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Following on from the events in "Avenging Angels", Danny, Nalini and Saodat attempt to settle down and give Danila and Katya as normal an upbringing as they can. Fate has other ideas.

Step into a realm where shadows hold secrets, and dreams unveil extraordinary powers. Join Saodat, Danny, Nalini, and their enigmatic guide, Lukeios, as they traverse diverse universes, battling sorcerers, unlocking ancient artifacts, and harnessing the forces of the Dreamtime. As they journey through realms filled with mystic wonders, they discover the true nature of immortals and their own latent abilities. From vampires meddling in identity documents to a sorcerer's sinister plot, this epic saga weaves a tapestry of magic, redemption, and revelations. With each instalment, "Shadows of Destiny: Journeys of Power" immerses readers in a world where dreams and reality collide, and where the bonds of friendship and the pursuit of justice defy the boundaries of time and space. Shadows are places where gods, demons and other entities that amuse themselves with games in which mortals are pawns.
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This takes place in mid November, two months after the events of The Angel of Pain.
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The phone rang while we were eating breakfast in the Brisbane summer heat. Nalini answered it. Within half an hour, we were preparing to shadow walk to London.

"That was Liz," she announced. "Lukeios is on his way over. He wants to take everyone to London this morning to sort out identity papers for Saodat and the girls."

"It's the middle of the night there," I asked.

"Yes, but Lukeios's contact works late. Eat up, and pack a day pack each."

"Cool." From Danila. "We go shadow walking."

Saodat checked her watch. "It's 0635. Can you girls be ready in twenty minutes?"

"Da." Danila was already moving. "We need coats if we going to London. Is winter."

November in Brisbane is late spring, warm enough that the sun rises just before five and most people follow it out of bed not long after. London would be quite different.

Phil, Liz, Lukeios, and Elanor arrived a little after seven. They filed into our foyer and removed their shoes. Lukeios was Egyptian in appearance, dressed in yellow slacks and a lavender shirt, with stout walking shoes. Elanor, African looking, wore a red and white top, pale blue slacks, and equally sensible footwear. Phil was slender, with dusky skin, a round face, curly dark brown hair, and tawny yellow eyes - a mixture of Greek and Middle Eastern features. He wore black trousers, black walking boots, a dark crimson shirt, and a long silvery-grey jacket. Liz was part Murri Aboriginal, brown-skinned with shoulder-length black hair shot through with a vivid scarlet streak, dressed similarly to Phil but in a dark red top bearing a large eagle's head and a dark green coat.

"We walked from my house." Liz announced. "It's going to be a warm one."

Lukeios smiled. "I trust you're all settling in. If you're ready, we should go."

Saodat frowned. "Is it a long walk?"

"We'll take the short route." Lukeios replied. "About half an hour, give or take. I'll do the shadow shifting."

Shadows are parallel universes, layered together like tangled threads in a ball of yarn. A skilled shadow walker can move between nearby shadows, choosing a path to a destination in this world or another. The short route means selecting the most direct safe shadows, with completely different landscapes appearing and disappearing as you step between them. The scenic route is easier walking, but can take several times as long.

We gathered in the foyer, day packs secured. You never knew what might be lurking in a strange universe. "Follow me," Lukeios said.

We stepped forward. Our foyer dissolved into a rainbow smear, replaced by a beach of blue sand. Gentle waves lapped the shore, the air thick with salt and the scent of the sea. A lavender sky stretched above, dominated by an orange sun. We stood on a small island, surrounded by endless sea.

Our footprints marked the sand for ten meters before the world dissolved in another rainbow smear. Now we walked on packed earth studded with crystals beneath a brilliant purple sky. The sun cast greenish light. The scent of fresh-cut oranges filled the air. Crystalline cacti dotted the landscape, glittering like cut glass, reflecting the light into rainbows.

Eight meters. Another shift. A barren, crater-pocked world, dark red like a bruised Mars. The air was thin and dry but breathable, tasting of dust, the sky orange-red. Only the wind's howl broke the silence.

Another shift. An icy world materialized, illuminated by auroras. Distant howls echoed. Snow-laden shapes that might have been pine trees dotted the landscape. Mountains loomed in the distance. Our boot prints marked the snow for eight or so meters before we shifted out.

Flat grassland under a deep blue sky, golden sun near its zenith, faint pink clouds drifting. The horizon suggested distant mountain ridges, but nothing else moved. The silence after the ice world felt enormous.

Lukeios shifted shadows twenty-seven times before we reached our destination.
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We emerged from a rainbow smear into the foyer of a grand building. The reception desk was manned by a male and female both dressed in black and white, both pallid in a way that had nothing to do with the cold. They greeted Lukeios with 'sir' and had him sign us all in. "Janice will guide you to Stephany's office."

Stephany's office was seven floors up. Stephany was dressed in dark red, an old-fashioned dress suggesting early 1900s. "Lukeios, good to see you again. How are you, Elanor?" Her gaze flicked to the rest of us. "I do not recognize your companions."

Lukeios introduced us. "You know Phil as my son Palomedes. This is his partner Liz." Lukeios introduced us in turn, finishing with: "Saodat, Katya, and Danila were rescued from a dysfunctional shadow Earth. We need identities for them, and residency rights in Australia."

"Yes, you always bring interesting cases." Stephany's smile didn't reach her eyes. "I detect Slavic accents. Baltic state identities as a starting point, then migration into the EU - Poland or Germany. The Schengen zone gives them freedom to move." She paused. "But you want Australia."

"Yes."

"Then British passports would be simpler, though more expensive. With British passports, they can walk into the Australian embassy and apply to emigrate. It should move quickly, but there will still be documents to send - a few months, realistically." She glanced at Lukeios. "Are they willing to wait in London?"

"They are all residing in Australia, and the children should be going to school. Can you do anything to expedite that step?"

"We can," Stephany said. "But not this week. Three, maybe four. At that point, you'll have everything you need to fly to Australia as permanent residents. Citizenship will follow in two years, assuming good behavior. Will that work?"

"Yes," Lukeios said. "Thank you. What will it cost?"

"To the point," Stephany smiled, "a new identity in a Baltic state is seven thousand pounds, a British passport will be fifteen thousand pounds, and the immigration papers will be eight thousand pounds. Thirty thousand pounds per person, a total of ninety thousand pounds."

Nalini didn't hesitate. "No problem. How do you prefer payment? Cash, gold, gems, bank transfer?"

"Bank transfer to our Swiss bank would be preferable." Stephany replied.

As they arranged the payment schedule, I studied Stephany. Power radiated from her, ancient and dangerous. The pallor of her skin, the careful way she moved - everything about her screamed predator.

Stephany asked a number of questions of Saodat, Katya and Danila, made careful note of the answers. She also took passport style photographs. One item we all agreed on was that Saodat and the girls would adopt my surname Piekowski.

Lukeios promised to check in with Stephany every week. 

Stephany chatted for a few minutes with us, and then ushered us to the door. When it opened, Janice was there waiting to convey us to the foyer.

Lukeios gathered us together and we walked out of the foyer via a rainbow smear. Twenty-nine shifts later we walked out of a rainbow smear into our own foyer and removed our shoes. I don't think any of the shadows matched the ones we'd taken coming out. The shadows are constantly moving; what was near ten minutes ago may no longer be.

Nalini turned to Lukeios. "Why were they working so late? And how illegal is what they're doing?"

"Governments would call it illegal." Lukeios shrugged. "But when you live for centuries, you need new identities. Thousands of immortals or semi-immortals need these services. And most governments can fast track identity documents when required."

"What's the difference between immortals and semi-immortals?" Saodat asked.

"True immortals cannot be killed. Some call them Eternals. Semi-immortals live very long lives, but they can be killed."

"And the ones we met today?"

"What you met could be classified as vampires - not what the films depict, but very long-lived. In the fifteen hundreds, the senior vampires formed a council, the High Table, to govern behavior and allow them to live among humans undetected. The Church was burning witches and vampires then. At some point they moved into the identity business. The more governments built walls around identity and migration, the more immortals needed someone to build doors." He paused. "It does not come cheap, as you have seen. But most immortals accumulate wealth."

"Was Dracula real?" I asked. "An actual vampire?"

"That depends on which shadow you are standing in. I do not keep track."

"Does that mean we are immortal too?" Danila asked, through her translation spell.

"That depends on how you define immortal," Lukeios said. "Power extends life, sometimes considerably. But true immortality - the kind that survives anything - is rare. You will likely live much longer than most people. Whether that makes you immortal... I suspect the answer is more complicated than yes or no."

Saodat frowned. "Stephany mentioned living in London and flying to Australia. But we are already home."

"Normally you would reside in London until your papers came through, then book a flight. Since we are establishing migration rather than citizenship, you will still need to enter Australia properly - which means collecting your papers in London when they are ready and flying from there."

"Why not Australian citizenship directly?"

"Cost is part of it," Lukeios said. "But the real reason is that any identity they create might be flagged later. The more official the process, the less risk of something unraveling. That's what they tell me, anyway."

He rose. "Now, I'm afraid I have things to do. Elanor and I will take our leave. We'll be back next week."

Life settled into a kind of normality. The Australian school year started in February, and it was now November. We enrolled Danila and Katya in full-time English classes, with school to follow in the new year. Saodat, whose English was already strong, signed up for part-time classes. She also started driving lessons - a prerequisite for a license. She could drive, but without ID, she couldn't apply for one. Katya and Danila would have to wait until their sixteenth birthdays.

They were rebuilding. It was slow, and ordinary, and it was exactly what they needed.
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Saodat rubbed her temples a few hours after her energy balancing. "I am not sure why, but my hands won't stop trembling." She pressed her fingers against her skull. "And my head feels strange. Like the world's tilting."

Nalini and I examined her aura. Where Nalini and I each carried a structure resembling a four-leaf clover, Saodat's looked more like a three-leaf clover with only the faintest beginning of a fourth loop.

"I think you need balancing again," Nalini said.

We formed a small ring - Nalini, then me, then Saodat, following the order within the Mandala. Twenty minutes later the tremors had eased, and the fourth loop was fully present within her aura.

We drove to collect the girls from school. We were still waiting when Saodat said quietly, "The imbalance is returning."

"Can you hold on until we get home?"

"For a while." Her hands tightened slightly. "I enjoy our balancing sessions, but this could get old very quickly."

"At least it works," I said. "We'll find a better solution."

She laughed softly, though there was strain underneath it. "Every three hours. Six times a day, more if I wake in the night."

"In the meantime," I said, "we'll just have to work at enjoying every time."

That evening we did another set of energy exercises, showered, and collapsed into bed. I lay on my back while Saodat and Nalini sprawled across me, one on each side. We were still mind-linked from the exercises, the energies humming quietly between us. With the flow so strong, sleep came quickly.
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I became lucid and looked around.

This was the Dreaming - also called the Astral Realm or Spirit Realm, depending on who you asked. Most people passed through here while asleep, but without lucidity they had no control and remembered almost nothing afterward.

Nalini was already seated at an outdoor cafe. I sat opposite her. We were debating whether to go searching for Saodat when she appeared between the tables, slightly breathless, and dropped into a chair that materialized beneath her just in time.

"Where did you get to?" Nalini asked. "We've been waiting."

"Something invisible was chasing me." Saodat's voice was steady, though her fingers tapped lightly against the tabletop - an old habit from the army. "I was fleeing through shadow, not lucid. Then I remembered to wake into the dream and banished it."

She looked around the cafe carefully. "I am accustomed to using the army equipment to force lucidity. Without it, I do not become lucid until I remember."

"That will come with practice," Nalini said. "Danny's been doing this for about seventeen years. I've been doing it nearly forty."

"Before I met you two, I never spoke in lucid dreams. Never met other people unless we used shared-dream equipment." She frowned slightly. "Even then, only the linked dreamers were real. Everything else was considered a construct."

Our surroundings looked half-sketched rather than fully real. To my right, a stone building had its entire street-facing wall removed, opening into a sprawling series of cafes that continued in both directions as far as I could see. Tables and chairs spilled across the cobblestones in loose clusters. If I looked too directly at the place, details blurred and shifted. The trick was not to stare - to let the forms suggest themselves.

On my left, pedestrians passed continuously. At the edge of awareness they looked normal enough. Looked at directly, some glided rather than walked. Others possessed too many joints, animal heads, extra limbs, or shifting bodies that changed shape from one moment to the next.

No cars. Several enormous European trees. Across the street stretched an ornamental park of flowering shrubs, winding brooks, and sandstone buildings with the look of a Gothic university.

The sky was white, and sunless.

A dark marble table sat before us on a wrought iron frame. A carafe of water, three glasses, and three coffees rested upon it. Mine was black and strong. Nalini had a macchiato. Saodat's was a short sweet espresso.

She tasted it and blinked. "Coffee's good."

"It should be," Nalini said. "We taste what we know. Anything unfamiliar usually becomes something else."

Saodat nodded thoughtfully, then produced a pair of dice from nowhere and rolled them across the tabletop. Both landed showing the left and right eye of Horus.

"How does the dice prove that?" I asked.

"They are weighted. In waking life they should never land like that." A small smile touched her face. "The army taught us to choose a token that behaves differently in dreams. My subconscious always knows when I'm dreaming."

"You still have them?" Nalini asked.

"Not physically. I lost them years ago." She glanced at the dice. "But they're still here."

"If you can shadow walk," I said, "you should be able to find the real ones as well. Assuming they still exist."

"Good to know. Though I do not really need them anymore." She looked around again. "This place doesn't seem entirely real, does it? Not enough detail. I never noticed that with the army equipment."

"No," Nalini agreed.

"There are places in the Dreaming that are fixed," I said. "Hyper-real. Maintained by powerful spirit beings. Keeping somewhere like this stable would waste a lot of energy."

Saodat tilted her head. "Hyper-real?"

I laughed softly. "More real than waking. Difficult to explain unless you experience it."

"Then perhaps we should." Nalini smiled slightly. "I think we should visit some of the places Imladril showed us."

"And the girls?" I asked.

"We should bring them too."

Nalini looked toward Saodat. "Can you find them?"

"I can find them. But how do I take you?"

"Just touch us," Nalini said. "We'll follow."

Saodat took my left hand with her right, and Nalini's right with her left.

For several seconds nothing happened.

Then the world blurred.
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And snapped back into focus.

We were hovering above a vast forest.

The trees ranged from saplings to ancient giants over twenty metres wide and perhaps four or five hundred metres tall. Their bright green canopies stretched so high above us they resembled another sky. Porthole windows studded the trunks. Aerial walkways crossed between them at every level from ten metres above the ground to hundreds. Additional rooms protruded from some trunks, extending their living space into the canopy.

"This doesn't change, or flow, when I look at it." Saodat remarked.

"This looks like the Dreaming version of Imladril's realm."

A concealed doorway opened within the nearest trunk and three figures emerged.

The first was Imladril - barely one hundred and fifty centimetres tall, with coppery skin and spun-gold hair braided into dozens of plaits threaded with coloured beads. Her leaf-green eyes sparkled with amusement. She wore knee-high boots, a tartan skirt in layered greens and reds, and a heavily embroidered bodice.

With her were Katya and Danila, both appearing older here than in waking life, somewhere in their twenties and somehow more fully themselves.

"Nalini. Danny. Saodat." Imladril drifted toward us through open air as though gravity was optional. "Are you here for me or for the girls?"

"I was aiming for the girls," Saodat admitted.

"But since we are here," Nalini added, "we need your help."

Imladril guided us upward to a platform amongst the trees. With a casual gesture a table, chairs, and refreshments appeared.

Saodat was still studying the walkways. "You truly live inside trees?"

"We do," Imladril replied. "Our world is almost entirely forest. The larger trees are hollow, with rooms stacked one above another." She smiled faintly. "Long ago the forests contained predators that hunted us. We use magic to keep them away now, but old habits persist."

Nalini explained Saodat's energy imbalance. Imladril listened carefully, then examined each of our auras in turn.

"You carry two mandalas," she told Nalini and me. "The Elven one, overlaid with the one you created. Saodat carries only the Mandala of the Four Winds. But that is faint." She turned toward Saodat. "You need to walk our mandala physically. That should restore your balance."

"Does it have to be yours?" Saodat asked. "Could I walk ours instead?"

"Your mandala may not yet be stable enough." Imladril considered it briefly. "And reaching it requires walking another first. It would be quicker if I ask Durathror to bring you directly to ours."

"Tomorrow morning?" Nalini asked.

Imladril nodded. "That should be fine."
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Durathror and Ahriman
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Durathror arrived shortly after seven the following morning. Like his sister he was small, copper-skinned, and gold-haired, though he also possessed a drooping blond moustache that somehow suited him. He wore green-and-brown plaid trousers and a vest of mail resembling autumn leaves.

"There's no hurry," he said as he removed his shoes. "We can travel after you drop the girls at school. Is there coffee?"

"I'll make it fresh," Nalini said.

Danila looked up hopefully. "Uncle Durathror, can Katya and I visit the Elven mandala too?"

"Not this time Danila. You have school, and I was planning to send us home from the eye of the mandala. But you and Katya can't walk the mandala, so one of us would have to take you two home the long way. And we don't have that much time. In the Elven realm time moves four and a half times slower than here. One hour there becomes four and a half here."

"Okay. Another time."

"Another time then," Danila sighed.

Thirty-seven shifts later, Durathror brought us to the bank of an enormous river.

We stood within a pine forest beside a semicircular clearing roughly one hundred metres across. The sky was deep blue above us, sunlight reflecting gold across the water.

Set into the clearing was a black obsidian disk perhaps forty-five metres in diameter, one edge projecting out above the river. The entrance stood opposite us beside an enormous pine.

And waiting beside it was a figure like a statue carved from obsidian and edged with ruby light.

"Demon," Durathror said calmly. "What brings you here?"

"I brought myself."

Ahriman laughed - a sound like smashing glass against iron bars.

He wore obsidian scale mail edged in ruby, black boots, and carried a khopesh whose curved blade glowed dark red in the sunlight.

"I am watching all of you."

"Watch all you want," Durathror replied. "Stay out of our way."

"Ahriman, you're looking almost human." I commented. "It's a good look."

"Yeah, thanks. I have a good tailor."

Durathror looked unimpressed. "Nalini leads. Saodat follows. Danny after Saodat. I'll bring up the rear."

Nalini stepped onto the mandala and began following the scintillating silver thread winding inward across the obsidian surface.

Once begun, the walk could not be reversed.

Saodat stepped forward.

Ahriman moved directly into her path.

"Not you," he said pleasantly. "My instructions are to prevent you."

Durathror made a forceful gesture that should have hurled the demon backwards.

Nothing happened except Ahriman's laughter.

"Dance a jig, Ahriman," I ordered.

For a moment he actually looked startled.

Then he began capering absurdly across the clearing.

Saodat tried to dart past him. He caught her and hurled her backwards like a rag doll. Her claws slashed through his arm as he grabbed her, but it was like cutting smoke.

Nalini had stopped upon the mandala path, watching helplessly.

Ahriman extended long metallic claws from his arms. "Nothing personal. This is between the soldier and me. She wins, she walks. I win..." He smiled broadly. "I take her soul."

Durathror spent the next several minutes attacking the demon with everything he possessed.

Nothing touched him.

I rested a hand on Saodat's shoulder and linked minds with her. Nalini joined us from her position on the mandala.

All for one and one for all. The thought felt shared rather than spoken.

"That's cheating." Ahriman frowned.

And you are playing fair?

He shrugged. "Fair point. Bring it on!"

Nalini's thought pressed into both our minds. Remember the Angel of Pain. You walked out of hell.

Last time we had faced that horror we had not been alone. Luminous beings had stood beside us then.

Not this time.

Nalini started a flow of power, drawing from the Elven mandala of the Four Directions and the mandala of the Four Winds. I felt myself expanding into something ancient and eagle-headed, Egyptian in form. Nalini transformed into an Egyptian goddess with the head of a jaguar.

Saodat remained human, her steel claws sliding from her fingertips.

I struck at Ahriman. It was like fighting smoke. I could not truly touch him - but I could push power through myself and into Saodat.

For her he was solid.

She attacked with fists, feet, elbows, knees - fast, disciplined, precise. Ahriman flowed around her attacks effortlessly, taunting all the while.

"Is that the best you have? A three year old could hit harder."

For a time they looked evenly matched.

Then I realised he was toying with her.

Nalini's thoughts had become almost rhythmic.

Remember the Angel of Pain.

Saodat sprang backwards, breathing hard.

"You're tiring," Ahriman said. "Not much longer now."

Saodat's thoughts sharpened suddenly.

The Angel of Pain. 

Then

I remember. By God I remember!

Something lit inside her. 

I felt her drawing power from the mandala of the Four Winds and from Nalini, and me. She stretched into another god like being with the head of a bear.

You have no claim on me! 

Saodat thrust out one hand in a pushing gesture.

Ahriman flew backwards onto the mandala itself as lightning split the clear blue sky and pinned him there.

"All right," he said quickly. "I'm leaving." 

Ahriman rose into the air and the lightning ceased.

"Now you will dance for me." Saodat ordered.

Ahriman landed near the entrance, danced a mocking little jig, then gave her a slow deliberate handclap.

"You admit I won," Saodat said.

"You cheated," Ahriman replied cheerfully. "But yes. You won. I would have done the same."

"Why the confrontation?" I asked

"Because I can." He examined his polished black fingernails. "And because the soldier was not in any condition to walk the mandala. You and Nalini are children playing with matches." His gaze shifted toward Durathror. "But he should have known better."

I studied him carefully. "Are you claiming that was a good deed?"

Ahriman said nothing.

"If so," I continued, "thank you. I do not like your methods. But thank you."

The air seemed to go thin, like standing on a tall mountain. 

Ahriman looked at me, and for a second, his eyes weren't eyes - they were twin pinpricks of light in a deep, endless well.

"You thank the storm," he said quietly, "for not blowing your house down."

Then he laughed hysterically, that grating bottle smashing sound. "Shucks, I didn't see that coming." 

He straightened his clothing. His shadow stretched toward me even though the sun was in front of him.

"Right. I'll be off. Toodle pip."

He vanished.

The ozone smell of lightning lingered behind him.

"I do not like the way you engage him," Durathror said quietly. "He is playing a very long game."

"I know," I replied. "We should be careful."

Saodat stepped onto the entrance path.

"Will you allow me to walk?" she asked calmly.

Ahriman reappeared beside the pine tree with folded arms. Then a second pair of arms manifested beneath the first and spread theatrically outward.

"Not my concern anymore."

“Then say it properly,” Saodat replied. “Say I may pass. That closes what you started.”

“It would also be polite,” I added. “And you pride yourself on your manners.”

“I do.” Amusement flickered briefly across Ahriman's expression. “Manners maketh the demon.” He inclined his head slightly toward Saodat. “You may pass.”

Then he vanished again like a light extinguished.

Saodat stepped onto the entrance and began following the silvery line.

I stood still for several moments, calming myself before I stepped onto the silver thread and followed her. Durathror followed behind me.

Twenty minutes later we reached the centre.

Saodat stood quietly, looking outward. “It looks like there is a galaxy of mandalas, all within easy reach.”

“Each one is a different realm,” Nalini replied.

Durathror arrived moments later. “Saodat, can you locate the house you share with Nalini and Danny?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Let the mandala send you home. I will visit another time.”

The three of us took a step forward and walked out of a rainbow smear into our foyer.
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We had invited Durathror and his wife Ra'anor for dinner. Everything was cooked and we were cleaning the kitchen when Durathror sent a brief telepathic message that they were about to arrive. We reached the foyer just in time to see two rainbow shimmers form in the air.

Durathror and Ra'anor stepped out of them.

Ra'anor was a fair-skinned Elf about one hundred and fifty centimetres tall, with leaf-green eyes and frizzy red hair worn mostly in an afro style, though several thin beaded braids hung beside her left temple. Celtic-style tattoos decorated her arms and upper chest, with a spiderweb pattern across her face. She wore a green tartan skirt, a red lace-up bodice, and stout walking boots.

Durathror was slightly taller and dark-skinned, with sky-blue eyes, blond hair braided into dozens of beaded plaits, and a drooping blond moustache that somehow suited him. Tattoos circled his upper arms. He wore a green-and-brown kilt and a vest that resembled overlapping autumn leaves.

Both removed their boots immediately after greeting us.

"It is cooler here than we expected," Ra'anor remarked.

"That's only because the air conditioning's running," Nalini replied. "It's been a hot day."

"The breeze is picking up now," Saodat added. "After dinner we might turn it off and open the windows."

"Hey, Uncle Durathror," Danila said, "I thought you'd appear in the kitchen, since that's where we all were."

"That would be impolite unless invited," Durathror replied. "Besides, we have dirty boots."

Ra'anor smiled. "When you first learn shadow walking, you focus on either a person or a place. If you know the place well enough, you can arrive precisely where you intend. We know this house, so the foyer is easy. Later, as your perception improves, you learn to look through nearby shadows and choose exactly where to emerge."

"Katya and I still can't see shadows while awake," Danila said.

"That will come," Ra'anor assured her.

Nalini gestured toward the living room. "Drinks?"

Some hours later dinner was over, the dishes mostly done, and the air conditioning switched off in favour of the evening breeze. We were relaxing with drinks when Durathror finally produced a cloth-wrapped bundle.

"This contains Saodat's torc," he said. "I will not unwrap it. She should be the first to touch it. It has been cleansed and awaits attunement."

"We'll discuss the timing tomorrow," Nalini replied.

Ra'anor produced a second, smaller bundle and handed it to Nalini. "And this is the crystal you used with Danny."

Nalini smiled faintly. "Good."

Ra'anor's eyes twinkled. "I think the three of you will have much to discuss."

"Before that," Durathror said, becoming serious, "there are things you all need to understand. Especially you two girls."

Danila grinned. "This sounds ominous."

"It is." Durathror tapped the larger bundle resting safely out of Saodat's reach. "Once the torc clasps around your neck, it activates the Tree of Life. You will feel the Water of Life rise through your body. If you are unprepared, the force of it can overwhelm you completely."

Saodat studied the bundle with open suspicion. As a soldier, she disliked unfamiliar equipment she could not test immediately.

Ra'anor continued. "The crystal contains the Pattern of the Seven Colors as the Lightning Flash. The attunement reshapes the energies of the body and soul, allowing a person to channel power consciously."

"How?" Danila demanded.

"Violently," Ra'anor answered bluntly. "The energies rise in massive waves. Without training and balance they can become dangerous - physically, emotionally, spiritually. Different cultures use different names. Kundalini. Tree of Life. Serpent Fire. The principle is the same."

Danila sniggered.

Ra'anor fixed her with a look. "This is not a joke. A person whose energies become unstable may lose all self-control. The sexual drive becomes overwhelming because the body mistakes spiritual force for physical hunger. An unbalanced adept can drain life force from others without meaning to."

Katya blinked. "Seriously?"

"Seriously," Durathror replied.

Danila exchanged a dark look with Katya. "Could've used that in the camp. Drive them mad and drain them dry."

Katya nodded, a cold, satisfied look crossing her face.

"Danila," Nalini said gently.

The bravado slipped a little from the girl's face.

"If you had awakened that way in the camp," Ra'anor said quietly, "you both would likely have gone mad before anyone rescued you."

Silence settled briefly.

Then Ra'anor continued in a calmer tone. "Traditionally, newly awakened Viharani spend several weeks balancing their energies with a trained partner of the opposite sex. The polarity helps stabilise the flow until control becomes natural."

"Does it have to be a man?" Danila asked.

Ra'anor laughed softly. "At first, yes. Opposing energies balance each other. Similar energies amplify the imbalance instead. Once properly trained, it matters far less."

"When do Katya and I get torcs?" Danila asked.

"Not yet," Nalini said immediately.

"But we're not children."

"In this shadow," Nalini replied patiently, "you are still under age. It doesn't matter what happened before we rescued you."

Danila slumped dramatically. "You're no fun."

"I have been told otherwise," Nalini said dryly.

That produced enough laughter to break the tension.

Ra'anor waited for the quiet to settle.

“Once you have your torcs, you will need several weeks of balancing training. You would stay amongst us during that time.”

Danila gave Katya a sideways grin. “If we'd had that power in the rape camp, those soldiers would've died screaming.”

“Would have served them right,” Katya muttered.

Ra'anor's expression softened. “Perhaps. But both of you would have gone violently out of balance long before we found you. The energies would have destroyed you as surely as them.”

The humour drained out of Danila's face. “Yeah. Fair point.”
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Attuning Saodat
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The following afternoon the three of us sat together on the couch with the wrapped bundles resting on the coffee table.

"That's your torc," Nalini told Saodat. "You should be the first and only person to touch it until the attunement is complete."

Saodat carefully unwrapped the larger bundle.

Inside lay a heavy collar of gold, open at the front. Silver and red-gold inlays curled across its surface in intricate scrollwork reminiscent of Celtic knot patterns or flowing runes. At each end sat a thumb-sized crystal - one smoky red, the other smoky green.

"It looks like yours," Saodat observed.

"More or less," Nalini replied. "The torc acts as a power conduit. Those crystals are considered male and female poles. Together they draw energy into the body and distribute it through the chakras."

Nalini unclasped her own torc and demonstrated the mechanism.

"Yours has been cleansed," she said. "Put it on."

Saodat did so carefully.

"Heavy," she remarked.

"It contains a great deal of gold," Nalini said. "Among Durathror's people that isn't unusual."

Nalini opened the smaller cloth pouch and withdrew a clear crystal suspended from a fine chain.

"Hold the chain."

Saodat obeyed while the crystal dangled between Nalini's hands.

Nalini concentrated.

The crystal slowly shifted from clear to deep blood red, then gradually climbed the spectrum toward violet before becoming transparent once more.

"Give Danny the chain," Nalini instructed, "and hold out your hands."

I took the chain and laid the crystal gently against Saodat's left palm. Then I held my own hands above hers, palms downward but not touching.

Almost immediately heat radiated from the crystal.

"The crystal is becoming hot," Saodat said.

"Good," Nalini replied.

She began guiding Saodat through controlled breathing patterns while I fed energy steadily into her hands.

The tingling intensified rapidly.

The crystals in all three torcs began glowing dull red.

"The energy's getting stronger," Saodat murmured.

"That's the flow awakening," Nalini said. "Now look into the crystal."

We all stared.

Imperfections deep within the stone slowly rearranged themselves into the shape of a labyrinth.

"Don't analyse it," Nalini warned gently. "Let yourself sink into it."

Nalini and I linked minds first, then touched Saodat's consciousness carefully.

Her surface thoughts drifted across us.

There is absolutely nothing wrong with this suggestion, except actually doing it.

Nalini suppressed amusement.

Don't think. Just watch the pattern.

For a time nothing happened.

Then the crimson maze suddenly expanded.

The world folded inward.

And we fell into the mandala.

Red

I could feel Nalini's presence beside me, and Saodat's. The red glow pulsed once, enveloping us.

We drifted through pulsing red corridors alive with swirling currents and flame-like patterns.

The red felt warm and vital.

Not merely heat, but life itself.

Faces flickered briefly within the crimson light, watching us with something almost like affection.

Energy flowed strongly between the three of us - from me into Nalini and Saodat, from them back into me, and through all of us from the surrounding redness.

We were bodiless, yet I could feel something within Saodat slowly changing and aligning.

At last we halted before a curtain of orange light.

How do you feel? Nalini asked.

Warm. Strong. Fine.

Good. We can stop here if you wish. There are six more stages.

Saodat's answer came immediately.

Let's go.

Orange

Orange engulfed us.

If the red had been warming, the orange was abrasive and restless, like being rubbed raw from the inside. Jagged currents shoved us forward through tunnels lined with shifting thorn-like structures.

I had the bizarre impression we were moving through the inside of some immense carnivorous plant.

The pressure built steadily.

By the time we reached the yellow veil ahead, Saodat's complained Jittery. Like I've drunk far too much coffee.

Orange does that, Nalini replied. Yellow is easier.

Yellow

Yellow struck like sunlight and stormwater combined.

Powerful currents buffeted us from every direction as we struggled forward through swirling tunnels and maelstroms of luminous gold.

The flow between us strengthened further.

Nalini and Saodat no longer merely felt present beside me - their awareness overlapped mine.

We dived through a spinning yellow vortex and emerged into calmer waters.

Ahead lay green.

How are you holding up? Nalini asked.

Tired, Saodat replied. But energetic at the same time.

You're doing well.

Green

Green was soothing.

Dangerously soothing.

Silence surrounded us as though we had descended beneath a vast ocean.

The temptation to stop moving became almost irresistible.

I feel sleepy, Saodat admitted.

Don't drift here, Nalini warned sharply.

Realising what was happening, I drew in energy and sent Saodat a strong pulse.

She jolted awake.

Thanks. That felt like an adrenaline hit.

The green currents rolled around us like deep water.

Part of me wanted desperately to turn aside and explore.

When I first crossed this level, I nearly wandered away, I warned her.

What would happen?

You'd become lost. Then drained. Then dead.

That ended any temptation immediately.

Each stage is different. The previous ones were a little easier. You're doing well - really well. Three more to go.

I felt a sudden wave of love for both of them and sent it outward. Nalini had felt something similar and shared it back. Saodat sent her own wave a moment later.

We spiralled downward through green fog until blue appeared ahead.

Blue

Blue hit like freezing rain.

Wind howled through vast open spaces filled with glimpses of barren mountains, storm-wracked skies, and jagged stone landscapes.

Movement became difficult.

It felt as though the world itself resisted us.

Saodat began losing momentum.

Nalini and I pushed energy into her together.

I should have brought a coat, Saodat thought dryly.

Despite the cold, I found myself smiling.

We can do this, Nalini insisted.

At last we burst through the storm into a calm sky-blue void.

Beneath us stretched darkness.

Indigo

We descended into deep indigo currents streaked with violet.

It felt like travelling through a subterranean river.

Shapes moved below us - vast tentacled forms lurking in the dark - yet none approached closely.

A thin thread of pale light showed the path.

This is the Abyss, Nalini explained. Beyond this lies the Void.

By now the boundary between our minds had become difficult to distinguish.

We were not three separate people so much as three expressions of one shared awareness.

Ahead, violet light spiralled.

Last stage, Nalini said.

Saodat's answer carried absolute certainty.

Let's finish it.

Violet

The violet realm felt alive with voices.

They surrounded us immediately.

"Don't go on!"

"'Tis death to proceed!"

"The pain! The pain!"

"Let me out! Let me out!"

"Ha ha ha ha!"

"Power! Power! Give me power!"

"You are alone."

"You are nothing."

"No one is coming for you."

The babble rose and fell like the cries of the damned.

Saodat stiffened.

It's like the voices from hell, she admitted.

"We are the lost! We are the damned! We are betrayed!"

The whispers intensified instantly.

Don't listen, Nalini cut through. You only give them power.

"Power! Power! Give me power!"

"You can help no one. You are no one. You are ALONE."

Then something within Saodat hardened.

I am someone, she said.

Her will struck outward like an iron bar.

SILENCE. BEGONE.

The voices collapsed into frightened murmurs.

Even Nalini sounded startled.

I don't think I've ever seen anyone do that, she admitted.

We continued onward through swirling violet currents toward a distant shaft of white light.

White

Music greeted us.

Soft strings.

Wordless voices.

We floated through a tunnel of pure white radiance while powerful currents flowed through and between us.

Then came a sensation impossible to describe.

Part orgasm.

Part electric shock.

Part annihilation.

A tremendous pulse passed through us three times.

And suddenly everything vanished.

No sound.

No sensation.

No world.

Only awareness.

We create ourselves anew from the void. We are aware. We exist.

Some distant fragment of thought whispered that this was the meaning behind I AM.

Then reality returned all at once.

Awakening

I became aware of weight, warmth, tangled limbs, and the uncomfortable angle of my spine.

We were sprawled across the couch in a heap.

Saodat lay half on top of me, one leg tangled with mine. Nalini was draped across both of us, her hair partly covering my face.

My left hand still clasped Saodat's crystal hand. Nalini's hand covered mine.

For several moments I could barely move.

Something immense had shifted inside me.

Fragments of memory drifted through my mind.

I have always loved them.

We have always found each other.

Many times you have died in my arms, and I have buried you.

The sorrow of that nearly broke me.

Then came another thought.

We are together again.

Tears slid down my face.

Nalini stirred first.

"Danny," she murmured softly, "next time we attempt mystical transcendence, perhaps we should remove our clothes beforehand."

I burst out laughing.

We kissed slowly, then she turned and kissed Saodat.

When we finally disentangled ourselves enough to sit upright, Saodat flexed one arm experimentally.

"I cannot tell which limbs belong to whom
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