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Cast of Major Characters

 


EARTH

 


Allanna Alill: A spirited and
headstrong eighteen-year-old woman

Haleigh Alill: Allanna’s mother and
world-renowned archaeologist

Rajah Alill: Allanna’s father and
world-renowned archaeologist

Tobias: Orphaned boy living in New
York City

 


KRINICS,

an island on a moon that orbits the planet
Ramac

 


Krinicsians:
Noble, hard-working people who are the dominant
race

living on Krinics

Barok: Commander of the Southern
Krinicsian Cavalry

Cepada: Second-in-command of the
Northern Krinicsian Cavalry

Dazok Cosad: Fearless
second-in-command of the Western Krinicsian Cavalry and Snique’s
best friend

Ewol: Western Cavalryman that
accompanies Kazo to the Harshaw Mountains

Flarus: Regent of the Krinicsian
people living on the island of Manus

Halek Sinto: Former Royal Healer and
uncle of Kazo and Razo

Kazo Sinto: Mischievous scout in the
Western Krinicsian Cavalry and identical twin of Razo

Oileh: Personal aide to Pe’Anitia

Magda: Young Krinicsian woman

Pe’Anitia Lozanna: Newly crowned
empress of Krinics

Razo Sinto: Captain of the Western
Krinicsian Cavalry and identical twin of Kazo

Sema: Mysterious overseer of the
Rawyn

Snique: Exiled Krinicsian warrior

Vulgus: Commander of all Krinicsian
military

 


Akha’Zette:
Mysterious race of creatures living on
Krinics

A’lozza’h: Leader of the Akha’Zette
living on the Red Cliffs on the island of Krinics and cousin of
Fazza’h and Kazza’h

Fazza’h: Leader of the Akha’Zette
living on the island of Krinics and cousin of Kazza’h and
A’lozza’h

Kazza’h: Leader of the Akha’Zette
living on the island of Manus and cousin of Fazza’h and
A’lozza’h

Yadda’h: Sister to Yadot, and daughter
of Fazza’h

Yadot: Brother to Yadda’h, and son of
Fazza’h

Yo’ah: Prophet and brother of
Fazza’h

 


Rawyn: Murderous group of marauders living
on Krinics

Recuza: Malicious and cruel Rawyn
leader

Riah: Rawyn barmaid

 


Ventus
Ambularus: Group of Rawyn working directly
for Menga

Skeena: Rawyn scientist working in the
Ventus Ambularus

Sephella: Rawyn working in the Ventus
Ambularus

Menga: Leader of the Rawyn and their
chief scientist

 


Reunion:

 


An act of getting people together again after
they have been apart.

 


Celestial event occurring every thirty-three
years above the island of Krinics when Ramac eclipses the
Krinicsian sun.

 



CHAPTER 1

 


New York State of Mind

 


Manhattan . . .

Allanna and Dazok walk along 5th
Avenue past West 29th Street. Dazok gazes upward at the
surrounding buildings and evening sky. He marvels at the height of
the buildings on either side of the street. The world around him
vastly differs from his home world of Krinics. Krinics has more in
common with the Middle Ages than modern Earth. The only building on
Krinics that stretches to the sky is the Imperial Palace in the
capital city of Renok. Several months earlier, Allanna journeyed to
his world while spending the summer at her grandfather’s house.
Through bravery and determination of Dazok and others, they
returned Allanna back to Earth.

For Allanna, the experience was just months
ago. The events she experienced and friends she made are still
fresh in her mind. For Dazok they occurred over forty years in his
past. Allanna remembers meeting Pe’Anitia, heir to the throne of
Krinics; and their escape from the murderous group, the Rawyn. The
Rawyn’s goal was to start a war between the Krinicsian people and a
race known as the Akha’Zette. Allanna also remembers meeting with
the Akha’Zette. She marveled at their towering height, razor-sharp
claws, and ability to communicate telepathically.

“Allanna, I love your city and your
world. They are both filled with wonders that I could never have
dreamed,” Dazok says in awe. His shoulder-length brown hair hangs
freely about his face. The enticing smells from a nearby hot dog
vendor catches both Dazok and Allanna’s attention. They stop and
get a hot dog each. After paying the vendor, they begin eating as
they continue their walk.

“I knew you’d love New York. I know
it’s different from Krinics, but you’re doing great in accepting
everything,” Allanna says as she finishes the last of her hot dog.
She brushes her fingers against the small, silver, teardrop-shaped
necklace that adorns her neck. For a moment, she remembers the
night long ago when her grandmother gave the necklace to
her.

Dazok glances into the night sky. He catches
a glimpse of the moon peeking over the New York skyline. “It’s like
you said when you were on Krinics. We can’t control what the world
does around us or to us, but it’s how we deal with those situations
that matters most. I have to admit it is strange being on a world
with only one moon. I miss the twin moons of Krinics.”

“I actually miss the blue hues of
Ramac crossing the sky,” Allanna adds.

“As I remember, you fainted when I
told you about Ramac,” Dazok says. He smiles at the
memory.

“Well, it’s not every day you learn
that life on other worlds not only exists, but that you are
standing on another world.” Allanna playfully nudges Dazok with her
elbow.

“How much farther?” Dazok asks with
anticipation.

“Only a few more blocks. I can’t
believe you waited more than forty years to travel the world. I’m
flattered you waited to see the sights with me, but what did you do
for all those years?” Allanna asks. She glances over and sees Dazok
silhouetted by the myriad of lights around them. The passing
headlights splash against his chiseled features and reflect off his
hazel eyes.

“For the first few years I learned
English and studied your world’s history. I especially love
American history. When your mother was a young child, I became her
teacher. I continued to tutor her after she began school.” After
Dazok finishes his hot dog, he takes Allanna’s hand in
his.

“So she got her love of the past from
everything you taught her about history?” Allanna asks. She
attempts to gain more pieces of information about her family’s
past. They pass a young dark-haired boy panhandling for money.
Allanna absentmindedly drops a few coins in his box.

“I guess she did at that, but it was
your father who inspired her to become an archaeologist,” Dazok
says. He grips Allanna’s hand tightly.

Dazok continues to walk forward. Allanna
stops and pulls him back to her. “We’re here.”

Dazok looks skyward. His gaze continues up
and up until he sees the flashing red light atop the Empire State
Building hovering over fourteen hundred feet above him. “The
Imperial Palace pales in comparison,” Dazok says as he strains to
view the top of the building.

Dazok and Allanna enter the Empire State
Building and walk to the elevator. They enter with several other
visitors, and the doors slide shut. The elevator quickly rises and
with it, Dazok’s stomach sinks slightly. He turns to Allanna. Her
chestnut hair frames her smiling face, and Dazok’s mind eases.
Within minutes, the elevator comes to rest on the eighty-sixth
floor. The doors open, and the brisk autumn air washes over Dazok
and Allanna. Dazok feels invigorated as he inhales the crisp, cool
air. Allanna feels the cool air engulf her and she tugs on her
purple hoodie.

They step out onto the viewing balcony and
Dazok stares at the lights of the city below. “Allanna, this view
is beyond anything I could imagine. It’s still unbelievable that
more people live in this one city than on Krinics and all the
surrounding islands,” Dazok says. He cannot break his eyes away
from the ocean of lights before him.

“You’re doing great,” Allanna
responds.

“Thank you, my love.” Dazok gently
touches Allanna’s cheek as their lips meet. Their embrace lingers.
Both feel their love warming them like a blanket on a winter’s
night.

Dazok looks from Allanna’s eyes to the
lights of the skyline before them. “I have to wonder if Pe’Anitia
saw a similar view when Renok was besieged by the Rawyn shortly
after you returned home.”

Allanna stares at Dazok in disbelief. She
cannot believe he so blatantly offered information about the events
that occurred on Krinics after she returned home.

Dazok smiles as he continues, “Sometimes
just saying things outright is more intriguing then wrapping
information in mystery.”

“How could the Rawyn possibly besiege
Renok? Weren’t they pretty much obliterated when you sent me home?”
Allanna asks as confusion begins to edge at her mind.

After several minutes, Dazok speaks, “We
thought we had defeated them as well. Unfortunately, all of us
found out how truly wrong we were. With Krevace gone, the Rawyn
fell under the control of someone much worse. They were now under
the direct control of a woman named Sema. Sema and the Rawyn
planned to take Renok and assassinate Pe’Anitia at the time of
Reunion.”

“Reunion? Who was having a reunion?”
Allanna asks. Confusion crosses her alabaster features.

“Not a reunion. Just Reunion. On
Krinics, Reunion describes the eclipsing of our sun by Ramac,”
Dazok clarifies and relieves Allanna’s confusion.

They begin to walk around the observation
deck when Allanna asks, “So Krinics’ sun gets eclipsed by Ramac.
Why do Krinicsians call it Reunion?” She snaps her head around when
a familiar musky odor impacts her nostrils. Allanna’s mind flashes
back to her time on Krinics and her time in the presence of the
Rawyn. The impacting odor is similar to that of the Rawyn, but she
sees no sign of the murderous group. I’m imagining things. There
are no Rawyn on Earth. She shakes the feelings and memories
off, and focuses back to Dazok.

“We call the eclipse Reunion because
one of our oldest myths tells the story of lovers whose love
angered the gods.” Dazok also catches the odor in the air. He scans
the observation deck with only his eyes. He does not see any sign
of the Rawyn either.

“Let me guess, star-crossed lovers?”
Allanna asks.

“You are very close,” Dazok answers.
“The two lovers first fell in love when they were teenagers. Hegan
and Elyse were their names. Their love was pure and beautiful.
Hegan was a farmer from G’nab. Elyse was a songstress. They say
Elyse’s voice made the hardest of hearts soften. News of their love
spread and soon even the gods heard many poems and ballads written
about their romance.” Dazok takes Allanna’s hand.

“I’m guessing that Krinicsian gods
were as petty as the gods in ancient stories and myths of Earth?
They felt that all love and attention should be on them.” Allanna
squeezes Dazok’s hand. They begin strolling around the observation
deck.

Dazok continues, “There are many
similarities between the gods of both worlds. In their jealousy,
the gods struck the two down on their wedding night. The gods
placed the spirits of the young lovers into the heavens. The gods
transformed Hegan into Ramac and Elyse into the sun. Only at the
moment of the eclipse are Hegan and Elyse reunited. Their reunion
is only for a moment and then they must separate until the next
Reunion.”

Dazok feels his arm pull backward as Allanna
stops. “That is so beautifully tragic.”

“I always thought so too,” Dazok
says.

Allanna feels the leather of Dazok’s glove.
It reminds her of Dazok’s promise to explain how he seems not to
age and how he injured his hands. “Dazok, will you tell me about
your hands? And why you don’t seem to age?” Allanna asks.

Dazok stares at her for a long moment and
answers with two words, “Ventus Ambularus.”

“Ventus Ambularus?” Allanna repeats
the strange words. She cannot decide whether he is being coy or
not. Allanna decides to further her questioning when Dazok begins
to talk again.

Dazok explains, “The best translation would
be wind walkers. They are a group of Rawyn we didn’t even know
existed. They are unlike the Rawyn that inhabit Krinics and
surrounding islands. Snique and I found out about their existence
shortly after our exile. It was also at that time when we learned
about the assassination of Emperor Lozanna. It was during our time
on the island of Manus. When I returned to Krinics, I learned
everything that happened.” Dazok tightens his grip on Allanna’s
hand as the painful memories resurface.

Allanna feels Dazok’s tightened grip on her
hand. She realizes the enormity of what Dazok has said. “Wait a
minute! You said that Emperor Lozanna, my great grandfather, was
assassinated?” she asks. “Who did it?” Allanna had never met her
great grandfather, yet sorrow nags at her heart.

“Who assassinated him and why is where
everything begins,” Dazok says. Below them, church bells ring and
strike ten times. “Isn’t your father’s train due in around
now?”

Allanna’s thoughts snap back to the present
and her sorrow fades. “Oh my god, you’re right. I completely forgot
about the time. I think we should make a quick stop in the gift
shop. I think a souvenir for you is in order.” Allanna smiles. She
pulls out her phone and then pulls Dazok toward her. She kisses him
deeply and snaps a picture. “The picture is my souvenir. After the
gift shop, I want to hear everything about what happened at the
time of Reunion.” A smile plays across both their faces as the
effects of the kiss linger.

“I will tell you everything I know.”
Dazok opens the door for Allanna. He stops and spins around. The
musky odor of the Rawyn strikes his nose again. Quickly he scans
the crowd of people, but sees nothing out of the ordinary. Old
habits are hard to break, Dazok thinks. He follows Allanna into
the gift shop. Ten minutes later, they enter the elevator hand in
hand. In Dazok’s other hand is a bag containing a small framed
poster of the Manhattan skyline. The bag also contains a small
black light to illuminate the poster.

Allanna and Dazok walk past many of the same
street vendors they had passed on their journey earlier. As they
pass the young dark-haired panhandler again, Allanna absentmindedly
drops a few dollars into his box. Dazok looks at the boy. He
notices dirt and grass caked on the boy’s boots. He then looks at
Allanna and asks, “Allanna, do you know that boy?”

“What boy?” Allanna asks. They stop at
the corner and wait for the walk signal.

“The dark-haired boy we just passed.
You gave him money both times we passed him,” Dazok
explains.

Allanna quickly glances over her shoulder
and looks at the boy. She shakes her head. “I’ve never seen him
before. In fact, I honestly don’t remember even giving him
anything. That’s weird.” Although Allanna does not remember giving
the boy any money, she cannot comprehend the disturbing feeling of
kinship with him. Allanna discards the feeling as a form of déjà
vu.

“You’ve journeyed to another world and
back. You have experienced things others wouldn’t believe, and you
think it’s weird you don’t remember a boy we have passed twice.”
Dazok leans in and quickly kisses Allanna as the traffic lights
change from red to green.

They cross the street.
“Okay . . . definitely not weird.” Allanna glances
back at the boy and a strange feeling of familiarity strikes her
again. She cannot determine why she feels she knows him. “Well,
maybe a bit weird.” Allanna and Dazok continue on their way home.
Dazok begins to recount the siege of Renok.

 


* * *

 


The boy begins counting his good fortune for
the day when two hulking shadows eclipse the streetlight. Their
musky odor engulfs the boy. He looks up into the tattooed faces of
two grim-faced men. “Boy, the couple who just
passed . . . the young woman gave you money. Did she
say anything to you?” the taller man asks in a raspy and coarse
voice.

The boy shakes his head.

“What’s your name?” asks the tall,
raspy-voiced man.

“T-T-Tobias. What’s it to you?” Tobias
asks. His initial shock of the two men wears off. Tobias fears they
may have thoughts on appropriating his box and money.

“Do not worry, Tobias. If we wanted to
take your money, then you would be powerless to stop us. No, I only
want to know if you know anything about that couple.”

“Don’t know a thing. As long as they
drop coins or paper into my box, I could care less,” Tobias shoots
back.

Both men chuckle at the comment. The
raspy-voiced man drops to one knee and looks hard into Tobias’s
eyes. “You make your family proud.”

“What family? My folks are
dead.”

“I know, but, Tobias, you have a much
larger family than you could ever imagine. Maybe one day you will
be fortunate enough to meet them.” The man rests his hand on
Tobias’s shoulder. Tobias shakes free and sprints away into the
night. The man stands and walks in the same direction as Allanna
and Dazok. His cohort walks beside him. The raspy-voiced man says,
“It’s too bad young Tobias’s parents betrayed their mission. I
almost feel bad for executing them.”

“The people of this world are rubbing
off on you. To think, a Rawyn feeling bad about an execution,” the
second man snorts.

“I said almost.” Both men laugh loudly
as they continue along the same course as Allanna and Dazok. “Thank
the gods for the stench of Krinicsians. It makes them easy to
track.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


The Reign That Is Falling

 


Krinics present day . . .

Adorned in their brown leather uniforms, the
Western Cavalry makes its slow procession through the village of
G’nab. They are traveling from Ma to Renok. Northern and Southern
Cavalry commanders, Vulgus and Barok, travel with them. A steady
rain falls upon the men, and their horses slowly plod through the
village. In the middle of their formation, the emperor’s funeral
carriage rolls along. Royal Guards walk on either side in rows of
two. The removal of the carriage’s blue curtains allow the
villagers to view inside while it passes. Despite the continuous
morning rain, every inhabitant of the village comes forth out of
respect.

They come forth out of respect for a man who
is responsible for bringing the island through many hardships. They
come forth out of respect for a man who symbolizes the
possibilities of the future. They come forth out of respect for
Emperor Garob Lozanna I. The rain hides the tears that fall from
many sets of eyes. The company halts as the carriage reaches the
center of the village. Many of the villagers step toward the
carriage to view the emperor’s body. The members of the Royal Guard
stand before them. They keep the onlookers ten feet from the
carriage.

Razo sits at the head of the procession. The
rain saturates him from his dark brown wavy hair to his boots. Razo
looks down the road past the edge of the village, and he sees the
silhouettes of the Akha’Zette leader Fazza’h and his son Yadot.
They wait patiently outside the village. Vulgus and Barok believe
their presence would frighten the villagers. Razo nods his
appreciation to Fazza’h for his understanding and receives a nod in
return. Razo lets his mind drift back to the town of Ma six days
earlier—when he sat in the same tavern in which Snique received his
exile. Vulgus, Barok, and Fazza’h were with Razo. They speculate
how the emperor was poisoned and what to do.

 


* * *

 


Six days earlier in
Ma . . .

Razo puts his fork down. He is unable to
finish his meal because of the dinner conversation. Fazza’h stands
hunched over by the fireplace. Razo sits at a long table with
Vulgus and Barok. Smoke sneaks out from a missing stone in the
chimney. It casts dread around the room. The smell of burning wood
masks the newly-cut-grass scent of Fazza’h. “Fazza’h,” Razo asks,
“can you help the emperor? I know your abilities at healing far
surpass that of Krinicsian healers.”

Fazza’h looks up from the fire. He keeps his
back bent so that his head does not strike the support beams of the
ceiling. “I cannot. The assassin knows their craft well. The poison
goes beyond Akha’Zette abilities. I can only help reduce his pain
and suffering.” The vines covering his green and brown skin shift
and constrict in his grief.

Silence fills the room, save for the
crackling fire. Fazza’h waits in silence for Vulgus, Barok, or Razo
to ask the question dreaded by all. Finally, Vulgus puts his empty
tankard down on the table. He adds it to the collection of seven
already before him. He rubs his bald head and asks, “How long does
he have left?”

Barok’s weathered face turns and looks over
to Vulgus. He knows someone needed to ask the question. The look on
Barok’s face conveys his relief in his friend for asking what he
could not. Vulgus’s eyes let Barok know that he is welcome.

Fazza’h turns back toward the fire. He is
unable to look at the men as he reports to them the impending death
of his friend. “He will not last the night. He is unconscious now,
but he may awaken before the end.”

Silence again covers the room. Each of the
four come to grips with all that has transpired in the past few
days. Their victory over the Rawyn promised the beginnings of
peace. However, the days following their victory fell far short.
Emperor Lozanna sent Snique and Dazok into exile from Krinics. Now
the emperor’s imminent passing casts a shadow over the future of
the Krinicsian people.

Vulgus brings the group back to the here and
now. “We must try to make the emperor as comfortable as possible in
his last hours.”

“Also, we need to make preparations,”
Barok adds. “In accordance with imperial law, the emperor must be
returned to the palace within ten days of his death.” Both Vulgus
and Razo look at Barok. Vulgus sees how much of his own anguish
reflects in Barok’s eyes.

Fazza’h says, “Commander Vulgus, your friend
is correct. We need to make arrangements. Perhaps the men of the
Western Cavalry can search out a local artisan to refashion the
emperor’s carriage for his journey home. Accommodations must be
made for the casket.”

Razo answers as he walks toward Fazza’h and
the warmth of the fire. “I’ll get my men working on it right
away.”

“Good. It must be ready by sunset
tomorrow if the emperor is to be returned to Renok before the
ten-day deadline,” Barok says. He stands and joins Fazza’h and
Razo. The fire illuminates Barok’s short black hair and weathered
features.

Vulgus gathers his girth and reluctantly
stands. His legs wobble with each step. His balance compensates for
the alcohol coursing through his body. Vulgus stands between Barok
and Razo, putting one hand on each of them. Razo watches the fire
reflect off of Vulgus’s hairless features.

Fazza’h speaks quietly to the commanders.
“My son Yadot and I will journey with the Western Cavalry. I fear
the timing of the emperor’s assassination is more than coincidence.
We must be cautious on the road ahead.”

In the flickering light of the fire, Razo’s
confusion shows upon his face. “I know this is all necessary, but
we cannot avoid the one question, yet unasked.”

An enormous belch erupts from Vulgus. The
regurgitated odor of stale liquor lingers in the air. Both Razo and
Barok roll their eyes as they shrink away from Vulgus. “And what
question do you believe that to be, Captain?” Vulgus asks. He wipes
his chin with his sleeve.

Razo recovers from his repulsion. “If the
Rawyn poisoned the emperor, then I understand the reason for their
actions. The Rawyn want nothing more than death and discord. Yet,
there have been no reports of Rawyn since the Battle of the Barren
Basin. Now if we assume it was someone besides the Rawyn, the
question must be why? Why assassinate the emperor?”

Vulgus is unable to respond as the alcohol
gains greater control over him. Barok answers Razo’s question, “The
question of why, Razo, will be answered when we discover who
poisoned him.” Razo nods and accepts Barok’s correction to his
question.

Fazza’h listens to the posed questions and
adds, “There are clues as to whom. As I said, the assassin knows
their craft, but their method also gives me ideas to their
identity. The poison is the product of the Seoreh plant. The Seoreh
grows in only one area on our island, the Harshaw Mountains.”

In a moment of lingering sobriety, Vulgus
interrupts, “The Harshaw Mountains are the homelands of the Rawyn.
How do you plan to infiltrate their homeland? That is where this is
headed, isn’t it?”

They look at Vulgus. Razo wonders how Vulgus
has any moments of lucidity with the amount of alcohol he has
consumed. Razo watches as the comprehension of the situation flows
from Vulgus’s face as liquid poured from his cup. Vulgus’s eyes
begin to roll back into his head. Vulgus slowly falls backward and
lands hard against the floor.

Fazza’h shakes his head and speaks, “Vulgus
is correct about the Harshaw Mountains. Therefore we know that
either the Rawyn themselves or one who sympathizes with them is
most likely the assassin.”

Razo looks down at the unconscious form of
Vulgus. A deep snore flows from him. Razo speaks to the unaware
Vulgus as the sound of his snoring decreases. “Vulgus, with your
permission, I would like to send a small group of my men into the
Northern Cavalry’s territory to investigate. The Rawyn threat to
the Western Cavalry’s territory is minimal compared to the Northern
Cavalry’s territory. I can spare them. They can disguise themselves
as merchants or travelers from Ma. My hope is they won’t draw as
much suspicion as members of your unit might.”

Vulgus answers with a second melodious note
from his nose.

“I’m glad you agree,” Razo says. He
looks over to Barok.

“You’re learning. I will remind Vulgus
in the morning about his ‘agreement.’ Dispatch your group at first
light. I will send word to Lieutenant Cepada, the Northern
Cavalry’s second-in-command. I will have him meet your men at the
entrance to the Harshaw Mountains.” Barok looks down at his friend
and continues to formulate his plan. “Vulgus and I can realign our
troop deployments to cover most of the Western Cavalry’s territory.
I think it is fitting the Western Cavalry bear the emperor home.
His last orders did affect your unit most directly.”

“I will see that my men are ready. If
you’ll excuse me,” Razo says. He opens the door and steps out into
the rainy night. The door shuts slowly behind Razo.

After Razo leaves, Fazza’h speaks over the
unconscious Vulgus to Barok. “I will tend to the emperor. Can you
handle . . . this?” Fazza’h motions toward
Vulgus.

“I can. It’s not the first time I have
had to deal with this condition,” Barok answers.

Barok bends down and wrangles Vulgus away
from the fire. Fazza’h heads toward the stairwell. Barok halts his
progress to watch Fazza’h’s twelve-foot-tall frame enter the
stairwell. Fazza’h’s grace entering the stairwell amazes Barok.
After a few moments, Barok sees dust flitter from the rafters
through the light of the fire. The dust intermingles with the smoke
from the fire. Barok looks down at his friend and shakes his head.
“One of these days you are going to learn to control yourself.”

Fazza’h makes his way down the hall to the
room where the emperor lies unconscious. Silently, he longs for the
outdoors so that he can stretch to his full height. He dismisses
the thought for a later time. Fazza’h knows he will need to focus
all his energies on easing the emperor’s pain. He enters and stands
over his friend. He sees sweat saturates the emperor’s clothes. The
poison begins its last thrust throughout the emperor’s system.
Fazza’h knows it will not be long before the emperor passes on to
the next life. The poison acts upon the antibodies of its victim.
The victim’s antibodies believe their own body, not the poison, is
the invading organism, and subsequently attack the victim’s body
unmercifully.

Fazza’h places his hands on his friend’s
temples. He focuses his mind on the remnants of the emperor’s mind.
The room dissolves around Fazza’h, and the discord of the emperor’s
mind materializes. Smoke fills the dimly lit world of the emperor’s
mind. The emperor’s mind projects the destruction running rampant
throughout his body. The sensations powerfully pummel Fazza’h. The
smoke burns his eyes, and the air smells of burnt flesh. After a
few moments, Fazza’h’s eyes adjust to the dimly lit scene around
him. He struggles to remember this is the manifestation of his
friend’s mind as he continues on his journey. Fazza’h attempts to
find any sign of life within the destruction and smoke.

Nothing remains of the emperor’s once sharp
and agile mind.

Disheartened, Fazza’h presses on through the
debris. He begins to give up any hope of finding a lingering
presence of his friend. Fazza’h sees a glimmer of light a short way
off and quickens his pace. He readily crosses the distance and
arrives at the edge of the dimly lit area. He stands in the shadows
and witnesses the last thoughts of his friend before him.

The emperor sits upon a mound of rubble, the
remnants of an ornate marble throne. He looks drawn and weak. A
young girl sits upon his knee. Fazza’h initially believes the girl
is Pe’Anitia as a child. He listens to their conversation and
realizes his error: “Pe’Nelopa, Daddy will be waiting for you soon.
When you join him and Mommy, we will be together as we should have
been these many years. I am very sorry for not being able to see
you as we both grew older. Now I am very ill.”

Pe’Nelopa looks at her father and smiles at
him. “Daddy, don’t worry. I’m sorry you are sick, but you will soon
be with Mommy again.” The young Pe’Nelopa hugs her father. She
looks over her father’s shoulder and sees Fazza’h witnessing the
tender moment. Pe’Nelopa hands a small flower to her father.
“Daddy, I picked this flower for you so you will remember me in the
next life. I love you, Daddy.” Pe’Nelopa hugs her father again. The
image fades into complete blackness as the emperor passes from this
life. Fazza’h again stands in the emperor’s room of the tavern.
Alone.

Razo hurries from the tavern toward the
local blacksmith. The rain intensifies as he makes his way across
the deserted town. Each step is a struggle as the mud grips his
feet. Razo focuses his attention downward on each movement of his
feet. His intensity causes him not to notice the figure coming
toward him out of the darkness. As they begin to pass by each
other, Razo’s attention shifts to the figure, and he narrowly
avoids a collision.

“Pardon me,” he says as they
pass.

“Certainly, sir,” the figure replies.
It is not until after a few steps that Razo realizes the voice of
the figure was female. Razo turns and through the sheets of rain is
barely able to make out the cloaked form. The woman is like a
specter. She passes by a window of the tavern. Razo sees the figure
clearly enough to solidify in his mind he was not imagining the
encounter. The woman does not hesitate in her course as she passes
the tavern’s window and disappears again into the darkness. He
refocuses on the matter at hand.

 


* * *

 


G’nab, present day . . .

“We’re ready to head out, Captain,” reports
one of his sergeants. The sergeant’s voice snaps Razo out of his
revelry.

Razo’s clothes can hold no more water. The
drips from his clothes have turned into rivulets. The rivulets
cascade down Razo and onto his horse.

“All right. Let’s move out.” Razo
spurs his horse forward slowly. The men of the Western Cavalry
follow his lead.

Puddles litter the main road. Neither
Krinicsian nor Akha’Zette can remember the weather being so foul
and foreboding. Every mile they travel seems to be a skirmish
against the gods of wind and sky.

The men plod along. The rain grows heavier
with every mile. They also struggle against fatigue brought on by
their own brooding moods. Fazza’h and Yadot join the Western
Cavalry as they make their way along the road. “Razo, what do you
know of the emperor’s other daughter, Pe’Anitia’s twin sister,
Pe’Nelopa?” Fazza’h asks, as the rain continuously and mercilessly
pounds upon his back.

Razo does not respond to Fazza’h’s question.
His mind continues to grapple with the events of the last few days.
Doubt plagues his mind about whether he missed an important piece
of information, some tidbit, or clue. Razo wonders if he could have
prevented the assassination of Emperor Lozanna.

“Razo, you didn’t miss or neglect
anything. You could not have saved the emperor.” Fazza’h strides
over a large water-filled rut in the road.

Through his self-doubt, Razo recognizes
Fazza’h’s words of consolation. “Fazza’h, I just feel as if there
is something I am missing. That there is some clue.”

“All of us are filled with doubt as we
relive the tragedy of the past few days. You cannot dwell upon it
outwardly. You are no longer just another member of Snique’s men.
Snique is gone, although I am certain he will return one day. In
his absence, you lead the Western Cavalry. The men are looking to
you for leadership. You must lead them.”

Razo contemplates Fazza’h’s words, feeling
himself bolstered by the encouragement. Razo forces his self-doubt
down. “Thank you, Fazza’h. I needed the reminder.” Then Razo
remembers vaguely that Fazza’h had asked him a question earlier. In
a flash Razo’s mind wraps its mental fingers around the question.
“Fazza’h, you asked me earlier about the emperor’s other daughter.
You asked about Pe’Nelopa.”

“I did. I wanted to learn what you
know about her.”

“Honestly, I don’t know much. All I do
know about her is that she was lost shortly after her and
Pe’Anitia’s birth. From what I have heard, the girls were identical
twins. They say it was losing Pe’Nelopa that led to their mother
dying shortly after giving birth. They say the empress died of a
broken heart. That’s the commonly reported story at least. Why do
you ask?”

“Your information is the same that is
known by the Akha’Zette. It was my hope you may have known more. I
ask because of something I saw and heard in the emperor’s mind just
before he passed from this life.”

“If anything else comes to my mind,
I’ll share it with you right away,” Razo says.

“Thank you, Captain. When does your
brother’s detail arrive in the Harshaw Mountains?” Fazza’h changes
the topic attempting to focus Razo’s mind on the missions at
hand.

“They should be there in the next day
or two if the weather breaks for them. Yet it seems the weather
worsens the farther we travel. It is as if the entire island in
mourning.” Razo guides his horse to the left avoiding a large
puddle in the middle of the road.

Yadot listens to the exchange between his
father and Razo, and says, “I believe the last time this much of
Krinics experienced widespread rain was thirty years ago. Father,
wasn’t that around the same time that Emperor Lozanna’s father
passed away?”

“I believe you’re right,” Fazza’h
says. “Looking back, I can remember there was a period of intense
rains after the death of the previous emperor. I believe it lifted
shortly before or after Garob became emperor.”

“Hearing this makes one believe more
in the gods than ever,” Razo adds. He lifts his face to the sky and
lets the rain strike his face as his horse continues along the
road.

“At least in some form of high power,”
Yadot muses.

“Or more disturbing a thought is of a
power truly in control of all that happens on our island,” Fazza’h
says.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Crowning Achievement

 


The Imperial Palace . . .

Renok and the surrounding farms brace against
the relentless rain as a new day begins. Pe’Anitia looks out from
her chamber’s covered balcony. The railing of her balcony is
ornately sculptured marble. She surveys the lands that lie outside
the walls. Her eyes are red and swollen from her night of constant
tears. Despite her loss, Pe’Anitia is determined to maintain an
outward demeanor of calm and stability for the sake of the people.
Becoming empress is not something she ever truly desired. Although
she knew this day would present itself, Pe’Anitia had thought it
would not be for a great number of years. She now faces the tragic
loss of her father and her ascension to the throne.

It is more than her father’s death and her
impending coronation that weighs on Pe’Anitia’s thoughts. Something
else in the back of her mind persistently nags at her. Every part
of her mind and body are anxious, as if an unforeseen enigma
plagues her thoughts. Whether it is for the betterment or detriment
of her people, Pe’Anitia does not know. Silently, she wishes Snique
was by her side. She knows Snique would listen to all her thoughts
and concerns before he offers his thoughts or support.

The huge balcony door, crafted from the
oldest of Majork trees, opens slightly, and the familiar features
of Oileh’s face emerge. His eyes scan the balcony until he sees
Pe’Anitia standing on the far side leaning against the ornate
railing. “Princess, preparations for your coronation are underway,”
Oileh reports as he comes through the door. “The staff guarantees
the coronation room will be ready well in advance of Ramac’s
setting tomorrow. The Reunion celebration plans are on hold until
after your coronation. The planners feel with thirty-one days
before Reunion that the celebration plans will not be impacted. The
five Rawyn infiltrators are being held in the brig awaiting their
trial, and the palace is secure.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” Pe’Anitia turns
and walks toward Oileh. “Now I believe you have one more report to
make.” A look of confusion crosses Oileh’s face as he mentally goes
over every detail. He attempts to decide if he should have gone
over the reports in more detail. Pe’Anitia gives his memory the
assistance it needs. “Sergeant, I believe you had a date last
night.” Pe’Anitia sits down at the table between them and begins to
eat her breakfast. It ceased being hot or even warm long ago. She
forces herself to eat the food even though her appetite is
nonexistent. The shock of her question crossing Oileh’s face brings
a smile to Pe’Anitia’s face, which has become rare over the past
few days.

“I was unaware you knew about that,”
Oileh says. He forgot how perceptive Pe’Anitia is about the
happenings around her.

Pe’Anitia sips her juice before gesturing
for Oileh to sit across from her. “I overheard two of the cooks
talking this morning while I was near the kitchen during my morning
walk. It appears one of the young women is quite jealous. It seems
she fancies you.”

“Thank you, Princess, but I’m afraid
that she will have to stay infatuated, because last night was
wondrous. We talked and danced for hours,” Oileh
confesses.

“I know that feeling, and you are
right about how wondrous it can feel,” she says. Pe’Anitia touches
the small silver teardrop-shaped pendant around her neck. Pe’Anitia
allows herself a brief remembrance of the day Snique gave it to
her. “So does this young lady, who has captured the heart of my
guard, have a name?” Pe’Anitia asks, and she takes another
sip.

 


Streets of Renok . . .

Renok bustles with more than the usual
morning activities despite the unrelenting rain. Merchants and
vendors throughout the city have taken economic advantage of the
unexpected ceremonies attached to Pe’Anitia’s coronation. Many of
the elite of Krinics have journeyed to take part in the ceremonies.
Many of the surrounding islands’ leaders beg the forgiveness of
Pe’Anitia for not attending. The speed in which everything was set
into motion made journeying to Krinics in a timely manner an
impossible feat. A few are attempting to make it to Renok in time,
but most plan to arrive the following week. They will pay their
respects to both the emperor and empress once they arrive.

In an alley not far from the Bezag Tavern, a
young boy named Braylon Hartung empties the previous night’s trash
into the large pile. Braylon wipes the rain from his face after he
empties the last of the large container. He holds his breath to
keep from smelling the stench of the rubbish. His task complete,
Braylon notices a shimmering piece of metal dangling from beneath
the pile. He bends down to inspect the possible prize when terror
grabs hold of his heart. The metal is a silver bracelet with many
black stones—and it adorns a slender unmoving wrist.

Braylon staggers back in the shock of his
discovery. He shouts as he trips over a pile of garbage. A nearby
baker hears Braylon’s shouts. The baker and his wife come into the
alley to see what is causing the young boy to carry on in such a
manner.

“Braylon, how many times have I told
you about shouting? Boy, you are loud enough to make my pastries
flatten,” the baker says, red-faced.

Braylon cannot speak as shock still numbs
his muscles. He can barely lift his trembling hand to point at the
body. The baker follows Braylon’s finger. He sees the body of a
young woman lying in the pile of trash. “Marda, get a healer,
quickly!”

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Lost and Found

 


Renok . . .

They rush the young woman to the nearest
healer, Halek Sinto. Halek has been a healer as long as many of the
people of Renok can remember. He was present at the birth of
Pe’Nelopa and Pe’Anitia, and held the position of royal healer for
three years prior to their birth. Halek left his position as royal
healer after the death of the empress.

The unconscious woman lies on a bed, and
Halek quickly examines her. The young woman is badly beaten but
alive. The bones of her face are near the point of breaking. After
making sure she is comfortable and resting, Halek inspects her
belongings for signs of her identity. The young woman does not
possess much. She has a bracelet, rings, and a few coins. Whoever
had beaten her decided not to take these items.

Amongst the mini trove of belongings, Halek
discovers something he has not seen in many years. One of the rings
she bears the image of Ramac eclipsing the sun. The image is an
emblem not seen on the island since shortly after the births of
Princesses Pe’Nelopa and Pe’Anitia. Long ago, it was the royal
crest of Emperor Lozanna, but after his wife’s death, the emperor
had forsaken the crest. He believed the crest was a harbinger of
evil on his reign. The emperor’s beliefs stem from not only the
empress’s death but also the loss of his daughter Pe’Nelopa.

Halek takes a closer look at the young woman
lying before him and attempts to see past her bruises and the brown
hair. After close inspection, Halek begins to see some similarities
in the face of this young woman and Princess Pe’Anitia.

Could it possibly be her? Halek
ponders. He enters the kitchen and finds his wife is checking
various simmering pots of medicinal herbs. He tells his wife to
send for him if the young woman awakens. He rushes out into the
pouring rain and heads for the Imperial Palace.

The rain quickly drenches Halek’s hair and
clothes. He moves through the increasing numbers of Krinicsians
filling the streets. He arrives at the main doors of the palace. An
elderly lieutenant recognizes him and ushers him inside. This
lieutenant was present when Halek resigned his post and vowed he
would not return. Seeing him come to the palace means there has to
be something of grave enough importance to prompt him to break his
vow of more than twenty years.

The lieutenant gives Halek a towel to dry
himself and Halek waits for Pe’Anitia. Memories come flooding back
to him. He tries to suppress memories of the night he discovered
the empress in this very room. She was lying on the floor dying of
a poison he could not identify. The memories of her agony grip him,
and he can still hear her shrieks of pain. Her last moments have
etched themselves into his memory. After the death of the empress,
the emperor decided it best not to let the people know about the
poisoning. This decision led to the official report being that the
empress had succumbed to difficulties during the twins’ birth.

“Healer Halek?” Pe’Anitia asks as she
and Oileh enter the receiving room.

Halek bows slightly. “Princess, it is my
honor to be seen so quickly.”

“It is I who is honored by your visit.
The last time you were in the palace was when I was a baby. It was
the night my mother died,” Pe’Anitia says. She returns his bow.
“What has brought you to the palace? I was always told you swore
never to return.”

“Your memory serves you in all
aspects, Your Highness. I did vow never to return, but the
happenings of this morning bade me to come.”

“What situation could have caused you
to break that vow?”

“Princess . . . there
is a young woman lying on a recovery bed in my home as we speak.
The young woman was discovered beaten and unconscious in an alley
not far from the palace.”

“Will she recover?” Pe’Anitia
asks.

“It will take some time, but I believe
she will recover. Her condition isn’t what brought me to the
palace.”

“I did not think it was her condition
alone that would bring you back to the palace,” Pe’Anitia says.
“What is it about the young woman that prompted your
visit?”

Pe’Anitia sees fatigue spreading across
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