
  
    [image: Ashia]
  


  
    
      ASHIA

      THE SEER AND THE SPIRE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        L.E. THOMAS

      

    

    
      SHADOW MAX PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Ashia

      

      
        Preface

      

      
        Ancient Ashian Text

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Sneak Peek at the next adventure

      

      
        Also by L.E. Thomas

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ASHIA

          

          THE SEER AND THE SPIRE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Star Runners Universe Novel

        by L.E. Thomas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2016, 2020, 2024

      

        

      
        Shadow Max Publishing

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This book may not be reproduced in any form without written permission of the Publisher.  Brief quotations may be used for inclusion in articles published for noncommercial use including written news articles and reviews.

      

        

      
        Edited by Annie J at

        www.just-copyeditors.com

      

        

      
        Cover art by

        Tom Edwards

        www.tomedwardsdesign.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NAS

        Historian Searches for ‘Forgotten Planets’

      

      

      

      System Zahl, Imperial University: It is said to be an impossible mission, but that is precisely what Professor Craig Christopher likes about the search for what he calls “forgotten planets.”

      “No matter what your beliefs or background, something is fascinating about this chapter in the cosmic history of human beings,” Christopher says from his library. “The era of the generational ship is chock-full of mystery and adventure.”

      Christopher is beginning a university program to search the Zahlian archives for lost planets. These are star systems charted as destinations for generational ships, but the vessels ultimately disappeared.

      “Some generational ships were sponsored by governments while others were private entities or pilgrims searching for a new way of life away from the civilized planets,” Christopher says. “These were brave men and women. We owe it to them to document this…”
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        “…and the Ashia was placed upright near the sea, so all men will know their King watches over them.

      

        

      
        In his infinite wisdom, the Great Star Father deemed the Vika Clan will rule over the lesser Fakura Clan, who require constant guidance if they are to survive.

      

        

      
        Together, they will rid the world of witches, who bend truths into falsehoods to bring about the destruction of man and banish them into Mystiria by way of the Dredun Fires.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Author Unknown

        Origin Unknown
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      “They’re coming!” Grev Vanaad yelled from the doorway, his leather-armored shoulders rising and falling as he gasped. The drawn scimitar in his steady hand dripped blood.

      Lana slipped from beneath golden bed covers, her dark hair sliding down her back. “I don’t understand. What—”

      “There’s no time, love.”

      “I—” Her black eyes widened. “They’re here!”

      Footsteps echoed from the hall. Grev motioned with his hand, and Lana backed into her dressing area. Torchlight flickered across the bedchamber, casting long shadows on the cold floor. He pressed against the wall, out of the sight of anyone daring to enter the Captain of the Royal Guard’s quarters. He clenched his teeth, tightening his grip on the hilt.

      He glanced at his wife, pleading for direction. Lana held up three fingers.

      Then two.

      One.

      Two guards rushed inside, their silver armor glistening. Grev attacked, plunging his blade into the first man’s eye. As the guard toppled, the scimitar remained embedded in the skull. He yanked once and freed it.

      Rushing toward the second attacker, Grev slammed him against the wall.

      “Sire!” the soldier cried. “Please, no!”

      Grev held him in place and paused, staring at the young man’s frightened eyes. He remembered training the young boy named Danall Arget, recruited from the highest echelon of the Vika Clan. Danall had been scared of everything at first, and Grev had nearly released him from service. Lana had persuaded him to give Danall a chance.

      Glancing back at his wife, Grev watched her pulling on her dark leather riding pants. As she slipped a thin tan shirt over her torso and nodded, he realized there would be no need to tell her they would have to flee the Spire—tonight. As always, she knew what was happening before he told her.

      He turned back to Danall. “I have no quarrel with you, boy.”

      Sweat dripped from the smooth face. “Thank you, sire.”

      Lana stepped closer to Grev. “The guard’s alerted. We must get to Euralia.”

      Grev nodded without turning away from Danall. “What are your orders?”

      “I—I was—we were told to restrain you and apprehend your wife,” he said, his face quivering.

      “And my daughter?” he asked, tightening his grip on Danall’s shoulders.

      “They didn’t tell me anything about that, sire!”

      “Liar,” he sneered. “Who gave you these orders?”

      “The Baron!”

      He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “It is as I feared.”

      “We must flee,” Lana said. She looked away, peering into a faraway place. “They have covered the walls, north, and south.”

      “And the gates?”

      She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, pupils darting beneath the lids, then shook her head.

      “Excellent,” he said.

      She locked eyes with him. “What about Euralia?”

      “I will get to her.”

      “How?”

      He looked at Danall. “Listen, boy, you will take the lady to the southern gate. Get her there quickly and allow her to escape. If you don’t, I’ll gut you like a seepa and hang you from the Spire’s walls by your entrails. Understood?”

      Danall swallowed. “Yes, sire.”

      Satisfied, Grev faced his wife. He took a step forward, sheathing his blade. “I wish—”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I’ve still—”

      “Never become used to my abilities.” She slid her tongue across her full lips. “I know, love.”

      He gripped her hands. “Run hard. Run fast. And don’t look back. I’ll find you outside the walls.”

      “Euralia?”

      “I won’t leave without her.” He kissed her and turned to Danall. “Run. Now. Don’t stop until you reach the southern gate.”

      “Yes, sire.”

      Grev watched the guard lead Lana through the Spire’s angular halls. She spun around, her eyes glistening as she held her hand high until Danall pulled her out of sight.

      If you can sense this, he thought, I love you.

      He hurried through the corridors toward his daughter’s chamber. Despite the hour, the Spire was alive with activity. Boots stomped and echoed over harsh whispers. He hugged the shadows, making his way toward Euralia. Pressing against the wall, he peered around the corner.

      Two guards stood outside his daughter’s door pressing against the lock, the torchlight glimmering off their shining armor. Drawing his weapon, Grev stepped into the light and marched toward his Royal Guards, his scimitar held firm at his side.

      They turned, facing him in silence and glancing at each other as he quickened his pace.

      “Halt!” the younger one yelled, his voice lacking strength as he drew his shaky sword. “We have to apprehend him!” He paused, looking at his comrade. “Don’t we?”

      The silent taller guard nodded, drawing his sword. It shook in his hand.

      The youthful guard yelled, rushing forward. Grev allowed the man to charge, never altering his gait. When the inexperienced soldier raised his sword, Grev stepped to the side and dropped to one knee, holding the sword out. The guard’s forward momentum buried the blade into his gut, penetrating flesh. He slashed upward, and the disemboweled guard fell in a heap.

      Not pausing to wipe the dripping blade, Grev stood and continued forward, the fallen guard gurgling behind him. He stopped, studying the remaining foe in front of his daughter’s chamber.

      “I know you, Hehta,” Grev said, peering into the bulging eyes and gesturing toward the wavering sword. “Go home to your wife. Hug your child, as I intend to do.”

      Hehta shook his head, whispered, “I cannot.”

      “So be it.”

      Their swords clashed once, the metal clanging in the silent hallway, and it was over. Hehta collapsed as Grev slit his throat with a dagger concealed in his belt.

      He unlocked the door to Euralia’s chamber.

      “Stop!” a voice bellowed from behind him.

      Grev turned. “You,” he said through his teeth. “I’m impressed you would show yourself at this hour.”

      The Baron stood at the far end of the hall, his round shape blocking the view behind him. He wore his bright orange ceremonial robes as if he still stood in the King’s court.

      “Save it, traitor,” the Baron sneered.

      The word cut across Grev. “Traitor? I am the traitor? Tell me, what lies did you tell our King—my brother—to carry out these actions?”

      The Baron snorted, rubbing sweaty stubble on his chin. “Captain Vanaad, you sealed your fate the moment you revealed the truth to the King about your witch of a wife.” He grinned, his yellowed teeth visible even at this distance. “Now, she will be cleansed in the Dredun Fires.”

      “No!”

      The Baron took a step to the side. Members of the Royal Guard hurried forward, their weapons drawn. They halted suddenly, backing against the wall as another figure walked between them.

      Grev squinted and lowered his gaze as the face came into view under the torchlight.

      His second in command.

      “Erun,” Grev said, his stomach churning. “Even you?”

      The younger man nodded, his eyes flicking toward the floor. “I’m sorry, Captain. I truly am.”

      “Don’t do this.”

      Erun took a breath. “You shouldn’t have lied about your wife, Captain Vanaad.”

      “And you shouldn’t believe everything your superiors say.”

      “That is how you trained me.”

      Their blades impacted. Deferring to protocol, the other guards stood back and allowed their commanders to settle the conflict in the old way.

      “Don’t!” Grev snapped. “You can stop this.”

      Erun parried and took a step back. “You know I can’t.”

      Avoiding a relentless pair of thrusts, Grev shoved him back, pounding Erun’s shoulder against the wall. His muscles burned as he stepped away from the man he had trained. He deflected a lunge, sending his opponent again to the wall. Erun put up a valiant defense, but Grev saw the inexperience and a lack of confidence in the moves as he searched for an opening.

      Feigning a lower attack, Grev shifted his balance and sliced upward. The blade split Erun’s cheek as he fell back, his free hand covering his bleeding face.

      “Enough!” the Baron yelled. “Take him!”

      The Royal Guards surged. Grev cut through his men, slashing and avoiding counters. He ignored his tiring muscles, couldn’t feel the stinging wounds slicing into his skin. Spinning, he hurled guards into their comrades, using the hall’s close quarters to his advantage. He yelled as a knife penetrated his bicep. Without stopping, he yanked the dagger free and hurled it through his attacker’s face.

      A force hit him from behind—an arrow piercing his back. He fell to his knees, swinging his scimitar with his remaining strength. A blade split skin on his forehead, spilling warm blood into his eyes. Strong hands clasped his shoulders, preventing him from falling into darkness.

      “At least, you cannot have my wife,” Grev breathed, his muscles failing as the guards restrained him. “She has fled beyond your reach.”

      The Baron stepped forward, a torch in his hand.

      “Oh, no, my dear Captain, we already have her.” He held the fire close to Grev’s face and laughed. “The Captain of his Royal Guard. Bah!”

      Blunt force thumped Grev’s head, and darkness took him.
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          EIGHTEEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Shanda slid her fingertips across the twisted skin on her bicep and stared at the darkened scar. Master Dravia had said she’d fallen into a fire, but she was too young to remember.

      Turning toward the warm water, she pulled pouches from the oasis deep in the sands of Magafhi Flats at least fifty miles from the nearest settlement. The clan’s seepas drank in silence as the sun dipped into the desert. Menacing desert predators appeared at the water’s edge, snarling and yelping, and she wondered if she should raise the alarm to protect the herd. But the curious scavengers didn’t want anything more than water, taking quick glances at her before drinking and scurrying off.

      Wind touched her cheek. She lifted the last pouch and placed it in the cart, looking at the worn leather tents and resting animals in the fading daylight. Nearby children laughed, playing games she had never learned.

      “Shanda!”

      Startled, she pulled the cart up the embankment, her feet sinking into the sand as she scurried toward her tent and pulled back the flap.

      Dravia’s weathered features contorted, beady eyes squinting and deepening the lines in his face. “What have you been doing?”

      Her eyes adjusted to the darkness as she lifted the water pouches. “What you told me to do, Master.”

      Ignoring her, he pointed. “Water.”

      She filled a bowl. He snatched it, slurping until it emptied and tossing it onto the sandy floor.

      “Pick it up,” he grunted, rolling his large frame onto a dirty blanket.

      He exhaled, closed his eyes and began snoring. She sighed.

      No more punishment today, she thought.

      Shanda filled a clay bowl and sat at the tent’s edge, watching the sky turn a soft pink. Sounds of the tribe bedding down for the night ceased. Stars glistened as if diamonds on black velvet.

      Stretching her dark, slender legs, she leaned back on her hands. Aches plagued her body, the long trek to Ashia taking its toll. She relished the silence.

      Dravia didn’t provide details, but she had gleaned some information from the tribe’s chatter during the journey to know the elders had decided to leave the flats for the Spire of Ashia. They feared rumored attacks of the feral Mazomi Clan from the northern territory, deciding to seek the King’s protection within the Spire’s walls.

      Glancing down at the watering hole, she shook her head.

      Two men, one woman, and six children of the tribe had been the price of this trek to Ashia. Another child with a fever probably would not make it through the night.

      All in the name of fear.
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        * * *

      

      Shanda shook, ripping herself from sleep. An image seared into her mind. She tried to shake it away, but it persisted. Her heart pounded as she closed her eyes.

      Had it been a dream?

      She opened her eyes when the vision returned. Shrieking, she covered her mouth.

      A weak man, skin stretched over bones, rustled through the sand. He fell into the coarse ground. Burned and twisted skin covered his scorched back. He wore torn, charred rags. When he raised his head, she recoiled. His wild eyes fluttered, darting across the landscape. He reached toward her, his hand nothing more than scarred tissue. The vision wavered and vanished.

      Shanda stood on sore legs and pulled back the tent’s flap. Looking back to make sure she had not disturbed Dravia, she stepped outside and walked to the star-speckled water. Rings shot across the surface as something darted beneath.

      Her heart slowed. She closed her eyes, recalling the vision.

      A dying man in the desert, wrestling through dunes.

      What could it mean? Where could she have conjured such a nightmare?

      Taking a long drink, the liquid soothed her parched throat. She peered into the endless sands illuminated by the crescent moon. The green pinpoint star of Viljatu, beamed above the white of the moon.

      She sighed. Pleasant dreams of places far beyond the tribe often came, but she knew these visions revealed locations she could only imagine. Staring at the stars, she wondered about lands far from here and considered the possibility of people on the tiny flickering beads of light like Viljatu in the heavens. Did anyone gaze back at her? Did others experience lives better than hers, doing more than the bidding of an obese master with a cruel attitude toward everyone and everything?

      She sighed, scolding herself for entertaining such fantasies. The stars were nothing but points of light. There would never be anything more for her.

      But the vision of the dying man remained, vivid and intense. She was beginning to experience more visions lasting far beyond sleep. She shivered.

      Dravia must not know. He would take her to the barren region again, away from the tribe, and beat her until her skin split as he had done for lesser charges. In raging drunken stupors, he often inquired about her abilities after she woke from a terrible nightmare. She lied, denying any recollection of what had disturbed her sleep. She knew he would execute her for possessing a witch’s ability. Sometimes, she considered death would be better than another day with him…

      But she told no one. Shanda knew the fate of Seer Witches, and it was better to keep her mouth shut.

      There was a flutter of movement from the other side of the water. Had one of the seepas gotten loose? A shadow fell into the sands and remained still. She squinted, trying to make out the details. If it had been one of the seepas escaping, Dravia would take it out on her. Their milk would fetch a significant price once they reached Ashia.

      Glancing back toward the tent, she knew she had to retrieve the animal before he woke up. Shanda tossed the watering pouch to the ground and ran around the edge of the oasis. The seepas moaned as she sprinted by them. She struggled in the sand and fell to one knee. Darkness covered everything—the light from the tribal fire did not reach this side of the water.

      “Come here!” She made a clicking sound with her teeth, hoping the lost seepa would return.

      A groan cut through the silence. She paused.

      That was not a seepa.

      Shanda froze, noticing a fallen figure. She reached out with a trembling hand. Even in the darkness, she saw the man wore the same ragged clothes and had the burned skin from her dreams. He pulled in quick, shallow breaths. His cracked lips moved, but she did not hear the words. She knelt, grabbing the man’s sweaty hand.

      “It’s okay now,” she said. “Can you stand?”

      He nodded and grabbed her shoulder. The two hobbled toward the dark pool of water. He fell to his knees and thrust his head into the oasis. She wondered for a moment if he had drowned.

      “Thank the stars,” he said, lifting his head.

      She gazed at him in the faint light. Her chin quivered. “I … I’ll get help.”

      Shanda sprinted to the nearest tent and yanked back the flap. Elder Haltock slept with two of his wives on a plush red rug.

      “Your Excellence,” she said. “Haltock, please wake up!”

      The ancient man stirred, looking at her with sleepy eyes as he sat amidst colorful pillows. “What is it, child?”

      She swallowed. “A man has come out of the desert.”

      “What man?” He frowned, his long white beard falling on his chest. “Where?”

      “Out at the watering hole,” she said, pointing and swallowing as a lump formed in her throat. “He’s nearly dead.”

      Haltock leaped to his feet, pushing the women off his chest.

      “Sound the alarm,” he said, tossing a gray robe over his naked body. “Quickly now.”

      She ran toward the center of camp. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Finding the silver bell, she rang it hard. Additional torchlight sparked to life around the encampment.

      Haltock, accompanied by three Magafhi Warriors dressed in their freshly-oiled leather, marched toward her. Dravia stumbled across the ground, his robes covering everything except his bulging stomach.

      “Where is this intruder?” Haltock asked, his white beard shimmering in the torchlight.

      All eyes fell on Shanda. She hesitated.

      Haltock said, “It’s all right, child.”

      Dravia coughed. “You’re listening to my slave? Have you gone mad, old man?”

      “Silence, Dravia!” Haltock turned to Shanda. “Go ahead, child.”

      Holding out a trembling hand, she pointed toward the desert man still at the oasis. The men turned, drew their weapons, and marched off into the darkness. Their scimitars clanked as they moved away. Shanda fell to her knees, sniffling.

      “Why are you crying?” Dravia asked.

      Shanda looked at him. If he knew of her vision, she would surely be beaten.

      He slapped her across the face. “I asked you a question, little rat.” He struck again, splitting her lip. She tasted blood as he raised his hand to strike again.

      “Enough,” a voice called.

      Jediah stepped toward them with his blade drawn, the metal reflecting the firelight.

      “Bah,” Dravia said, waving his hand. “This is not your matter, boy.”

      “No, but I will make it so.” Jediah raised his sword. “Your slave may have saved the tribe with her warning. Spare her your torment.”

      Dravia turned to face the taller, younger warrior. “Yes, you would defend her, wouldn’t you? Not enough women for you on the flats? Hmm?” His eyes hardened. “Oh, wait, you were supposed to be on night watch, weren’t you? Are you fearful people will start wondering why it was a slave girl, and not you, who noticed the stranger approaching the camp?”

      Dravia didn’t wait for an answer, storming off toward his tent.

      Jediah reached out. Shanda took his hand and felt its strength, marveling at his rough skin. His hand engulfed hers. He sheathed his weapon as voices carried across the encampment. Haltock led the group with his torch held high. Behind him, two warriors helped the desert man walk.

      Jediah turned back to Shanda, his long black hair swinging across his shoulders. “Why do you cry?”

      She stared at his chiseled, tanned face and wiped her eyes. “No reason, sire.”

      “No reason to call me that,” he said, shaking his head. “Seeing a dying man is not easy to grow accustomed to, is it?”

      She shook her head. As much as she wanted, she couldn’t confide in a warrior of the tribe—even Jediah. He had always been kind, even when they were younger. She remembered him sneaking treats from the elders for her when Dravia wasn’t looking. If someone had caught him, Jediah would have been whipped. Perhaps he would understand what was happening to her. Maybe he would comprehend her ability.

      But she couldn’t risk telling him, not now.

      No matter what this poor soul from the desert had to say before he passed, the night’s events only meant her visions were more than mere dreams.

      This one had come true.
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        * * *

      

      Word spread through the tribe. By morning, every Magafhi member crowded around the tent housing the stranger from the desert. Haltock allowed Shanda to bring water, since she had found the man. Following hours of moaning and violent feverish dreams, the man awoke just after daybreak. The warriors, led by a confident Jediah, entered the tent after the elders. Their hands remained atop the pommels of their swords. Two large men carrying spears stood by the tent’s entrance.

      After closing the tent to outsiders, Shanda heard muffled voices. The elders questioned the desert man for hours. She prayed they would ask for water so she could enter and hear the man’s story. Why had he been in the remote desert? Was he a thief? A lost warrior? An escaped slave?

      Try as she might, she only heard the elders’ voices—not the details of their words. The conversation boomed more than once before falling into quieter, solemn tones.

      The sun reached its peak when the warriors marched out. Members of the tribe moved closer, craning their necks for a better view while silencing the children. Haltock stepped into the light, his fingers disappearing into his beard as if he searched for something inside the tuft of smoky white hair. He raised his hands.

      “This incident has delayed us by one day,” he said. “We will stay by water tonight and leave for the Spire in the morning. Everyone must rest—we still have at least two days ahead of us until we meet the capital’s outskirts. No one is to talk to the stranger. He is no danger to us, and he must get his rest if he is to recover fully.” He lowered his hands. “That is all.”

      Turning, Haltock nodded to the other three elders still standing at the tent’s entrance. “I request a meeting with the council as soon as possible.”

      Shanda swallowed, her stomach churning.

      The crowd rumbled endless questions as Haltock and the other elders moved away.

      “Where did he come from?”

      “Is there danger up ahead?”

      “Will he die?”

      “What did he say happened to him?”

      “Should we be afraid?”

      Haltock said nothing as wandered toward his tent with his head down. He motioned to Jediah, and both disappeared into the tent.

      Shanda sighed and moved toward the oasis. With Dravia deep into his afternoon stupor and the tribe remaining in one place, she decided to sit near the water. Two boys played with dolls resembling arena fighters from the capital, enacting stories of violence and adventure. A young child tossed tiny pebbles, sending ripples across the water. A mother scooped him into her loving arms as the boy rested his head on her shoulder.

      Shanda pulled her legs up, resting her elbows on her knees. Night soon covered the camp. Shadows stretched long through the sands, forming dark pools between the dunes. She stretched her recovering legs. The extra rest had helped her aching muscles, and Dravia had been unusually quiet the past day. He spared her the worst tasks, such as rubbing exotic oils on his sore-covered feet and emptying his tent’s pot. In fact, he had not bothered her since the early morning incident with Jediah.

      A seepa's wail cut through the silence. Shanda lept to her feet, searching the space near the oasis. A limping seepa struggled away from the water, limping as it reached dry sand. It cried out, falling to its back.

      Shanda winced. 

      Snakebite. 

      She rushed forward, hoping the fangs of the water snake had not punctured the creature's skin as they had in the last encounter at the previous oasis.

      The seepa, one of the younger calves born days before the journey commenced, tried to move away as she approached. She silenced it, placing her hand on its head as she knelt beside it. The seepa slowed, her breathing still rapid. Glancing toward the camp to ensure no one watched, she inhaled deeply. Sliding her hand to its neck, she closed her eyes and willed the beast to calm. As she had done many times before, she cradled the seepa's consciousness with her mind. She opened her eyes, seeing the seepa had settled and stared blankly toward the stars.

      Searching, she found the tiny wound. It had been a small snake, but the poison could still be lethal. Hurrying, she pulled the extractor from her pouch. Placing the device on the wound, she yanked back on the bone handle pulled blood, pus, and, hopefully, poison from the seepa's body. With any luck, she would survive until morning. Touching the seepa's neck, she released it from her grasp. It leaped to its feet, hurrying back toward the herd.

      "How did you do that?"

      She spun around. "Jediah?” She stood. “I hope the beast did not disturb you.”

      “Not at all. I was making my rounds. May I join you?”

      Shanda nodded. “Of course, sire.”

      Jediah unbuckled his sheathed sword and sat, the leather armor stretching as he planted himself in the sand. His hair wrapped around his shoulders and he crossed his legs, releasing a long sigh.

      “Quite a gift you have with the seepas,” he said. “Is that natural? Or were you trained?”

      Blood rushed to her face as she avoided his eyes. “I have always had a way with them, sire.”

      “Beautiful sight, isn’t it?” he asked, his voice low.

      Glad he had changed the subject, she said, “Yes, sire.”

      “Jediah,” he corrected her.

      “I … okay.”

      “How did you find the man in the sands, Shanda? May I call you that?”

      She nodded. “I … couldn’t sleep. I went outside, and I heard him.”

      He grunted. “The desert is no place to wander. Many strange men roam, drifting away from the capital. What do you know about this man?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about him, sire. I just met him as you did. He said nothing when he arrived. He just collapsed in the water.”

      “Ah.” Jediah leaned on his hands.

      Shanda frowned and bit her lip. “Why do you ask me this, sire? Is something wrong?”

      He sighed and turned toward the skies. “I sometimes wonder if the gods have any intention of allowing us to make it to Ashia. I don’t see it being any easier these final days. With any fortune, we may run into one of the King’s patrols.” He turned to her, his dark brown eyes glistening in the moonlight. “I’m not much older than you, Shanda.”

      “Not much, sire.”

      He tilted his head. “But, yet, I don’t remember you from my early childhood. I don’t recall how you arrived here.”

      “I’ve always been here,” she said quickly. “Master Dravia is my owner. He bought me from a Vika Clan slave camp near the river when I was but a child. He said my parents were dead, and that was all there was to tell.”

      He nodded. “I am not supposed to speak of this. I will trust you not to tell anyone.”

      “You can trust me, sire.”

      “I know. The man you found is called Tonad. He was part of a caravan moving toward the outer provinces of Ashia, following the Badarin Road along the river as they moved north. They were attacked by Mazomi raiders and slaughtered. He fled and became lost in the desert. This news has caused a great disturbance among the elders.”

      She shook her head. “Raiders have always been a part of the deserts. This is expected, is it not?”

      “Not raiders like this. They descended from airships.”

      Her brow lowered. “A ship in the air?”

      Of course, she had heard of airships, great flying vessels soaring on magical powers, but only in stories. She assumed they were part of fireside tales to entertain or scare children into going to sleep for the night.

      Jediah continued, “I don’t think so. I sensed no deceit in his tale. The ships attacked at dawn. Tonad says the leader moved swiftly after descending on a rope. He sliced through the caravan’s guards with ease, killing most of the men before the rest of the raiding party reached the ground. Very organized, separating women and children from the group. It was almost as if they searched for something or someone, so they took everything.” He sighed. “Only men from the Mazomi Cliffs have the powerful magic required to lift ships into the air. I don’t know if any of this is true. Many of the Fakura Clan’s downtrodden members who run from Ashia because of debts or bad choices have gone north for Mazomi to find a new life.”

      Jediah tossed a handful of sand back to the ground.

      “Enough of these wild stories,” he laughed, brushing the sand from his leather armor as he stood. “Good night, Shanda. Get some rest if you can. We have a long journey tomorrow.”
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      The hot sun seared everything in a dreadful dry heat. Shanda walked next to Dravia’s cart, ensuring no water or other supplies slipped out. Grains of sand spilled on her feet as she walked, burning her bare skin. Dravia took a long sip from a water pouch from the head of the cart being pulled by their team of seepas. He glared at her.

      “Don’t look at me,” he said. “Eyes forward.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Shanda kept her eyes on the long convoy. Unless they were warriors on horseback, tribal men walked beside their carts, allowing the women and children to ride.

      She shuddered. A new vision came to her for the second consecutive night, a visions of airships swarming as men in black armor descended on ropes to pillage the city. Both times, it ended with a large man in black leather calling to her, amidst a swirl of fire and smoke.

      “What are you trembling for?” Dravia asked.

      “Nothing, Master.”

      “Are you sick?”

      She looked at him, wondering if the heat had changed his personality to something kind and merciful. His eyes bore into her, his brow furrowed. “No, Master.”

      “Too bad,” he said with a grin. “If you died, I could finally replace you with something useful.”

      He eyed her for several moments as the tribe continued its journey.

      “Still,” he said, “what are you thinking about, rat? Don’t think I haven’t noticed your wandering mind. Grab my flask from the back of the cart.”

      Of course, he needs a stiff drink, she thought, it is almost mid-afternoon. She did as ordered, feeling the heat from the metal flask when she gripped it. Dravia grabbed her wrist before she could hand it over.

      “Something’s different,” he said in a softer tone, tilting his head. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Shanda blinked. He had never asked such a question. “Nothing, Master.”

      Dravia took a sip from his flask and winced, never taking his eyes off her. “There is something. What is it?”

      She shrugged, ignoring the pain of his fingernails splitting her skin. “It’s nothing, Master.”

      “Lying rat—tell me!” Taking another drink, his eyelids swayed downward. “Just like your … listen! Do you have dreams?”

      “What?”

      He pulled her close and whispered, “Do you dream?”

      She frowned, unsure why he asked these questions. “Of course, I dream.”

      Dravia pulled her close, his hot breath stinking of alcohol. “No, no, that’s not what I mean.” He gazed into her eyes and face. “You know what I mean, don’t you? Of course, you do … your mother always did.”

      Shanda gasped. “What did you say?”

      Dravia slapped her. She tumbled to the sandy ground, rubbing her throbbing cheek as the cart moved away.

      Mother. He knew my mother.

      “You okay?” Jediah asked, hurrying behind her.

      “No,” she said, brushing the sand from her clothes. “I’m not.”

      Jediah helped her stand. He offered his canteen, and she took two long gulps of water. “What is it today?”

      “Same problems as any other day,” she lied.

      “Let me see.” Touching her chin, he turned her face to examine the swelling skin. His gentle fingertips slid across her cheek and lingered near her lips. “I think you’ll live.”

      “Thank you, sire.”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Try not to provoke him—especially in the afternoon.”

      “What could provoke this response? Nothing warrants his reaction.” She looked away and touched her throbbing cheek. “Besides, I didn’t provoke him. He said he knew my mother.”

      “Listen, Shanda.” Jediah’s hand dropped to his side. “I didn’t mean to upset you. You of all people should know Dravia lies. And his lying gets worse when the drink takes hold.”

      “I’m sorry, Jediah.” She stared at her feet. “I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

      “Forgiven. And thank you for calling me by my name.” He gestured to the horizon. “There it is.”

      Shanda peered over the carts. Buildings stretched for miles, some reaching above the others. But beyond the sprawl of wooden structures, extending high above the ground, loomed the massive cylinder where kings had reigned for thousands of years.

      “The Spire of Ashia,” she breathed, shielding the sun with her hands and staring at the immense construction. “I never knew it was so tall.”

      “Neither did I. They say if a man fell off the top, he could consider his entire life before hitting the ground.”

      “Oh, my.” She turned to him. “How could man construct such a thing?”

      “It has been there for all of time, long before recorded history.”

      She turned. “And you’ve never been there?”

      He shook his head. “That is one reason I voted against this trek to the capital. I was once told … well, not to go.” He glanced around as if he held a great secret and whispered, “When I was a child, I visited the village of Gafhi near the Western Sea. A woman … an old Seer Witch told me my first visit to the Ashia Capital would be my last.”

      Shanda chewed on her bottom lip. “A Seer Witch? I thought they had all been killed.”

      “That’s what Dravia—and many of the elders—want you to believe. In fact, it’s bad form to mention the Seer Witches. In the capital, I’ve heard it could get you arrested or worse.”

      “Arrested? For saying a word?”

      “It’s true. Seer Witches were once around in a greater number. The Royal Guard burned them at the stake when they were discovered. Prophets say they are the progeny of Mystiria, the evil one. As a result, the Vika Clan and kings of the past declared all Seer Witches must be found and executed. There hasn’t been a Witch in the capital for a long, long time.”

      Shanda swallowed, her stomach spinning.

      “We’re almost there,” Jediah said.
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        * * *

      

      The Magafhi Tribal caravan inched through the outskirts of Ashia and toward the great city walls. The closer the convoy ventured into the collection of shabby structures surrounding the city, the taller the Spire appeared. It pierced the clouds, stretching into infinity.

      Vendors on the side of the Badarin Road sold everything from exotic animals to weapons to wild medicines. Dozens of carts traveled on smaller roads, converging on Ashia. Dressed in rags riddled with holes, crowds of the poor Fakura Clan rushed into the marketplace. Seepas and other hairless animals Shanda didn’t recognize growled and squawked from cages. Men played dangerous games with sea serpents in small pools of water. A screaming man fell over, clutching his wrist where fangs had plunged. The group around him laughed at his misfortune.

      “I didn’t know there were so many different forms of life in the entire world,” Shanda said, staring at the chaos.

      “Fascinating,” Jediah said, his voice grim.

      Magnificent guards with glistening silver armor patrolled the streets, eyeing everyone, one hand always close to their weapons. Shanda gazed at the knights. They looked like gods.

      Jediah followed her stare. “Royal Guard. Chosen from the ranks of the Vika Clan by the King’s top advisors. Dangerous men.”

      Shanda swallowed. One of the knights turned in her direction, his face lined with age. Peering at the ground, she hoped he did not see her staring. She looked back. The knight still studied her. He touched his comrade’s shoulder, and the pair walked toward her.

      She glanced up at Dravia, who remained snoozing on the cart.

      Jediah tapped her shoulder. “Relax. They’re just doing their jobs.”

      They stopped in front of her. Their armor reflected into her eyes, forcing her to squint. One knight had skin smooth as sandstone while a graying beard covered the other’s wrinkled face.

      “Halt,” the younger guard said. He slapped his sword’s hilt on the cart. “Wake up, drunk!”

      Dravia stirred, grunting. “What is it?”

      Her master’s body grew rigid. He stared at the Royal Guards, pulling the reins to stop the slow-moving cart and smiled. “What can I do for you gentlemen today?”

      The knight gestured to Shanda. “Is this your daughter?”

      Dravia released a hearty laugh. Nearby vendors turned in their direction. “Daughter? By the Dredun, no. She’s my slave. And not a very good one at that.”

      The guard glanced at his partner. “Slave? Listen, drunk, you realize it is against the King’s law to conduct any slave trades in Ashia?”

      Dravia sat up. “Since when?” he asked, shaking his head. “She has been my property since she was a child. Long before the King enacted his law. I did not come here to trade her or sell her.”

      The guard rubbed the hilt of his sword on Shanda’s arm, tracing the black scar twisting her skin. “How did she receive this?”

      Dravia shifted. “Fell into the fire when she was young. Nearly killed her.” He gestured back to his seepas. “May we go now?”

      The knight nodded, and the pair turned away. The older guard swung back around, facing Dravia.

      “Do I know you, sir?” he asked.

      “Afraid not,” Dravia said, clicking the reigns and sending the cart ahead.

      Shanda marched with Jediah at her side. She turned back to see the older knight staring. She held his gaze. Then, he winked and disappeared into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      They set up camp just outside the city walls amidst more refugees seeking the King’s protection because of the Mazomi Clan’s threat. All the people appeared tired and malnourished. She had never seen anything like the combination of hastily assembled buildings, tents and other temporary structures set up along the roadside.

      Exhausted by the journey, Shanda set up her bed and fell into a deep sleep. As soon as her head hit the fabric, visions of airships above a city once again filled her mind. A man in black called to her as death and chaos surrounded him.

      Dravia woke her early the next day. He ordered her to prepare the smaller cart for a trip to the marketplace inside the city gates.

      “Grab my water pouches,” Dravia grumbled. “And get my flasks. Need to fill up when we’re inside.” He stood and stretched, taking in his surroundings. “This place hasn’t changed.”

      “You’ve been here before, Master?” she asked.

      He glared and slapped her face. The water pouches tumbled to the dry ground, darkening the cracked soil in a growing circle.

      “Teach you not to speak at the wrong time.” He turned his attention back to the rest of the tribe preparing to enter the city. “Guards better open the gates soon. We’ve got things to do.”

      Rubbing her face, Shanda pushed her black hair out of her watery eyes. As she had done every time Dravia took her to a settlement, she tied the pouches to the cart. A horn sounded in the distance, followed by the rumbling of stone scraping against the sand. People around their tents cheered and clapped.

      Dravia grabbed Shanda by the hair, yanking her head back. “Gates are opening. Get moving. If you don’t stay within sight of me while we’re in here, you’ll pay the price. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      He shoved her toward their cart. Shanda gripped the handles and pulled it behind Dravia. He wore colorful robes today, a flowing mix of bright orange and royal blue. The fabric swayed as he strolled toward the gate of Ashia. Protruding his chin out and up as if to point his nose toward the heavens, he projected the pompous air she recognized from their previous visits to settlements. Atop his large round head, he wore a bright blue turban swirled with white lines. The fabric tumbled around his cheeks, swaying in the hot breeze. Locking his jewelry-laden fingers, he rested his hands on his bulging gut.

      With her head still down, she peered at the Ashian walls. The stone gates stood the height of six men. Atop the sandy structure stood Royal Guards, the daylight reflecting off their gleaming silver armor. Refugees and other stragglers surged forward in a collective groan as the city’s horns went silent. Men pushed past Shanda as she followed Dravia.

      Jediah scurried behind her, a grim look on his face. “Morning, Shanda.”

      “You mustn’t call me by name. Someone will hear.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “I’m serious.” She stared at his dark eyes. “I don’t want anything to happen to you because of me.”

      “You think I’m worried about such lunacy at this point? I can handle Dravia.”

      She glanced back at the walls. “You cannot come in with us. After what you told me, I cannot believe you would dare come inside these walls.”

      “I don’t believe the Seer Witch could have such an ability. It’s all in our minds—the power we give these superstitions.”

      “And you’re willing to bet your life on it?”

      “The gods have already decided my fate, Shanda. Whether it be today in this place or another, my destiny will find me. It will find you, too, someday. It’s only up to us to meet it with honor.”

      She snorted. “Honor. Duty. I may not have been alive as long as the elders, but I’ve heard many men do stupid things in the name of honor, and all it did was lead them to their graves. Pardon me, sire, but I think you’re insane.”

      “Oh, I already know that.” He nudged her shoulder and lowered his voice. “Besides, the Witch could have been wrong.”

      She smiled, but the sting of dread pinched her gut as they passed through the gates and into Ashia.

      Inside the perimeter, the marketplace bustled with activity. Women in bright and revealing clothing hung out of buildings, calling toward men who desired companionship after a long journey. Animals growled from cages. They had piercing golden eyes and short, tan fur. When she locked eyes with one creature, it raised its lips and revealed two sharp teeth the length of her finger. Two guards beat a man in an alley, the commotion catching the attention of everyone in the street.

      “Why do they do that?” Shanda asked, grabbing Jediah’s arm. “They’re going to kill him.”

      Jediah stared at the victim bleeding into the sand. “He’s a member of the Fakura Clan.”

      “So?”

      “Their lives don’t matter in Ashia.” He looked away. “Only the Vika Clan matters.”

      Unable to pull herself away from the violent incident, she stared in horror as the guards kicked the unarmed victim. Jediah pulled her away, returning her to within sight of her master.

      Dravia visited the ale vendors and stills throughout the day, sampling drinks with biting odors and exotic colors. He bought and traded for rare poisons from faraway places—all designed to dull the senses. Spending his wealth like it was his last day, he filled the cart as if he would never again return to this place. He made his way through the marketplace as if he had done so a thousand times.

      The day stretched on, heat blistering through canopies lining the streets of Ashia. At the center of the city, the Spire extended into the air and split the cloudless sky. Shanda wondered about the lives of those fortunate enough to live inside. Jediah had said King Sykstus lived there, so did the members of the esteemed Vika Class. Were they really that different from her? Other than their wealth, were they truly better? If they had the chance to meet her, would they treat her as an equal?

      She glanced at Dravia.

      No, she thought, they would assume I was a lesser being not worthy of their time.

      The sky faded to the dull blue of dusk. A horn sounded, and all activity in the marketplace ceased. Even the seepas perked their ears as if waiting for more direction. The horn was different from the one booming in the morning hours.

      Jediah stepped next to her.

      “Where have you been?” Shanda asked.

      “Quiet,” he said, turning as he searched the crowd.

      “Is that the warning they’re closing the outer gates?” she asked, bracing herself as dread slipped down her spine. “Should we head back to the outskirts?”

      Jediah frowned and shook his head. “That’s something else.” He peered into the darkening sky. “By the stars,” he breathed, drawing his scimitar.

      Shanda looked up. Dozens of different objects moved high into the air. They looked like vessels she had seen sailing the Tarawa River when Dravia had stopped to trade—but these were in the sky. Fires burned on the hull of each ship as they soared over the walls of Ashia. They stopped and hovered above the marketplace. Ropes fell from the ships and men descended.

      Women screamed as the crowd dispersed. Men barked orders, overturning tables and carts as panic spread. Shanda stood in the middle of the chaos, transfixed.

      “Airships,” she breathed, the images from her visions flashing in her mind. She turned to Jediah, who stared at the closest descending vessel. “What do we do?”

      He glanced around. Other men yanked their wives and crying children into buildings. “Grab some cover, Shanda—now!”

      “But what about you?”

      Dravia stormed across the street, an open flask in his hand. He took giant steps and dropped one of the newly-purchased vials onto the sandy ground.

      “Get out of here!” he yelled at Jediah. He turned to Shanda. “Go inside and stay out of sight. Bring the cart with you! Defend it with your life!”

      Jediah bit his lip and stared at Dravia. Shanda pulled the cart toward the nearest building, her jaw dropping as she watched the city descend into a fury.

      Fiery arrows rained on the streets. Tents caught fire, swirling into a hellish blaze. The heat seared her skin. She shielded her face with her hands. The distinctive sound of
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