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CHAPTER ONE
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A dozen smooth gray stones floated in the air above the burbling brook. Seva sat on the bank enjoying the warm feeling flowing through her as she used the magic of the web. Birds sang to the evening sun, crickets chirruped in the grass, and a gentle breeze stirred the reeds by the water’s edge, making them sing. 

Seva smiled. It was nice to have this peace. Nice enough to almost make her forget her escape from Star Mountain and the harrowing journey which followed. Almost. Her smile faded. She sighed. Thoughts of Star Mountain made her think of Iza and Tyde, two friends she left behind. At Iza’s insistence, but still. And of course thinking of them made her think of the blood witches. A thought certain to spoil anyone’s good mood. 

“You’re getting better at that all the time.” 

The sound of Valdor’s voice made her gasp, but she didn’t lose her hold on the stones. She turned and smiled up at him. “Thanks, it feels good to....” Her voice trailed off as something in his expression made her pulse flutter. “What’s wrong?” 

He gave her a half hearted smile. “Am I so obvious?” 

“Yes.” She rose to her feet. “Has something happened? Is it...is it Iza and Tyde?” Despite her worry, the stones remained firmly in place. 

“No. There’s still no sign of them.” 

Her relief was brief and mixed. “Is it the witches then?” She wouldn’t have thought the witches could have reached the Outlands ahead of the two Gari-Za, but it was possible, especially if something had happened to them along the way. 

“The witches aren’t here, but this does have something to do with the war we’re all waiting on.” He hesitated, shifting his gaze from hers. “I’m going home.” 

The stones clattered into the water. “What? Why?” Seva took a step toward him. “Your father—” 

“Calm down.” Valdor held up both hands to stop her. “I’m not going to see my father. But I think it would be a good idea if I tried to find out what part the flyers are going to play in the war. It might be I could discover something important, something to help us. It’s something I need to do.” 

And she knew why. To prove to himself his father was wrong, that he wasn’t weak or useless. That he was a man. It was so stupid. “What if you get caught?” 

“I won’t. I’ll be careful. I promise.” But he still wasn’t looking at her. “Even if I did get caught, the worse thing my father would do is have me locked up. He can’t have me killed, I’m his only heir.” 

He could always have another child. But she didn’t say it. For one thing, she didn’t want to basically tell Valdor he was replaceable, and for another she could see how hard this decision was for him. It wouldn’t be fair to make it harder. 

“I hope you’re doing this for the right reasons,” she said. 

A slight red stain crept into his cheeks. “I should go.” He started to leave. 

“Wait.” She drew closer to him as she spoke, but when he turned back she found herself unsure of what she wanted to say. She only knew she might never see him again and she didn’t want things between them to end like this. 

“Valdor, I...” She reached out to touch his arm. 

He stiffened. “Please don’t.” 

She drew her hand back. “I’m sorry. I...I thought...” Heat flooded her chest as her gaze slid to the ground. “I don’t know what I thought.” 

“It’s not that I don’t...I mean, I do...It’s only you...” He sighed. “I’ve been avoiding telling you something, even though I knew I’d have to eventually. I....My father,” he said the word with a curl of his lips, “told me you might be my sister.” 

“What?” Seva’s head came up. “But he told me it was impossible. He didn’t have that kind of relationship with my mother.” 

“Obviously he was lying to one of us. Another of his sick games. But in case you really are my sister, I can’t...” 

“No, of course not.” The heat in her chest flooded her face. “But we’re still friends, aren’t we? And friends can hug each other goodbye, can’t they?” She knew it was wrong of her to suggest it, but she needed to feel his arms around her just once. Whether or not he was her brother was something she could think about later, right now the only thing she cared about was what she felt in her heart. 

When he put his arms around her, she laid her head against his chest. She could hear his heart beating as rapidly as her own. For a few precious seconds, Seva closed her eyes and pretended nothing else existed in all the world but the two of them in this moment. 

Then Valdor drew away and it was over. She watched his retreating back as he walked out of her life and sent a silent prayer to the twin lizards he would come back to her. 
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As the sun turned to a ball of orange fire sinking over the western horizon, Iza and Tyde landed in the tall yellow grass of the Free Zone. Iza released her hold on Tyde’s magic and he collapsed. She sank down beside him. Too much. It was too much. She was pushing them far too hard and she knew it, but was afraid to do any less. 

They had not started out this way. At first, they were careful to rest whenever Tyde grew tired. He was a proud, strong man, who never would have admitted to weakness except he knew if he burned out it would leave her stranded with no hope of reaching the Outlands ahead of the witches. 

Three days ago, they spotted a dark smudge to the north. At first, they tried to pretend they did not know what it was. But eventually they were forced to admit the truth. The witches were gaining on them. 

They had been running almost nonstop ever since. Pushing until they were at the edge of Tyde’s endurance, then stopping to rest for no more than an hour before continuing on. Even when Iza felt the link between them faltering, even when the colors of their magical wings faded, still she pushed. And now they were both paying the price.

Iza pressed a trembling hand to her chest, feeling there the erratic beat of her heart. Her head throbbed. Tyde’s skin had an unhealthy grey cast to it; dark patches bruised his eyes. But it was the raspy rattle of his breath which frightened her most. They could not go on this way. She was killing them both. 

She drew a waterskin from the pouch around her waist. Before leaving Star Mountain, they had slipped into a little village in the dead of night and stolen a few things to help them along their way. Tyde deemed it necessary, but it had bothered Iza to take from those who had so little. And so, unknown to Tyde, she’d used her magic to encourage their meager crops to grow faster and larger to compensate for what was taken.   

There were a number of lakes, streams, and rivers in the Free Zone so they had not suffered for a lack of water. Food was a little more scarce, but though the animals here were different from those found within the Territories, they were animals and so could be caught and eaten. 

Iza slipped her hand beneath Tyde’s head and gently lifted it as she pressed the waterskin to his lips. “Drink.” He did so in a compulsive sort of way. His eyes were half closed and she could not be sure he even knew where he was, much less what he was doing. 

After putting the waterskin back into the pouch, Iza lay down on the ground. At first, she was careful to keep a suitable distance between herself and Tyde. He might have kissed her there in the cave on the mountain, but it was simply relief which prompted him to do so. They both preferred to pretend it never happened. It was better that way. Easier. 

But now he was sleeping, or else unconscious, and she was so afraid he was going to die. She could not bear it if that happened, and not because she would be bereft of his magic. Painful as it was to be near him under the circumstances, the pain of being without him would be far worse. 

Iza snuggled close to Tyde and laid her head on his chest. “We will rest here awhile,” she whispered. “You will regain your strength and everything will be fine.” She closed her eyes. Goddess, if it be your will he come home to you, I will accept it. But I beg you not to take him from me. With that prayer in her heart. She drifted off to sleep. 

****
[image: ]


Valdor stood in the little house he’d been sharing with Seva since their arrival in the Outlands. He had his pack in hand and he needed to go, but he found himself reluctant to do so. The house belonged to Zee, High Priest of the Gari-Za, or perhaps more properly to Iza now her father was dead. But Iza wasn’t here and Osa had deemed this the only proper place for he and Seva to stay. Despite all the uncertainty and fear, the days spent here with Seva were the happiest he’d known since his mother’s death. It wasn’t easy to walk away from that. From her. 

His hand tightened around the pack strap as hatred burned in his heart. Like always, his father had managed to ruin any chance he had at complete happiness. He could still see Dalvern’s cruel smile as his father told him Seva could be his sister. Then he turned right around and told her he wasn’t her father. Monster. 

“I’ll pay you back,” he whispered to the empty room. “Someday. Somehow. I’ll see you fall. You don’t get to win forever.” He slung the pack over his shoulder and stepped out into the fading sunlight. 

Valdor walked awhile through the woods. It was still strange to him to stand on the ground and look up at trees no more than fifteen feet tall.

After a time, he untucked his black wings and took to the air. The trees were much denser here than in Raven Territory, where he grew up. This made it harder for him to navigate through the forest. But high up in the canopy, the limbs were smaller and less thick and that helped some.

He could have gone higher, to the open air, but he preferred to stay under the shelter of the leaves for as long as possible. It was so lovely here, the air fresh and clean, everything so bright. Not like the dreary atmosphere of Raven Haunt, where his father’s castle waited. 

By the time he reached the edge of the Outlands, the sun was sinking over the rim of the world. Valdor perched on a heavy tree limb and ate an apple as darkness descended over the Free Zone. This grassy prairie land surrounded each of the territories on all sides, expect for the Outlands, which was backed by the Mournful Sea. The Free Zone was part of the land of Solice, but didn’t actually belong to any of the territories. 

He wasn’t looking forward to traveling through the Zone again. There were strange animals roaming about, and always a feeling of being watched. There were rumors of people living out there as well. Criminals and religious outcasts and the like. But if any truth lay behind such rumors he and Seva hadn’t come across it. 

Still, it was completely open to the sky with nowhere to hide if he came across the ships of the witches, or, perhaps worse, other flyers. His plan was to fly by night and stay down in the tall grass during the day. Hopefully, this plan would help keep him from being spotted by anyone with eyes to the sky. 

Once the sun was fully set and the night sky sprinkled with stars, Valdor tossed his apple core away and started out across the Free Zone. The wind was blissfully cool against his skin and it didn’t take long for the thrill of flying to ease the heavy worries on his mind. 

He flew until the night wore thin and the sun began to rise, then landed to eat and drink a little and maybe even to sleep, though he didn’t really feel like resting. He stretched out on the hard ground. Now he was still and everything around him silent, loneliness came sweeping in with such force it stole his breath. He missed Seva already, like he hadn’t missed anyone since he lost his mother and the man he called uncle. 

If anything happened to her while he was gone... But no, he dare not think of such things. They filled his heart and mind with panic, driving out all else. And he needed to be able to concentrate on the task at hand, otherwise he was sure to get caught. 

Seva possessed the Web of Light, an ancient and powerful magic. And if it wasn’t enough to keep her safe, she also had the Gari-Za whose adoration of her bordered on worship. This bothered him a little, but at least it meant they would protect her with their lives if it came to it. 

He must try not to think about her, hard as it was to do so. Sleep was what he needed now. A few hours of rest and then he could continue on foot until nightfall. He closed his eyes. Sleep was far too long in coming and when it finally did, his dreams were haunted. 
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Tyde wondered if he was dying. He felt as though he were. But he would fight it with whatever strength remained in him. He could not leave Iza here, alone. The witches would catch her and he could not bear to think what might become of her in their hands. Better they should burn up their magic and die together. 

He was aware of Iza laying her head on his chest. They had not allowed themselves to be this close in years. Except for that moment in the cave. But that was his mistake. Iza had come so close to death and he had allowed his emotions to overcome him. He worked hard always to see that never happened. 

Though it was a sin to think it, there were times he wished they had not been so careful when they were young and blissfully unaware of the truth. Back when the future was golden. And now, with Iza so close and death perhaps only a breath away, he longed to put his arms around her and forget all they knew. 

The world grew gray around the edges. Tyde did not have the strength to speak to, much less embrace, the woman he loved more than life. He heard Iza’s words, but they slipped from him as he dropped away from thought and into the murky land of sleep. 
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Ganamere paced back and forth across the prow of the airship as they sailed over the Free Zone. This ship was the first of twelve cutting their way across the sky, carrying three hundred and fifty blood witches toward the Outlands. Not counting the prisoners whose blood fueled the spells which held the ships aloft. 

They would destroy the Gari-Za. Wipe them from the land once and for all, as their ancestors had failed to do three hundred years ago. Seva and the web meant nothing. She was a child carrying a magic she could never understand. A magic she could not hope to control. She and the Gari-Za could be no match for the army bearing down on them. Or so the queen had said in a long winded speech before they set out from Star Mountain. 

Ganamare wasn’t so certain. It could be the Gari-Za would win this war and claim Solice for their own once again. Or maybe the two armies would blow each other to bits, leaving nothing but a smoking crater in the ground. Either way, Ganamere hoped to be dead long before then. 

“Will you stop pacing already,” Eanndra snapped at him from her place on the upper deck. She was standing next to the man at the ship’s helm. “You’re driving me mad. If you’re bored go down into the cargo bay and find someone besides me to torture.” 

He bowed. “As it please you, my queen.” A ladder lead down into the cabins. Below, under the hold, in the cargo bay, spellbound prisoners docilely awaited their turn at the pumps. But he didn’t go down there. Blood and screams simply didn’t do for him what they once had. So he went instead to his cabin and lay down face first on his bed. 

Once, not so long ago, he would have liked nothing better than to take a knife down to the bay. It would have held great pleasure for him and served to burn off his excess energy. But ever since he murdered Zee, he couldn’t bring himself to lift a blade. 

The High Priest wasn’t ensorcelled when he died. He knew exactly what was about to happen to him, but he made no effort to protect his own life. He simply stood there trusting his death was the will of his goddess. And Ganamere killed him. He then used the man’s heart blood to track down four people he thought of as his friends with the intention of killing two of them as well. All because his queen wished it. 

It tore him up inside because he knew it was wrong, but he did it anyway. His queen spoke the word and he obeyed. He closed his eyes and saw Iza’s face. Her pale skin framed with long, purple hair; her silver eyes rimmed in dark lashes; her high cheeks and soft lips. He’d gone back to the cave along with the men sent to retrieve her body only to find it wasn’t there. It seemed she must have survived the lightning bolt he was so certain had killed her. Either that, or the others had taken her body along with them to save it from the witches. 

Curse this stupid streak of self-preservation. He should have died when his ship crashed. He wished he had. If he had any guts at all he’d end his miserable life right now. Turn his knife on himself, or perhaps leap from the ship’s deck. Die before he allowed himself to do one more terrible thing in the name of blind loyalty to his queen. 

No, not blind. At least if he were blind he would have some excuse for the things he did. But truth was he saw her clearly. Always had. And still he worshiped her in a way. But not with love. Never with love. She was not the sort to inspire such a feeling. 

Why then did he do the things he did? He had no answer for it. This was all his fault. If he hadn’t told his queen about Seva and Valdor entering the Temple of Light, none of this would have happened. 

There would have been a ball at the end of the Conclave. He would have escorted Seva because his queen wished it, but he would have found a way to sneak in a dance or two with Iza. Then they would have all gone back to their own territories. Roth and Zee would still be alive, Ashlin would not have completely lost what little sanity he had, and everything would be all right. 

Well, there might have been war with Dyschordia, his queen certainly wanted it, and Seva still would have had the web, but it couldn’t possibly have been as bad as what was happening now. Because he betrayed them. He betrayed them all. The only friends he’d ever had. 

He laid there on his bed with his face pressed against the pillow. He didn’t believe in the gods, so he couldn’t even pray for relief. To keep him company he had no one but himself and his haunted memories. Alone. 

CHAPTER TWO 

––––––––
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Dozens of eyes were fixed on Seva as she sat on the old tree stump. Since Valdor’s departure, the notion that she was the goddess Pata reborn had swept across the Outlands, bringing Gari-Za from all over the territory who were eager to see her. All these new arrivals were putting a strain on local resources, but no one seemed to mind. 

Seva, however, could have done without it all. Bad enough to have the heavy responsibility of a war on her shoulders, now they were making a deity of her. It was disconcerting to say the least. 

When she left the house today, she hadn’t intended to practice her magic. She had a headache and she thought a bit of fresh air might help. But someone spotted her and the next thing she knew, her little private walk had gained an audience. An eerily silent audience. She couldn’t get used to how little noise the Gari-Za made. 

She had sat down on the log with the intention of doing nothing until they became bored and went away. But she hadn’t counted on Gari-Za patience. Instead of getting smaller, the crowd had only gotten larger the longer she sat. 

Spreading her wings and taking to the air was certainly an appealing option, but along with her headache she was a little sick to her stomach and didn’t feel much like flying. Seva uncrossed her legs and slid off the stump. Her audience was expecting a show, perhaps if she gave them one they would go away and allow her a few moments of peace. 

One deep breath in and out to help her focus on the stump. A pleasantly warm feeling spread across her chest, easing her anxiety and chasing away her headache. The rest of the world melted away until nothing existed but Seva, the stump, and the magic. 

The stump jerked free of the earth, sending up a spray of dirt. An elated rush went through Seva, a feeling she always had when stretching the magic. She’d moved many objects before, but nothing quite like this. The stump rose higher into the air, trailing roots which only a moment before were buried deep beneath the ground. 

True, the tree stump was dead and its roots were no doubt looser than those of a living tree. Still, it was a far cry from floating pebbles, which no longer gave Seva the euphoric feeling she was now experiencing. All trace of her earlier discomfort was replaced by a feeling of accomplishment and power. 

Seva lowered the stump back to the ground. Floating on a warm cloud of contentment, she turned toward the silent, awe filled faces behind her. She couldn’t remember now why she felt so uneased by the worship in their eyes. It was only right and proper they should worship her. 

Osa approached and the crowd parted for him. He was about five inches shorter than Seva and so thin his white robes hung from his emaciated frame. Because he kept his head shaved, his bushy purple eyebrows looked like caterpillars sitting over his silver eyes. 

“Please,” he raised his hands to the silent crowd. “We must allow Seva some room to breath. Go on, now.” He made a shooing motion as if the gathered Gari-Za were children under their mother’s feet. 

The crowd dispersed without grumble or complaint. Seva found herself thinking of Iza and her warm, ready smile, and her good feelings started to fade. “Thank you,” she said to Osa. “I know they can’t help it, but all the attention can be tiresome.” 

“I know. And I appreciate how patient you have been with my people. They believe you to be the herald of our return to the power of our ancestors, but I am afraid they do not understand the realties of the coming war. Will you walk with me?” 

“Of course.” 

They strolled side by side beneath the canopy of the evergreen trees. “It’s so lovely here,” Seva said. “So green and fresh and bright. I can’t imagine why your people would want to return to Star Mountain.” 

“They have little concept of what Star Mountain truly is,” Osa said. “As they have little concept of what it means to rule. They simply believe our return to power must be the will of Pata. And they see you as living proof of this belief.” 

Seva was somewhat hesitant to discuss this matter of the goddess. The last thing she wanted was to offend this man who had become such a dear friend in so short a time. But with Valdor gone, he was the only one she could talk to. “What do you believe?” 

Osa smiled. “While I have nothing but the utmost faith in the goddess, I am also a learned man as most of my people are not. I see truth where they only see what it is they wish to see.” He looked around at the sun dappled woods. “I love this place and it pains me to imagine it torn by war, to think of my people soaking the soil with their blood.” 

“Do you hate me, then?” Seva asked quietly. “If I hadn’t come—”

“No.” He patted her arm. “You must not think such things. Had you stayed on Star Mountain, the queen would have used you to make war on Dyschordia and once she had conquered that rival nation, who is to say she would not then have turned your magic against us in any case.  “When the High Priest returned from the Conclave before this last one, he told me he thought the queen would like nothing more than to destroy us. If only she could get the other leaders to go along with it. She was simply waiting for any halfway decent excuse. You did right to come to us. Never doubt it. I do not.” 

She nodded, only wishing















































[image: ]

















































































[image: ]























































































































[image: ]












































[image: ]


























[image: ]

































[image: ]
















[image: ]











































[image: ]











[image: ]



































[image: ]























[image: ]



























































































[image: ]

















































[image: ]






















[image: ]































[image: ]








































[image: ]

























[image: ]








































[image: ]

























[image: ]















[image: ]
































[image: ]

























[image: ]




































































[image: ]
































[image: ]























[image: ]






































[image: ]



















































































[image: ]












































[image: ]






















[image: ]








[image: ]
























[image: ]














[image: ]











[image: ]










[image: ]




































[image: ]














































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
KYRA DUNE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





