Xsardis                                                                             24

Xsardis

Book Three of the

Xsardis Chronicles

By

Jessie Mae Hodsdon

 [image: image6.png]



Text Copyright by Jessica Mae Hodsdon

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher. For information contact Rebirth Publishing by mailing PO Box 1006, Bangor, Maine, 04402; or by emailing rebirthpublishing@issym.com.

ISBN  978-0-9843386-2-7   
Cover Art by Ande Binan

Published by Rebirth Publishing, Inc.

Printed in the United States

Visit www.issym.com
Bible quotes taken from the New International Version, 1984.
[image: image1.png]Adventure with a purpose




Introduction

The fine-featured young woman shrouded herself in the curtain of the stone doorway, peering at the ailing uncle she loved so much. His ashen face momentarily renewed with some of the old rosy color as he fingered her delicately written scroll. It was for him she had labored such long hours, desperate for his approval of her second historical manuscript and for him to have the joy of reading it before he passed.

Sounds of the busy life already brimming in the castle filled her ears as the sun cast its rays on her uncle. Her sharp red satin dress displayed her prominence in the kingdom. At that moment she should have been by the king’s side, counseling him, but no one could strip her from the bedside of the man who had raised her.

“Reesthma,” the long-bearded old man called with a warmth that masked his failing body.

She moved into the small room, her feet barely touching the ground, and knelt by his side. “What is it, Joppa?” she spoke softly.

Placing a rough hand around hers, he commissioned her, “Soon I will not be history’s keeper any longer. That will fall to you.”

“No one could ever replace you, Joppa,” she returned sweetly.

“That is what they said of Issym.”

An understanding smile graced her lips as she recognized the tone of storytelling.

“Every great man has his origin. So does every villain. Often, the two are connected.”

The old man slipped easily into his story, “Issym had devoted himself to defending the innocent. His training, even at his young age, exceeded many of his older counterparts. His natural combat reflexes and hunting skills had persuaded any warriors he met to teach him everything they knew. As he exerted himself as the land’s protector, Issym was burdened that he could not save all. He had abandoned the comforts of home and normality and lived a life of sacrifice, but he still could not defend the entire land. While he battled to save the life of a village on one side of the continent, on the other side a caravan would be decimated. The millstone of shouldering a country had caused his skin to toughen and his eyes to bag long before their time.

“On a rainy night Issym scanned the forest around him for a cave in which to pass the storm. He had saved a girl’s life that day, but he could sense the trouble far away that he had not been able to avert. His eyes finally landed on a large cavern and he ran up the muddy hill towards it. After shaking out his long hair, the warrior began his exploration of the tunnel. Instantly he was confronted by a young dragon.

“Most men would have drawn their swords or run, but Issym, with the fearlessness for which he was already being noted, approached the creature with his hands outstretched. The dragon snorted, smoke coming from its nostrils as it began to circle Issym. Though it was small and inexperienced, the leviathan could have slain him with his sharp talons and large teeth. But regarding Issym carefully, he allowed the man to touch his snout.

“Issym tamed the dragon and christened him Santana. He soon realized that he was more than an animal, but an intelligent creature. Determined now to protect and train Santana, he taught him to speak. As soon as the dragon was large enough, Issym flew with him to battle. He would drop from his back and send Santana from sight in order to protect him. Issym’s wisdom warned that if the leviathan was known by the people of the land they might call for his death or try to use him for their own purposes. Santana had already exhibited his love of freedom and his dislike for the masses. Issym gave him as much liberty as he dared and kept the truth a secret from all but a precious few.

“His mind was focused on how much more quickly he could travel on the back of a dragon—how many people would never have to die. But Santana had plots of his own.

“The dragon was a jealous beast and he grew envious of Issym’s now-widespread fame. Deciding that infamy was better than seclusion, the dragon subtly turned on his master and friend. At first, his acts were small—stealing cows and burning empty buildings. This was too little to quench his insatiable thirst for recognition.

“Santana abandoned Issym, conquered a mountain, and began to loot treasures and stockpile food. He drew to his side the cutthroats Issym was devoted to stopping and took the name Smolden, ridding himself of all memory of his old ‘master.’

“Brokenhearted at the loss of his ally to the grip of evil, Issym struggled to stop Santana with a fury he had never before felt, but it was too late. The dragon was beyond his control. For years the two feuded in epic battles. Issym struggled only to contain Santana, holding out that there was some small goodness still left in his friend. The few times the dragon spared his life falsely confirmed Issym’s beliefs.

“After the warrior left for Asandra’s land, Smolden began to destroy Shobal’s kingdom, bitter at the lost rivalry. Years later, in desperation, King Shobal learned of Issym’s strange connection with Smolden and sent for his help. Asandra pushed Issym to go and he went.

“Issym and Santana neither slept nor ate for two days as they dueled in Kembar Plains. Words passed between them that Issym dared not even breathe to Asandra. With help, Issym banished Santana to the underground. The leviathan watched his rival go, calling one last taunt, ‘I will destroy your family.’

“Santana’s words burned in Issym’s heart though they were not fulfilled for many years. Asandra was a majestic queen, but so often the greatest among us are the most damaged. Asandra grew ill—by Smolden’s hand, most said. Streaks of grey finally claimed Issym’s hair as he sat at his wife’s deathbed.

“‘You, my love, are a mighty warrior. I know you are weary now, but you must continue to defend this world until God raises some else up,” she spoke, placing her weathered hand on his face. 

“The warrior king had faced all and conquered all, but this new enemy he could not destroy: grief. Asandra crumbled before his eyes.

“Issym left the land not long after that, taking his place at Shobal’s side to guard against another attack from Smolden. For years after the king’s death, Issym led the land. His feud with the dragon only grew. One day he took a commission of his strongest men into the underground. They never returned.

“People questioned how anyone could defend them as Issym had. For a long time there was no use for such a warrior. A century later, when the need arose, so rose a hero.

“Out of nowhere she would appear and into nowhere she would disappear. Leaping off of walls and wielding every imaginable weapon with a proficiency unmatched, this warrior of legend could single-handedly rout bands of criminals. Throughout the centuries she has continued to arise, gaining only the name ‘The Legend.’”

“The same woman…” Reesthma whispered, her eyes recalling a memory.

“The reports say that it was the same,” Joppa replied, heartened by the interest he could still capture in his niece.

“Well perhaps my book can shed a little light on that,” she returned.

He unraveled the scroll and began to read:
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Chapter 1

One strike of his sword after another, the youthful warrior barreled through his enemies. Fat or short; tall or thin; average or strong—it did not matter. With only one swing they fell to his superior skill and focused rage.

He moved toward the wagons. The army began to part for him—no one wanted to get in the way of his slashing blade. They were puzzled by the strange respect for life exhibited by this boy-hero. He was trying only to wound them.

He jumped into the first wagon in the open field and closed the curtain behind him. The warrior had only a few seconds before the soldiers’ superiors forced them to follow. A nine-year-old girl looked up at him, wiping off the dirt and tears with her bound hands. “Come with me,” he instructed, after loosing her wrists. She followed him to the front of the wagon without debate. His eyes flashed with the courage of battle, but the mark of tenderness could still be found in them.

Taking the reins of the horses, the warrior forced them to move to the right of the other wagons and to go up the road. There were only a few horses with the army, so only a few could follow. Maybe they would get out of this alive. He heard the thudding of boots as someone jumped in the back and he felt the way the wagon rocked as another soldier clung to the sides. “Take the reins,” he said, and shoved them to the girl.

She protested, but attempted to take control of their wild chariot.

Standing, he gripped the wooden post that held the fabric of the wagon and swung towards the side. The force of his feet knocked the soldier off the wagon. The youthful warrior was instantly back by the girl and his sword lanced into the remaining soldier's shoulder as he was reaching for her. He fell back.

The horses were going off the road. The warrior took the reins, correcting their course. He then looked around him, getting ready for the next attack. The enemy’s horses were pounding towards them. Too many. “Come here,” he snapped with frustration. The girl obeyed. “You're going to have to jump when I say.”

Her eyes flashed, but she said nothing. They were coming toward a corner. They would jump as they moved out of sight. “Now!” he called, and gave her a push so that she would not lose her nerve. He was less than a second behind her.

The impact caused his shoulder to burn as a stabbing pain wrapped around the bone, but he propelled himself to his feet, pulling the child deeper into the woods. He heard the crunching behind him and pushed the girl down headfirst into the bushes so that her curious nature would not get her killed. “Don’t move!” he hissed, turning to face whoever was after them.

With a shout of surprise he parried one blow from the dwarf before him, then swung his sword toward his enemy's head... He stopped short. The dwarf knocked him back with his strong foot and could have given a killing blow, but he too stopped. The youth looked familiar. His hair was longer, he had some stubble on his face, his eyes held more heaviness, his frame was stronger; but even so... “Seth!” The dwarf offered a hand up.

“Lotex,” he accepted the stubby hand, then motioned that the girl could rise. She clung to Seth's side.

For a moment, the dwarf stood staring at the two. Then he broke out of his own thoughts, “We should go; they'll be coming after us.”

“What are you doing so far from the dwarf outpost?” Seth sought to process information as they moved swiftly.

“The king and queen summoned me,” he replied, not sounding pleased. “And as I was hurrying along the road, I saw a youth battling an army of fifty by himself.” He used his ax to cut branches out of his way. “I was going to help him until I saw him take a captive. Who's the girl?”

Seth shrugged, “I was on my way to you, when I heard her screaming.” He turned to her, “Who are you?”

“Laneena, from the village of Palla. Sasha's cutthroats stole everything we had!”

“So you went after them?” Lotex chuckled.

“I was not going to let them get away!” She turned to Seth, feeling utterly belittled in front of such a great man. “Are you really Seth, hero of Asandra?”

His eyes glazed over. Hero... Some hero he was. He had let his best friends die in a world that wasn't even theirs. He shook his unkempt hair and brought his focus back to the present. “Next time, Laneena, stay home and leave Sasha's men to me. Where is your village?”

“Over the hill,” she answered.

“Good,” Lotex moved faster and looked to Seth, “because when the king and queen sent for me, it sounded urgent.”

“If you left the dwarf outpost, they must have been very convincing.” For some unfathomable reason, the dwarves were anxious to get back to their barren island of Noric. They desired as little contact with Asandra as possible. They were focused on their mission. Nothing else.

“Their messenger looked grave,” Lotex affirmed.

Seth had to admit that he was glad for the dwarf’s company. To be sure, their first few weeks together had been agony as Lotex had put him to work in the mines of the island, but they had been a proving ground. Seth had established himself through hard labor and diligence. What was so surprising was that Lotex had won Seth’s friendship. Once Seth had suspected him of trying to kill him; now Lotex was an invaluable ally both in and out of a fight. And it had been Lotex who had convinced the other dwarves to return to Asandra for battle.

They walked into Laneena's village as the sun set. They were instantly surrounded and practically carried into the tavern for a celebration. Seth kept an eye on the door—looking for his opportunity to leave. Although he loathed the attention, it was more than that. The people did not have the supplies to be wasting on such a banquet.

Food was short throughout Asandra. Sasha's men had taken much of what had been grown; the sprites had burned the rest. Even the manna, which grew on its own by water, was in short supply. The winter had been hard. The many blizzards had been unexpected even by the fierce standards of Asandra’s climate. What caused such storms? Seth’s imagination wondered.

Finally the townspeople retired, giving Seth and Lotex rooms in the inn. Without collaboration, each one lay on his bed, listening for the sounds of the town to die down. As soon as it was quiet enough, they slipped back onto the road. Seth was used to traveling in the darkness. To him night and morning were the same thing; hunger and fullness; sleep and wakefulness. Life had lost its senses. Lotex's heavy footfalls beside him were about as rhythmic as life got.

The wounds might still have felt fresh, but five months had passed since Rachel, Max and Prince Evan had died in Maremoth—a day that had been dubbed ‘The Day The Whispers Became Trumpets’ by hundreds of villagers throughout Asandra. It was an odd name, but it had stuck, then had shortened simply to ‘The Day’.

That day had changed everything on Asandra. Their deaths had made them martyrs, and that had a powerful effect on a people who had forgotten what it was liked to be truly loved and sacrificed for. Love had been a forgotten concept on Asandra. Everyone had grown used to looking out for themselves. Rachel, Evan and Max had kept pushing to help the people even when they did not want that help. It was a special kind of love and it had made an impact. With much weeping, the people mourned their deaths. A change of heart swept through Asandra following ‘The Day.'

Scores of prisoners had escaped Maremoth on that day and had returned home to tell of Sasha’s cruelty. No longer able to hide from the truth that the shifter was a malevolent usurper, many of the people of Asandra turned away from Sasha, resisting her at every turn. The citizens took the blame for the three’s death, believing that if they had only listened when Evan and Rachel had come to them for help, they might have survived. Rachel, as Asandra’s imaginer, had a special place in their hearts. Prince Evan’s death had swung favor back to his parents. They had sacrificed a child. Much damage was repaired simply by that fact and that King Remar had been imprisoned in Maremoth for years himself hiding under the name Nicholas.

But, surprisingly, it was Max who had caused the largest stir. Seth often caught himself laughing at the irony. The once-troublemaker, with no connection to the world, was most mourned. It was, however, exactly for that reason that people commemorated him. He had had no reason to even come to Asandra, but he had given his life. All the people who had truly belonged and had been unwilling to help burned with shame.

A preacher named Zachary had fanned the sparks created by the three’s deaths into flame. When Seth had first learned of Zachary, who had apparently allowed himself to be kidnapped to help Rachel and Evan, he had begun searching for him. He had gleaned that after his capture, Zachary had been forced through town after town as Sasha’s guards continuously collected more prisoners. He eventually was imprisoned in Maremoth weeks before ‘The Day The Whispers Became Trumpets.’ He had escaped with many of the others. With a new boldness, he began to preach.

Zachary’s message drove home the sacrificial love of the three and then he revealed the sacrificial love of Christ. He preached hard that all must love each other and God in the same way if Asandra were to see change. His words stirred the hearts of all Asandra. “Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself,’” he would quote from Mathew 22:37-39.

Lotex purposefully brought Seth back from his distant thoughts. “If you were coming to see me, you were going the wrong way,”

Seth managed to jump right back into reality, a skill that showed his experience in the blur of existences. “Not the wrong way, just the long way.”

“Right,” snorted the dwarf, coming to a crossroads and arbitrarily picking a direction.

 “Don't go that way,” Seth whispered, his tense posture alerting Lotex of some unseen danger.

The dwarf stopped his confident gait and listened, gripping his axe for comfort. “What is it?”

“Vaylynne has a camp up there.”

“Ah, ah-ha, ah-ha-hah,” Lotex bellowed. “The so-called freedom fighter? That's what has you so worried?”

“Are you trying to get us killed?” Seth pulled him down the right-most way.

“Her army is practically depleted...” the dwarf was laughing too hard to resist Seth’s pull.

“But her principles have captured the people's attention,” he whispered sharply in the moonlight. “And you should not underestimate her skills as a warrior and a leader.”

“Seth, everyone knows that we have not seen a fighter and a leader like you since Issym himself, or The Legend, if she’s even real. And you’re afraid of some rebellious teenage girl?”

The youth's eyes smoldered. “I know better than anyone what a teenager can do.”

“Yes, but you always remind me that it is what God does through you. She is godless.”

Seth made out a figure in the woods. Lotex followed his gaze and smiled as he readied himself for a battle. “No fighting her today,” Seth ordered and began to run.

“For a warrior,” Lotex panted as he struggled to keep up with the agile Seth, “you do not have much of a heart for battle.”

“I have seen enough death and sorrow for several lifetimes,” he answered.

But the fact was, as Lotex well-knew, that while Seth fought like a wild tiger, his marks were aimed with precision to keep his opponent from getting back up for a few hours, but never aimed to kill. It was risky—especially to the people fighting with Seth. Lotex had pushed and pushed in an attempt to explain it, but there was little ground he could keep in an argument with the boy. And, after all, he had Issym’s example. That great warrior had done the same thing. Or so Joppa the historian’s many lectures had led him to believe.

They slowed, realizing that no one was following behind them. There was one topic on which Lotex had a chance of besting Seth. “Then why don't you go back to Earth? Max and Rachel's families deserve to know what heroes they were. You deserve a normal life.”

“Normal?” Seth choked. “Without them? I couldn't live knowing that they had given their lives for something I had quit on. And besides that, God still wants me here.”

Lotex grunted. Seth sounded a little more rehearsed than sure. The dwarf could not blame him. Battle was not easy on anyone. Seth had a skill that he could never have naturally possessed, but he called on the imagination that had woven Xsardis by God’s power and used the skill he had granted to Issym in his games. It was necessary to summon mental blocks in order to survive in the middle of so much death; Issym had had plenty of those. Even half a year ago Seth had held some youthful innocence. Now he carried the weight of a true warrior.

The sun had not yet risen when the dwarf and the teenager came to the incomplete fortress of Saphree. In the short time that the king and queen's army had occupied it, they had made enough improvements on the dwelling that had once been Sasha’s to use it as the base of their future empire. Early in the war, Sasha had demolished their palace. After escaping Maremoth, the king and queen were forced to look for a new home. They took Sasha’s Saphree for their own.

The gate was quickly opened, despite the earliness of the hour, and the guards stood at attention as their hero and the well-respected dwarf walked past them and into the castle. Entering the dimly lit stone entryway, Lotex was quickly shown into a room to rest until the king and queen woke, but Seth was ambushed by Princess Katarina.

As her rebellious nature had been washed away, so washed away her boyish attire. She was now fitted into a regal, crème colored nightgown—even that was a dress. It fit the authority she carried in her step as they walked together through the rooms of the palace, her blue cloak flowing behind her. They spoke in soft tones after her initial sharp rebuke, “You are trying to get yourself killed, aren't you? Do you think a man who has captured the devotion of a people can be easily replaced?” She sounded so like her mother.

Seth had declined to be the captain of the king's army. He preferred to work alone. Nevertheless, he was still the spirit of the battle. He represented the three heroes and the many others that had died to bring the land peace. His deeds had already become part of the lore of the Asandra. Seth was half man, half legend. But he preferred it that way. He could live in the shadows unbothered, but in a position to do good.

They moved into a room that was still being constructed, sitting in their usual high-backed chairs with the wind blowing in from the open wall in front of them. Staring into the wooded land, Seth attempted once more to explain himself. He was tired of the constant rebukes from everyone who knew him as more than a warrior. “You know that we do not have time to stop and feel. Grief and fear have been put aside like all the other feelings.”

“Perhaps you do not have the time to grieve,” her voice trembled with emotion, “but I do. I rarely leave these walls.”

Katarina could not stop blaming herself for Max, Evan and Rachel’s deaths. It was she who had led Max unwittingly to Maremoth. If she had not, Seth and the others might not have attacked the fortress when they did and the three might still be alive. Her mother would be dead and none of the prisoners would have escaped, but it was her deception that had killed three people. Her repentance to God had been real and the transformation, she knew, had been profound, but the darkness of her past still filled her with grief.

Seth could have told her that they only had to hold on until the army of Issym came. He could have told her that this would all soon be over. But they had both become disillusioned, so instead he assured her, “Your brother would have been proud. You have done much good.”

The princess chuckled, “I thought he was an idiot for continuing to fight for Asandra. I asked him a hundred times to run with me to Issym. To keep us safe, my mother would have given us what was left of our inheritance, but Evan would never leave and I could never go without him. I was furious with him for being determined to stay. Now I realize how incredible that was.”

When Seth said nothing, Katarina glanced at her friend. His eyes were focused on some unreal object in the distance. “You should sleep.”

“Your parents were in a hurry to have me back. We’ll probably get summoned in an hour or so. There isn’t much point.”

“I don’t mean now, stupid. You should try sleeping at night, like normal people.” She tried to tame her unruly side when around others, but with Seth it did not seem to matter.

He rolled his eyes.  “There isn’t time,” he insisted, leaning forward in his chair and speaking in the deep tones that he had grown into. “Every day I am out there, I save lives. And you want me to stop and take a nap?”

“I don’t want to lose you too,” Katarina whispered. There were days it felt almost normal to live with the grief she carried, but other days, pressing on seemed unbearable. She had spent a lifetime ignoring her emotions as much as possible. Now…

Seth softened. “I don’t intend to die and leave the work unfinished.”

She re-masked her concern. “What do you know about this meeting?”

A look of surprise filled his face. “Lotex didn’t tell me anything, but you don’t know?”

Katarina shook her curly head. “No.”

Frustration burned through her eyes. To her parents, she was still a child, but she keenly felt the adulthood that is brought about by tragedy.

The corners of his mouth turned up in an understanding smile. Whatever changes had occurred in her, she was still good old Katarina. He gestured to the sun as he rose. “Your parents will soon be calling us together. I should change.”

“You don’t want to appear before them dusty and scraped?” She pushed herself to her feet.

“I don’t want to have them breathing down my throat like someone else I know…”

Seth felt like he was stepping into someone else’s room as he entered his own. His bedroom on Earth had born witness to what he thought had been a busy life. This dwelling’s pristine order showed that he was so busy he was never there.

Pouring water from a jug into a basin, Seth bent over and felt the cool of it take his mind back to another cold day—the day he and Max had woken up in the middle of a forest on Issym. Max’s snarky comments had been so annoying then. Now the memories made him laugh.

He splashed water on his face and was gripped by another vision. “Then no matter what we encounter, don’t run.” The force of Galen’s words and Rachel’s deathly pale faced flashed through his mind. He shivered.

“Get a grip!” he snapped at himself as the all-too-familiar nausea threatened to engulf him. Once more he splashed the water on his face and rubbed at some of the grime. This time he saw Rachel and Max, tired but happy, mingling with hundreds of various creatures after the battle against Smolden had been won. They were so much fun when they were happy. They had jigged into the early hours of the morning.

Roughly wiping at his face with a towel, Seth locked the memories in a safer part of his mind. He left his brown pants and green shirt in a basket for washing and donned a blue tunic, black pants and fresh boots. Strapping his sword around him and straightening his shoulders, Seth began to feel in control again. He had gone from looking like a child of the forest to a prince in only a few moments. It would keep Queen Juliet from saying he was letting himself go. For that he was grateful. Katarina’s less-than-gentle knock startled his short nerves, but he opened the door for her with a calm face. “They’re ready for us. Finally,” she said.

Now she wore a patterned dress, the same blue cloak, and earrings that fell almost to her shoulders, evident since her hair was swept into a bun. “What?” she asked, catching his funny look.

He laughed at the smallness and stupidity of what he had been thinking.

“What?” she asked again, the twinkle in her eye showing her amusement.

“I thought… that you guys didn’t wear earrings. I never saw you with them before.”

“It’s not like they’re really practical for battle,” she retorted. “But I’m trying to live up to the expectations my people have for their future ruler. And that is not exactly a boyish princess.”

“You,” he emphasized, “are going to be a great ruler. That will have nothing to do with your earrings.”

As they approached the thick wooden door, they both stopped, unwilling to enter. Katarina was mustering her social skills—they never came easily this early in the morning. Seth hated meetings. As the conversation went around and around, people were dying—people he could have been helping. At least he could usually catch a nap. Nobody noticed as long as his eyes stayed open.

Lotex's heavy footfalls sounded behind the two. He shoved one bulging arm in between them and pushed the door open, grunting at them to move in. A wave of heat washed across the teens, carrying with it the smell of stuffiness. The council room was small, with no windows and a thick door. It had a table and several chairs with their backs leaning against the walls. It was built to contain the sounds of their voices so that decisions could be made in safety.

Jeffery and Sphen, known as The Brothers, were already in the room. They were tall men in their late twenties, who had several years ago had an undiscovered talent for battle strategies and commanding men's hearts. This talent had been buried by years of mischief ranging from staying out late to burning down a part of the forest. They had been imprisoned for that when Sasha came to the town, demanding recruits to take to Maremoth. Their town offered them up to appease the shifter.

Jeff, the taller and more broad-shouldered brother, and Sphen, the wiry and elder brother, then found their skills. They did not give the least amount of resistance until Sasha was gone. They then broke from their chains and, as they fought with their guards, released the other prisoners. They led their band of forty to King Remar whose battle commander had recently turned traitor. The Brothers somehow rallied men’s courage, and Remar put their various, somewhat strange, and somewhat illegal—if that concept still existed on Asandra—talents to good use.

Queen Juliet had her own uses for them. After Remar's capture, she swore them to a secret oath to protect her children. She used this promise to get them to leave her side when they received news that Sasha had discovered her hiding place. Jeff and Sphen spent the next two months tracking the prince and princess, coming near them several times until they themselves were captured by Vaylynne, leader of the independence movement. She tried to persuade them to join her cause until they escaped—Sphen gaining the scar that now ran from the top of his forehead to his nose. By then, they had lost all trace of the prince and the princess and did not find them again until they reached Saphree.

The Brothers sat at the council table, arguing. Jeffery boomed, while Sphen offered quippy comments when his brother paused for breath. They could agree about nothing outside of battle; but in it, they acted as one man.

The king and queen sat beside each other. Queen Juliet looked preoccupied, but despite the white that now took a lock of her hair, she was quite beautiful. King Remar was old—his hair half fallen out and the rest of it gray. His body was still twisted and malnourished from the years in Sasha's fortress. His air was heavy, but he broke from his staring at the table to grip Seth's hand and say, “So you did make it back to us. Good, good.” The distraction of his mind did nothing to lessen the sincerity with which he treated every member of his kingdom.

Seth took his seat. Unfortunately for him it was by the queen, who constantly chastised him for his recklessness. “You leave when darkness falls one night and come back a week later before the sun has risen. You tell no one where you are going or when you will return. And you take no one with you. We never know if you're dead or alive.” She spoke in her usual gentle tones, which somehow hit harder than a shout would have. Juliet reminded him of his own mother. The soft eyes, the long hair, the perceptive nature…

Seth squirmed. His fresh clothes had not saved him after all. He was rescued by the entrance of the last member of the council—Joppa, history's keeper. Still reading a scroll, he took his seat. The king called for attention.

The Brothers ceased their verbal battle, but maintained it in spirit, their postures turned away from each other. Joppa took the scroll from his face, putting it on the table, but keeping his eyes focused on it. Seth and Katarina's attentions were on the door as if it was a valid exit from the meeting. Only Lotex and the queen paid any real attention to King Remar as he solemnly said, “Sasha is not our only true enemy anymore.” He paused, letting his words sink in and bring the attention of the others. “A day ago, Vaylynne attacked one of our cities’ leaders on the road. He and his wife are dead.”

“Who?” Seth demanded.

“Harvey.”

Katarina's face instantly washed out. Harvey and his wife Elizabeth were her friends. Not only had they risked their safety to rescue her and Max from a blizzard, but as soon as the king and queen took over Saphree, they had led their city back to God and into the service of the royal family. Elizabeth's kitchen was one of her only comforts.

“One of my men returned to me with the news,” Sphen affirmed. “He saw Vaylynne himself.”

“No,” Seth was firm. “Vaylynne hates you,” he stared into the eyes of the king and queen, “but she wouldn't murder them.”

“Are you calling my man a liar?” Sphen and Jeffery both looked towards him.

“No. But I know better than anyone how convincing Sasha can be. She could have formed herself to look like Vaylynne.”

“Why would she do this?” Katarina asked, breathless.

“To get us fighting amongst ourselves. To get our attention off her,” Seth finished.

“Vaylynne is not one of us!” Jeff pounded his fist on the table.

Without realizing it, Sphen rubbed his temple where the scar ran. It was a nervous twitch he had developed.

“But think about it,” Seth pushed.

Katarina had been thinking about it, for months. “This is what I don’t understand. If Sasha is as powerful as we know her to be and as intelligent, then she must know Issym’s army is coming and realize that she has to act before they get here. Why does she do almost nothing? It doesn’t make sense.”

Seth nodded. This bothered him too. Day and night he attempted to understand.

King Remar spoke decisively and returned the conversation to the matter at hand. “I have already made my decision. We will battle Vaylynne. She has been saying that she wanted a war. It is time we gave her one. That’s why I summoned Lotex here. Jeff and Sphen’s men are already far too spread out. I would like the dwarfs to lead the attack.”

“You can’t be serious!” Seth felt the world swirl. Why did the king even call him here? He must have known how opposed he would be to the plan. More deaths!

Sphen spoke distantly, “I have no lost love for Vaylynne, but I think Seth might be right. She would not murder good people like Harvey and Elizabeth. And such a battle would stretch us far too thin.”

“I won't let people get murdered,” Katarina's voice trembled. “These aren't just casualties of war or some kind of statistic; they are people! What we decide results in death or life. But we can’t assume Vaylynne’s guilt either.”

Jeff declared, “We must not let her grow any stronger. Already she is too powerful.”

Seth stood and drew all their eyes and attention, even Joppa’s. The historian leaned back and waited expectantly. As the king had made his decision, so Seth had made his. “I'm going to find Vaylynne and convince her to come and make a treaty of peace with us.”

“Seth,” the queen’s tender voice made him feel like a four-year-old, “why do you think she would listen to you?”

“Vaylynne let me go once—I think she respects me. I can talk her into this.”

“If you are wrong, you won’t get out of there in one piece.” Sphen met the eyes of his fellow man with a deep respect and an even deeper warning.

Seth turned to the king and spoke firmly, “We will lose hundreds in a battle with Vaylynne. If there is a peaceable solution, I intend to find it. With all due respect, Sir, you’ll have to arrest me to keep me here.”

 Katarina put a hand on his arm and looked up at him with her deep green eyes. “Don't do this. Don't commit suicide like this. She won’t spare you. I know she’s probably innocent of this, though I want nothing more than to convict her for all the trouble she’s caused, but it doesn’t mean you have to risk your life to stop a war. She’s always wanted one!”

Remar told him, “My daughter is right. This is suicide and I won't allow it.”

Now Joppa spoke for the first time: “Let him go.”

All eyes turned to him in surprise.

“I think he's right to try. Our history shows that often one man's sacrifice leads to the salvation of many.”

Remar looked back to Seth and, after several moments, gave a heavy nod. Seth walked quickly to his room, packed his small bag and slung it over his shoulder. Katarina caught him in the door and pushed him back in. “Kat, don’t…”

“No Seth. Hear me out!”

“I can’t slow down,” he pressed his thoughts out. Why did she always insist he feel?

“You won’t slow down!” she yelled. “Are you determined to be a martyr like them?”

“I must do this! We don’t have to lose those lives.”

“You say you don’t feel, but you don’t make any logical decisions either. Stop being brain-dead and think!” she chastised.

“I have no time. I have to keep going.” He tried to move past her. They fought fairly frequently, but this was different. She was digging inside him and it stung.

“Until when? Until Sasha’s dead?” the words tore out of her angrily.

“Until Asandra is whole.”

“Why?” she shouted, turning towards the door in frustration and clenching her fists.

Seth waited until she was looking at him again. “Because I’m not strong enough to take the time to grieve! If I stop to feel like a human again, I’m done. And I can’t be done. Xsardis needs me. God has a plan for me still. Or else I’d be dead with them. I’m sorry that’s not good enough for you, Kat, but it’s all I have.”

“Then let me come with you.”

“What?” The words shocked him.

“You heard me. I am like Vaylynne. I never wanted to do things the long, drawn-out, right way. I took shortcuts and sacrificed things and messed up all of Xsardis.”

“Katarina…”

She put up her hand to stop him, “And Vaylynne is the same way. I can reason with her.”

“Your parents would never risk the heir of the throne…”

She nodded and was silent. When Katarina spoke again the flame was gone from her eyes, “Be careful. She’s not going to spare you.”

He stepped back. “How do you know?”

“Because if I was Vaylynne, I wouldn’t.”

Chapter 2

In every home on Asandra a name was mentioned… it was not that of a fallen hero, or of Seth, or of King Remar, or of Sasha. It was that of a simple preacher: Zachary.

Rumors abounded… that he had helped Rachel and Prince Evan and that he had allowed himself to be captured by Sasha to give them time to get away. For months after that, no one knew what had happened to him. In truth he had been kept as a prisoner and forced to make the slow journey to Maremoth as Sasha’s troops collected other prisoners. He arrived a few weeks before ‘The Day’ and escaped with the others.

Those prisoners returned to their old homes and told of Sasha’s injustice and abuse. No longer able to hide behind the belief that Sasha offered ‘jobs’ or ‘servant’ positions, it was now completely clear that the towns had sold their own kinsmen into slavery for the self-serving reward of Sasha ignoring them. The terrible thought seared Asandra with grief.

Instead of returning home, Zachary had begun preaching, starting with the village closest to Maremoth. He boldly declared that God was King over all the universe, that the people had to repent, that they had to begin to change their ways. He challenged them to reject the vileness or the comfort of evil and to stand for right. He told them that the only way they could hope to accomplish this was to trust Christ for their salvation. He said nothing of battle or of politics, but as his words stirred people to begin to take their faith in God seriously, they no longer could live under Sasha’s lies. They broke her shackles and began to fight.

And Zachary kept preaching, from town to town to town, until everyone knew his name in the east and the west, the north and the south…
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After years of diligent recruiting and training, freedom-fighter Vaylynne had small contingents of her army stationed across Asandra. She made a point of never telling anyone where she was going, which forced her camp leaders to constantly stay prepared for an inspection. Despite her youth, she was intimidating to all who met her, and the consequences for failing an inspection were too high to risk.

Perpetual readiness was doable, for most, but not for Caleb—the fifteen-year-old who sat on watch staring out at the blank woods. He had left home to do something great. Most of history's leaders did not sit on watch, but Vaylynne wanted everyone equal. So Caleb sat on the tree branch, soaking wet from the rain, when he could have been inside finding a way to make his troops respect him.

Caleb was young, but so were all the others sitting in his cave. By now, everyone who was still working for Vaylynne was as young. She had lost most of her camp leaders after ‘The Day The Whispers Became Trumpets’. People went home, either to find their released families or because they realized Queen Juliet held real power again. Mention of that day still threw Vaylynne into a dangerous mood. She had had to promote unskilled officers to leadership, but no one was as unskilled as Caleb. So far, he could not fight; he could not plan; he could not earn people's loyalties; the poor kid couldn't even eat without spilling his food everywhere.

Why did she pick me? Caleb wondered. At first he thought she had seen something deep inside him, but after his last lecture for a failed inspection, he knew differently. He had tried to be intimidating and commanding, but he had failed—as he would always fail. Caleb was only five foot three and very thin, with a squeaky voice. So he tried to be a friend to his troops; that didn't work either. Caleb knew that he needed one chance—one moment to make his troops and Vaylynne respect him. One day and everything could change. He feared that day would never come.

As his chance for respect walked towards him through the rain, he had no idea what was about to happen. It was another young person, probably searching out the legendary Vaylynne. This one was tall, well-built. He was succeeding at looking cool with a scruffily beard and green clothing that blended in with the thick forest. He walked with his head down and his arms together to preserve warmth in the chilling rain. Caleb could not see much of him, but his sword poked out of the edge of his cloak. That was good. He came already equipped. Weapons were in low supply, just like people.

The ‘leader’ scanned the area to make sure there was no one else with this new recruit. Then he jumped down and stood right in his path, his feet sinking in the mud and his body lurching forward. He stood up with a face-full of mud. “Who are you?” he had meant to sound menacing, but after getting a better look at the guy with the soldier's gait, Caleb found he could only speak with a broken voice.

“I could ask you the same question,” the man answered, walking by. How did his feet glide over the mud?

Caleb wished he had the stranger's deep voice or his manner—either one would have gotten him at least some acknowledgment. “What's your business here?” he demanded, as he ran awkwardly through the mud to keep up with the man, and used his sleeve to clear his face.

The stranger found some patience and stopped, Caleb finally getting in his way. The man replied, “One question at a time. My name is Seth.”

Caleb found that the little courage he had possessed had slipped away, “Not... not the...”

“Yes,” he rolled his eyes. “Now answer my question. Who are you?”

“My name...” Why can't I talk? “is...” he cleared his throat and wiped off more of the mud from his face, “Caleb. I am the leader of this camp of Vaylynne. And it is my duty to take you back.”

Seth drew his sword, making the air sing. Caleb struggled several moments to get his out. “You don't want to do this,” the warrior warned.

“I... have to.” Caleb knew he was going to die; die a miserable whelp covered in mud. His troops would probably have a celebration, if they even bothered to look for his body. At least his humiliation would be over and at least he would be felled by an incredible warrior. Maybe he would be remembered kindly by his family. Maybe word would get to his parents that he was a hero.

Their swords clashed together and Caleb almost dropped his with the weight of it. He closed his eyes to accept his fate. A few moments later, Caleb was still alive, amazing as it seemed. He popped open his eyes and saw Seth, waiting, observing, boring into his soul…

Caleb shouted and charged Seth. Minutes later, when he was still alive, Caleb began to wonder if he had some unseen prowess after all. He doubled his attack, though fatigue and cold were setting in. And then, Seth was on the ground, his sword somewhere else. How? “S...tand up. Slow...ly.”

Seth obeyed in one swift movement—even the way he got up was cool. His eyes kept staring into Caleb. “Drop all... your weapons.”

Seth complied, setting his sword gingerly upon the wet land and letting two small blades fall beside it. “Now walk up to that cave.” I'm not stuttering. I'm not! Caleb’s mind screamed.

He moved Seth to the cave, the tip of his sword in the warrior's back. They entered the large body of his hideaway. Thirty youths—some barely tall enough to handle a short sword and none old enough to have a shadow of a beard—filled the space as they ate, talked and practiced. The clatter brought back Caleb's nerves as he called for attention. No one paid him any attention. He tried again. No one looked in their direction.

“Attention!” Seth's powerful voice cut through the group and they instantly gave him their focus.

Offering a strange look, Caleb addressed his troops, “I have captured the legendary fighter, Seth.”

The room roared with laughter, but a few were staring at Seth—he looked like a warrior. He fit the description of Seth, too. “I am Seth,” he said quietly, but everyone heard him. The teen had a voice that people listened to.

Why don't I? Caleb could not understand.

The troops looked toward Caleb with more respect and suddenly they all cheered. He pushed Seth forward to be bound and put in another room, where there would be no chance of escape. He walked by his troops, receiving pats on the back from them all. Someone actually brought him water to wash himself, and a change of clothes. As he sat down to a hearty meal, he triumphed, I am finally great!
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Katarina swung her bag over her horse’s saddle and glanced around the courtyard for Jeff. She had insisted that the group going to Harvey and Elizabeth’s funeral be small; it would attract less attention from Sasha and Vaylynne. Her mother had insisted that she take her bodyguard. Katarina had swallowed the rebuttals that sat at the edge of her tongue.

It wasn’t that she minded Jeff coming. In fact, it brought a sense of safety that she had not been anticipating. But Jeff and Sphen were in charge of the army. With Seth gone, both needed to be fighting for Asandra, not defending one princess. When her father had threatened to send a whole troop to protect her—believing that Vaylynne would be searching for royal blood—Kat had quickly accepted Jeff’s presence, along with those of another fighter and a girl that had almost become her lady-in-waiting. She refused to think of her as a servant, but only as a guest accompanying them. The princess could not say friend. She had no more trust to offer and no more of her heart to give away.

Noticing the agile presence of Reesthma, Katarina adjusted the straps of the saddle, doing anything to look busy. Kat had been avoiding Joppa, and his niece Reesthma too. It was Joppa's fault that Seth was gone. It would be Joppa's fault if Seth died. Joppa cared only for his scrolls! And because of that he did not even notice the princess's fury. Reesthma, however, noticed and cared.

The fifteen-year-old girl looked and acted nothing like her uncle. He rarely spoke to a living person; she could not stop talking. He was white, average height and slightly pudgy. Though he had been taken by Sasha’s army, Malcon had placed Joppa in holding in his own dwelling, with orders to feed and clothe him as well as any of the guards themselves. So he had suffered, but not as much as he might have.

In the last five months Reesthma had transformed. She had gained four inches, so she now stood a little taller than her uncle. Reesthma was thin, with dark skin and dark hair that she had in a long ponytail at all times. This left her dominate feature to be her brown eyes and long, dark eyelashes. Her childish form had left and been replaced with great beauty. The curves of her face were perfect.  She was prettier than anyone else in the palace, Katarina included. Not that that was one of the reasons Kat was miffed at her…

Reesthma walked around the horse and ran her fingers down its nose. The princess knew she could not ignore her any longer. “Hey, Ree.”

“Katarina, I know my uncle...” her voice had lost any nerves or high pitch.

Katarina cut her off, “Seth's choice. He would have gone even if my father had said no.” In only a few seconds she had finally come to believe that.

Reesthma smiled. “I brought you something.”

“What is it?” the princess hid the sigh that threatened to creep into her voice.

“It is the last scroll that Joppa read to me before Sasha took him.” Reesthma had the large volume in her hands. “I think you'll like it.”

“History?” History had been school; never choice.

“You should really read it. You'll understand why Joppa did what he did.”

“Ree, I'm leaving. I’m going to a funeral. I don’t have time to read a book.”

Reesthma slid it across the saddle, “Please.”

Kat was saved from answering as Jeff’s hulking frame moved towards them. She already knew that his slow gate meant that they were not leaving that night. His words only confirmed it. “Your father orders that we leave tomorrow morning at first light. He does not want us to travel in the dark.”

Katarina groaned. “It’s safer at night. We won’t be seen.”

Jeffery shrugged. “Depends on how you look at it. And I follow my king’s orders. He would not even have let us come if not for the protection of your illuminescent.”

Zara, her deep red color unusually shiny, surfaced from Kat’s saddlebag. “Or my insistence on your behalf,” Zara added, quickly flying back into the palace to find Hector, the blue illuminescent who was once Evan's. The two were an inseparable pair except during the times the princess needed her for anything. Then the red illuminescent was completely devoted, bound by some strange tradition more than by a true connection between the two.

“I guess you’ll have time to read the book,” Reesthma smirked.

Kat sighed. Jeff studied her weary features. It was probably good that they were leaving in the morning, despite his own reservations. She looked exhausted. “Rest. We leave early. I shall stable your horse,” he spoke.

She nodded and handed him the reigns.

A year ago, Jeffery would have worried that she would sneak out and go by herself to the funeral. Now he knew her to complain about the edicts she disliked, but to obey them with a sense of duty few possessed. She was such a different person.
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Remar sat in his bed, his eyes reading a letter but his mind absorbing nothing. The slight smell of smoke filled his nostrils as his wife blew out the few candles in their room. Sitting beside him, she pried the letter from his hands.

“I shouldn't have let him go,” the king sighed.

“You know he would have gone anyway,” Juliet answered.

“The army from Issym needs to arrive. It will not be long before Sasha attacks.”

“Remar,” Juliet put her hand on his, “you don’t have to put up that front with me. You know she isn’t waiting.”

“But I can’t figure out why,” he sighed again. “What could possibly make her hesitate? No stones to harm her; we are not yet strong. Once Issym gets here she'll be easily defeated. There is no reason to delay. Unless...”

Juliet snapped to a new attention, “Unless what?”

“Unless Issym's boats are never going to make it.”

“She couldn't have defeated them!” his wife gasped.

“They may have died of disease; may not have brought enough food; may have fallen to the sound sprites; or may have been taken by that legendary whirlpool. Truly, we don’t know much about Sasha’s power. Or theirs…”

“You really do think she killed them while they were still vulnerable on the seas… before our two armies could unite.” It was starting to make sense. “How could you not have told me your suspicions?”

“You carried Asandra while I was in prison. I did not want to worry you unduly.”

“I pray you’re wrong.”

“So do I.”
