounded by people, I often felt alone. It is hard knowing that there was someone perfectly suited to you, and then she was taken from this life.”
Adesina glanced at him doubtfully. “How can you be so sure that she was the right one for you?”
His eyes turned upward, towards the treetops. “Well, the Readers have never been wrong. More important than that, though, was the way that I felt. I felt incomplete, like a part of me was missing. I yearned for her, even though I had never met her.” After a slight pause he added, “She did not feel like a stranger to me.”
Adesina was warmed by the thought of such devotion. She couldn’t quite look him in the face as she asked, “What if your dava was still alive?”
He took a few steps away, studying her expression out of the corner of his eye. “Well, she would not be obligated to hold to our traditions. No L’avan is forced to marry against their will, dava or not. I would just hope to be able to make her fall in love with me so that she would want to marry me.”
Adesina smiled. “I am certain that would not be difficult.”
He shrugged. “I am not so sure, myself. My wife will have a lot of weight bearing down on her shoulders. The L’avan have much ahead of them, and to be one of their leaders through such a series of trials is not an enviable position.” 
After a brief pause he went on. “Of course, she would have three years to think about it before she came of age.”
She nudged at the dirt of the forest floor with the toe of her boot. “And what if she turned out to be a murdering spy for an organization of assassins?”
He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, that would be a problem. No one can go through such trials and remain unchanged. I would probably be in great danger of loving her even more than before.”
She gave a short laugh and looked up at him. “Your reasoning seems flawed. Why would you love someone more for making bad decisions?”
“It is not the decision, but the lessons learned,” he reminded her, “and you have always been an exceptional student.”
Adesina quirked an eyebrow playfully. “I know.”
They laughed together and continued walking through the forest, hand in hand. As they left the glade behind them, she let the black ribbon slip from her fingers.
L’iam would not need it anymore.
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