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			Dedication

			To the One Who calls us to walk in the embrace of Light.

			To my mother and father, who taught me to persist in the journey.

			To my beloved Holly, who stands with me to face the challenges of each new day, no matter what arises. 

			To my sister, who strives with me to keep traditions and honor our family.

		

	
		
			Across Desert Plains

			“You are a long way from your homelands, but you took your steps here by choice.  Every single day that you have lived, every adventure that you have spoken of, has led to the place where you are right now. It is no different for me, or any man or woman.  Everything in our past has guided us to where we are at the present.”

			“You will get no argument from me on that insight,” Rayden replied in a rueful tone to the long-bearded, dark-haired man reclined on the pillows opposite her.  

			Garbed in a long white robe, with a sleeveless coat atop, the Barradan chieftain Meresh had a relaxed look upon his face.  Yet his eyes could not conceal the keen scrutiny he cast toward her.  

			After an extended pause, Rayden added. “Though what happens on my road has a way of changing my directions at times.”

			A strong gust of wind buffeted the goat-hide tent sheltering them.  Outside, all lay in good order. 

			A sprawling mass of broad, low tents marked the dwellings of the nomadic Barradan tribe that Rayden had come across in the deserts to the north of Akishan. From the large herds of goats and host of camels used for an array of tribal needs, to the highly-valued cluster of horses in their possession, the Barradans had their masses of animals gathered in and warded for the night.  Other than the men set on watch, the large encampment had long-since settled in for the night. 

			“As dark times and unwelcome events have changed our direction,” Meresh replied, with a hint of lament in his voice.

			Rayden took his words in and thought about the developments that had brought the two of them together  

			Though unscathed, the Barradans found themselves hard-pressed to reach the barren expanses of the vast northern desert, before the ravenous maw of Adis Khan’s hordes swallowed them up.  Rayden had changed her own route after a brief stay in Akishan, knowing its massive walls would not keep out the voracious martial tide now rolling westward.  

			Like great sandstorms, powerful warlords arose within the desert lands and engulfed everything that lay within their path.  Adis Khan had secured the loyalty of a huge number of tribal chieftains, and he now wielded an army that could threaten entire kingdoms.  

			The rapacious warlord had declared his aspirations to establish an empire.  Rayden had no desire to see whether or not the power-hungry man’s ambitions met with success.  Staying ahead of the living storm advancing out of the desert, wastelands, Rayden continued along her westward journey. 

			Having set her mind on Thrakkia, a Griacan kingdom that lay far to the west and south, Rayden had taken up the hospitality offered to her by Meresh.  No one knew the routes through the great desert expanses better than the Barradan people, and Rayden deemed the invitation a stroke of good fortune.  

			While self-sufficient and wary, the Barradans were known to be hospitable, generous hosts to strangers, but Meresh had shown a particular interest in Rayden that she sensed went far beyond mere curiosity about a guest.  He had invited her for extended private conversations in his tent the past three nights, asking her all about her travels and adventures.   

			Neither prurient in origin, nor rooted in a desire for entertainment, the tribal chieftain’s interest in her had other reasons.  Rayden’s instincts told her that Meresh had been measuring her during their conversations, though the reason for the evaluation remained unclear. 

			After several days traveling in the company of the Barradans, and three successive nights of personal conversations with Meresh, Rayden intended to discover the purpose of the chieftain’s pointed attention. 

			“Empires ebb and flow,” Rayden said in a low voice, breaking the brief span of silence.  “This one will set its claim with vigor and then weaken in its conviction and purpose with the passing of years, until another power rises and sweeps over them.  It is the way of things, if you choose to see what has come before.”

			“Which could take more lifetimes than you or I have,” Meresh replied, giving a laugh that carried a bitter edge.  “But then again, my people have avoided becoming thrall to any empires across the ages.  Our world is harsh to the eyes of most and offers little to tempt men such as Adis Khan.” 

			“Your people are wise, then,” Rayden said.  “But even if you have little to tempt them, do not underestimate those like Adis Khan.  Empires have a lust for power that never wanes.  Power over those they rule ... and the craving for power over those they do not yet rule.”

			“What of the god that inflames their hearts?” Meresh said.  “It is said that the god has anointed Adis Khan.  Even made him the god’s Voice in the world.” 

			“A useful thing for the powerful to keep their armies single-minded in purpose,” Rayden replied.  After a momentary pause, she then added, “And to assert control over those they conquer.  The commands of a god are far more likely to be obeyed than those of a mortal man.  It is why some kings and rulers claim divinity outright.”

			“Yet the power of their sorcery is real enough,” Meresh said, his voice lowering and a flicker of anxiety surfacing within his dark eyes.  “There is no question that Adis Khan has many powerful sorcerers in his service.  There is little doubt he enjoys the favor of a god too.” 

			“There are many dark powers coiled within the shadows of this world,” Rayden said.  “A man like Adis Khan is a beacon to the things of darkness.  It would be no surprise if something from the depths of the Abyss has taken root within him.” 

			The weathered skin of his furrowed brow etched in the firelight, Meresh looked to be lost in his thoughts for an extended period of time.  Rayden waited patiently for the Barradan chieftain to continue.  

			Another strong gust of wind beat upon the outside of the tent.   

			At last, Meresh broke the lengthy silence.  “It is like my other guest, the Hebrennan elder, has said to me, ‘We have our god, but that does not mean no other gods are out there.’  Whether from the Abyss or not, it could still be a god that favors Adis Khan.”

			“Or just vile entities posing as gods,” Rayden said, thinking upon her numerous encounters with abyssal powers.  

			The open mention of the Hebrennan elder traveling with the Barradans drew the focus of her thoughts.  Aside from Rayden herself, the old man was the only other individual who was not a member of the Barrradan tribe within the great encampment.  

			A tribal people like the Barradans, the Hebrenna were tough fighters, scholars and traders.  Fierce in devotion to their god Adannai, the Hebrenna had a disciplined priesthood, one said to harbor several who were capable of working powerful sorcery.  

			The Hebrenna had established communities all throughout the east, while also possessing a newer homeland said to be a jewel within a harsh wilderness.  Cradling the ocean, the kingdom of the Hebrenna brimmed with fertile lands that gave forth an abundance of crops, fruit orchards, and grazing for bounteous herds of sheep and goats. 

			Rayden could speak of many previous interactions with the Hebrenna.  Some had tended wounds that she had incurred, and others she had traded with, but she had yet to spend any significant amount of time with just one of them. 

			“Who knows what poses as the god Adis Khan serves?” the Barradan chieftain said in a dour tone, giving a shrug.  “A tree is known by its fruit.  The fruit from the tree that is Adis Khan is poisonous, murderous, and ruinous.  His sword thirsts for blood, and by that sword he demands allegiance to his god.”

			“He is not the first, in that way,” Rayden commented in a somber tone.  “He will be far from the last.”

			“No, he is not the only one, but there is something very different about this man,” the Barradan chieftain said.  “I can not say what it is yet, but something about him bothers me at a deep level.”  

			“One day he will die, as all men and women do,” Rayden said.  “Such is the plight of all living things in this world.”

			“He may well die, but he may also leave a dark legacy that will plague the world for centuries afterward,” the Barradan chieftain stated, his voice carrying a stern edge.  He then shook his head, and the look on his face eased.  “Yet I cannot be consumed by thoughts of what will be when I am gone.  I can only think of what I can do while I am here ... and that brings me to a request I have for you.”

			“The Hebrennan elder?” Rayden asked, the wisp of a knowing grin on her lips.  “I thought you might have a purpose involving the two of us.  It is why you have sought to learn more about me these past several days.  Am I correct?” 

			The Barradan chieftain nodded. “You have come to know something of our ways.” 

			“I have,” she replied.  “But something also tells me that you would have invited me to speak at length with you night after night, even if you did not have a purpose.”

			The hint of a smile passed across the chieftain’s face.  “Say nothing of your thoughts to the others or they will fear their leader becoming softer in his curiosity about other lands and places.  Not a good trait when your world is the desert.”

			“My thoughts are for your ears only,” Rayden responded, a small grin coming to her face.   “So, tell me of this elder and the request that you have.  It may be that I can be of some help.” 

			“Soon we will pass near a settlement where there is a thriving Hebrennan community that he seeks to go to, a place called Barshim,” Meresh replied.  “The Hebrennan elder appears to be healthy enough for a man of advanced years, but he will not be able to make the journey by himself.  Even if I wished to help him, we can not turn our herds aside.  We must make the oasis at Irkad in three days.” 

			“How far will this elder need to journey?” Rayden asked.

			The distance is not far,” Meresh answered, “No more than a couple of days on foot
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