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    Dear Dreamers, never limit your imagination!

      

    


A Note to the Reader

––––––––
[image: ]


DEAR READER, 

As you begin this epic tale you will learn about Old Tongue, the language I created for Theras, the home-world of the Sword Bearers. Whenever a character is speaking Old Tongue, you will see a few words from this ancient language included in their dialogue. This is to inform you that they are speaking Old Tongue and not Basic—the dominant language spoken across the galaxy of N’varda (much like English is the ‘universal’ language spoken on our world). 

I assure you that as the story progresses you will get the hang of Old Tongue and become fluent yourself, but if you need some help, please refer to the Glossary. Have fun creating your own pronunciations; there are no rules. This is your adventure as much as it has been mine to write.

Also, be aware that there are quite a few words that I have made up for the purpose of this entire fantasy series that are not spelled like they should be.

Now it is time for your epic adventure to begin! 
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Chapter One
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Invasion!

––––––––
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MYRLLON’S POWERFUL muscles bunched and strained as he fought hard to obey his master’s commands and eagerly responded to her shouts of encouragement. Like her, he thrilled at the speed and freedom of a flat-out gallop. His ears swivelled back to listen to her whooping battle cries and he pushed harder to give her what she wanted. Their pursuers were gaining on them little by little, but like his master, Myrllon refused to allow fatigue to slow him down. The hunter’s teeth flashed in the morning sun and he let loose his own battle cry. If they slowed down even a little, or Myrllon stumbled on the uneven ground, the hunter would catch his prey.

The mad race had begun the moment Khaeri had mounted Myrllon in the stable yard with her big brother not too far behind. The poor stable hands had narrowly avoided being trampled by the powerful stallions as they’d reared up before charging out the gate. They were used to Khaeri Vindor’hien’s wild behaviour. The seventeen-year-old rarely acted like she was a princess and the daughter of the Cai’rin. Like a wild warrior woman, Khaeri screamed another challenge at Khael and he answered. A day out with his sister was never boring. The stallions galloped through the lush forest, heading south to the cliff rising above it. 

The small world of Theras—the most densely populated planet in the Territory of Theras—sat deep within the Southern Sector of N’varda, and if her mae’im had her way, her daughter would rule as High Seat and Cai’rin after her, as centuries of tradition dictated. But if Khaeri had her way, she would not. She hated the stuffiness of court, and had more friends outside the palace than within. She chose to wear pants or split skirts instead of dresses, and spent most of her time riding and exploring the forests and mountains surrounding the capital, often arriving home at the end of the day dirty and exhausted but happy. What she was supposed to be doing was attending to her studies and learning politics and history and, more importantly, preparing to become High Queen one day.

On this particular morning, Khaeri had persuaded her big brother to join her for a ride after he had been cooped up in their mae’im’s stuffy War Room for hours trying to find a way to protect Theras from the coming storm: War! Rumours of an impending invasion by an unknown enemy from the deep darkness of space had spread like wildfire across the planet, planting fear into the hearts of the historically peaceful race. Theras had not seen war for centuries, and it was mostly due to the wisdom and hard work of the Cai’rin and her royal ancestors going back seven millennia.

Khaeri, like many teenagers her age, chose to ignore the rumours and get on with the more important things in life, like having fun. So, when the big double-doors to the War Room had swung open, letting out musty smelling air that made her nose wrinkle, she’d searched the small crowd of generals, officers, and Therasin rulers, looking for the familiar fair-haired figure of her brother to invite him for a morning ride she knew would absolutely make him feel better. Waving both arms above her head after spotting him, she’d yelled out his name, ignoring the annoyed frowns of the blurry-eyed men and women who didn’t appreciate her early morning chirpiness but who secretly envied it.

“Khael, over here! It’s me, K!” He gave her an admonishing look as he approached, but she ignored it and grinned at him, her luminous green eyes shining with suppressed excitement.

Khael couldn’t help but grin back at his beloved little sister. “Khaeri, what are you doing here so early? And keep your voice down!” She never failed to lift his spirits with her infectious love of life and warm-hearted personality.

“Panthar is saddled and waiting for you,” she said, taking his hand and pulling him with her. “Come on, you need a break. You’ve been in that stuffy room all night.”

“K, wait,” he said, his stronger tug making her stop. Taking her by the shoulders, he looked her in the eyes. “I can’t leave now. Mae’ needs me for at least another few hours.” She stuck out her bottom lip. “Later, I promise. Can you wait for me?”

Neither of them saw Ahloren Vindor’hien, Cai’rin dei Theras and High Seat, watching their exchange from the War Room doorway. Noticing how Khaeri was dressed, she knew why her daughter was there and recognised the disappointed look on her face. Feeling a little guilty for not spending enough time with her of late, she drank deeply from her large mug, the hot, sweet caf returning some vitality to her tired body. 

As the queen, her duty and top priority was to make sure all of Theras was as ready as they could be to face the approaching planet-wide threat. Thanks to Korin Beloruuis, uncle to her children and the king and High Seat of Verai, one of the biggest Territories situated in the Central Sector of the galaxy, they were as prepared as they could be. Months ago, he’d sent word of the threat spreading into N’varda from the Eastern Sector—a dark force intent on either occupying or destroying Territories across the entire galaxy. She couldn’t afford to relax and take time off when an invasion of her world was imminent. 

Taking note of her daughter’s glowing, sun-kissed appearance, Ahloren could tell she’d been spending a lot of time outdoors instead of focusing on her studies. Suppressing a sigh of frustration at Khaeri’s lack of understanding about her responsibilities, Ahloren walked towards her children and smiled when they turned to face her.

“Ga’sh or’nin’, Khaeri.”

Curtsying, Khaeri said politely, “Ga’sh or’nin’, Mae’im. How have the discussions been going?”

Khaeri didn’t really care and Ahloren knew it. It was a huge bone of contention between them that she had no interest in politics. But now was not the time for arguments. Khael had been in the War Room since she had called the emergency gathering after a rider had delivered disturbing late-night news of attacks by strange looking invaders to the north-west and south of the capital. Theras’s twenty-four kingdoms consisted of a single massive landmass that covered three-quarters of the planet’s surface, and as a world with little to no technology, it took time to hear about attacks in other kingdoms. Fortunately, many kingdom rulers, along with their high-ranking military leaders, had been staying at the palace for weeks as invasion had grown more likely over the last few months. Ahloren had called the gathering at the third morning hour, so by now they were all quite tired. She had to continue but Khael deserved a break. He had not left her side since evening meals the night before.

“It goes well. Perhaps later you can join us, yei’?” As expected, her daughter barely hid a grimace, but she nodded, giving her mae’ a little hope. “I assume you have asked your brother to go for a morning ride.”

“I have already told Khaeri that you need me, Mae’im, and she understands,” Khael said.

“Noi’, I want you to join your s’arir and get some fresh air. The ride will do you good.”

“Are you sure? Things are getting strained in there,” he said, tilting his head towards the War Room. “You’ll need my support—”

“I can handle things by myself for a while,” she said. “Now go and have fun, and don’t forget to eat something before you come back inside.” She kissed them both on their foreheads then turned to walk back to the War Room.

Khaeri’s eyes lingered a moment on her mae’im’s retreating form. She was pleased she had given them leave to go, but she was concerned seeing her mae’ so pale and haggard. She had also lost weight, which meant worry had kept her from getting enough quality rest lately. The regal, straight-backed way she usually carried her tall frame was missing, but to Khaeri, she was still a beautiful woman. Waist-length, golden hair matched hers, and at forty-eight she still had her slim figure after bearing four children. Perhaps this one time she should show her support when they got back from their ride, Khaeri thought to herself. A broad shouldered, dark-haired man came to stand beside her mae’ in the doorway. He asked her something and she turned to look at her daughter. Khaeri saw fondness in her hazel gaze, but also sadness, and she wondered why.

“Come on, then,” Khael said, interrupting her thoughts by flinging his arm around her shoulders and tickling her ribs. She shrieked, once again earning her scowls and disapproving looks from the grumpy adults, and the giggling pair headed downstairs to the stables.

The end of the race was in sight as they neared the top of the steep hill, and Khaeri reined Myrllon in, giving the panting stallion a chance to catch his breath. She turned him to watch her brother approach, then looking to her right she saw the roofs of Malkhyrin’s houses and low buildings through the branches of the trees. The tiles gleamed in the bright sunlight, making them look like squares of pure gold.

“Hai, Khaeri, you will be the end of me yet!” Khael panted, and reined in his equally winded horse.

She snorted and looked at him with mild disgust. “Sitting in stuffy rooms and studying boring maps is making you fat and lazy, b’iera. You’ll end up looking like that tub Tas Pinkas soon if you don’t start training again. Is that a fat roll I see under your shirt?” 

She reached for his waist from her saddle to pinch him and he quickly moved Panthar away from her. “Don’t you dare! I’m nowhere near fat, young lady, so stop making me paranoid.”

“Someone has to or you’ll be confined to a chair permanently because you can’t lift your belly off your feet.”
“Hai ‘en, stop it!” She grinned at him and he burst out laughing. He was suddenly very happy to be outside in the glorious autumn air with the person he loved most in the world. Khaeri always pulled him out of his foul moods and made him see life differently. Kurrn above, she could laugh, and she always affected everyone around her with joy.
Khael understood his sister better than their brothers and their mae’im. She loved hunting and riding and learning how to use a bow and knife because she wanted to be the same as her brothers and didn’t want to be singled out because of her duty to become the next Cai’. What frustrated her tutors was that she was extremely intelligent beyond her years and therefore showed great promise to be a powerful and wise ruler one day. As a Sword Bearer’s child, she was blessed with instant memory and never forgot anything once she read it, heard it, or saw it. But whenever she was in class she was constantly causing disruptions, either by making the other children laugh or encouraging bad behaviour. Ahloren, who had insisted that Khaeri learn with the other children in Malkhyrin in an effort to make her aware that she was not isolated from the rest of civilisation due to her station, had many times been visited by these tutors in despair of the princess ever achieving anything lasting. Whenever Ahloren spoke to her daughter about it, she told her mae’ quite plainly that she was bored and that there was nothing she couldn’t learn herself from the books and scrolls in the capital’s Great Library. This led to many heated arguments between mae’im and di’anes, and Khael invariably ended up acting as mediator and trying to make his sister see reason while urging Ahloren to patience and helping her understand her rebellious daughter’s unique nature.

Their brothers, Jarath and Braahn, kept their distance when the arguments erupted. Jarath, the third child at twenty-two, secretly chose his sister’s side but rarely got involved. As the two youngest siblings, Khaeri and Jarath had spent a lot of time together while growing up and so shared a special bond, despite their blazingly different personalities. Jarath was a typical introvert and usually had his head in a book; he could spend an entire day in the Great Library studying his favourite subjects, like the ancient histories of their ancestors. Braahn was the second son at twenty-four and elected to remain neutral in an effort to keep the peace and also remain in good favour with both his mae’ and his sister. Khaeri had called him a coward for it many times, but he stood by his convictions nonetheless.

In the end, Khaeri always got her way, despite the numerous threats of punishment from her mae’im, which very rarely materialised, and in Khael’s opinion that was the problem. Khaeri ran amuck with no discipline and no consequences for her disobedience, and when rumours of the impending invasion had reached Ahloren, she had withdrawn from her daughter even more. All her time was now taken up in meetings with Theras’s rulers where they tried to find a way to protect their world from a technologically superior enemy. Khael had noticed Khaeri’s disappointment and growing resentment with her mae’im’s frequent absences and he’d tried to fill the gap by keeping her distracted. But mae’im and di’anes had grown further and further apart over the last few months, and this had made Khaeri even more unwilling to learn about her duties as heir.

But today, at least, her eyes shone with merriment, and looking at her big brother, she yelled, “Race you to the top!” Myrllon sprang forward after she kicked him in the flanks and they left Khael and Panthar in a cloud of dust.

“Not fair!” he shouted after her, and urged Panthar after the black stallion.

Minutes later, they cleared the trees at the top of the cliff, with Khaeri in the lead, of course, and reined in their exhausted steeds and dismounted. Leaving the horses to chomp on the long grass and fend for themselves, the siblings ran to the cliff edge to admire the extraordinary view. It was always well worth the hour it took to get to their favourite picnic spot. They stood side by side with arms around each other and caught their breaths with big grins on their faces that made them look so alike they could be twins, even though they were ten years apart.

For as long as she had been alive, the sight of Malkhyrin never failed to take Khaeri’s breath away. The ancient city had been built out of a rough white stone similar to granite that was inlaid with veins of gold—a geological anomaly found only in the mountain range behind the great mountain-palace toward the west. The cobbled streets were also white, until one got closer to the city centre where multi-coloured tiles had been embedded into the stone, revealing exquisite craftsmanship and artistry of an era long forgotten. No one knew who built Malkhyrin and the mountain-palace, and it was one of the few ancient cities still standing on Theras. Where the city had expanded over the centuries, only white stone, white granite, or white marble had been used to ensure nothing disturbed the pure-white aesthetics of the planet’s capital. 

The city was perfectly protected lying cradled in a vast oval valley. The huge mountain range to the west and the lush forests, many miles deep, to the north-west, south-west, and curving around to the south and south-east, offered the city natural protection. Two freshwater lakes—Lake Rashi’ about a quarter mile outside the north gate and a much bigger one, Lake Miri, situated about half a mile south-east of the city—provided pure, sweet water to the city and the residents living outside the city, including the nearby villages. Narrow water canals diverted the water to over five hundred fountains scattered throughout Malkhyrin, from which the inhabitants collected their daily supply. Only the city’s wealthier residents had the luxury of their own private canals and fountains situated on their properties. The four main causeways—running from the palace stairs in the west all the way to the east gate and then from the south gate to the north gate in a perfect cross—as well as all the broad main streets leading away from the great square in the city centre, like spokes in a wagon wheel, were lined with evergreen wang’hana trees, removing the starkness of city life and giving the impression one was living in a forest. In late summer the trees exploded with beautiful, fragrant pink and white blossoms, and from the palace balconies it looked like a giant’s blanket made entirely of flowers had been thrown over the city.

The glorious and equally ancient palace stood as a guardian towering above the city. Even though the colossal domed Great Library, sitting on the north-western edge of the city, contained some records of its construction, there was no mention of who had sculpted such a work of art or what tools had been used. The palace was entirely carved out of the highest peak at the end of the mountain range, and Therasin historians surmised it must have taken at least a century to complete. It stood as tall as the peak itself, almost six hundred metres from its base to the tip of its tallest point, that being the spire of Kurrn’s holy temple, and it was at least half as wide. Below and to the left of the broad outside stairway (consisting of exactly one hundred steps) on the ground level, were the living quarters of the palace servants and their families and the High Guard—highly trained soldiers protecting the royal family and the palace’s various inhabitants. The throne room, War Room, and various dining halls, banqueting halls, and smaller residences took up the first five levels, and the two levels above were where the much larger residences of the royals and their highly esteemed guests, like visiting royalty or emissaries, were situated. The twenty-five levels ascending were never used because there simply were not enough people in the palace, and some historians speculated that at one time the palace had operated like its own small city. Kurrn was the God of Creation worshipped by Therasins and most u’man Territories across N’varda, and His High Priest and acolytes occupied the two levels below the highest level, which was entirely taken up by the magnificent temple. In addition to a lift system inside the palace for worshippers to reach the temple from the ground level, there was a broad, rather steep stairway that wound all the way up the side of the mountain for those fit and brave enough to make the journey on foot. Beautifully sculptured spires on various levels reached towards the heavens, and graceful arches connected various sections of the palace. Like the city, the palace was also a brilliant white interspersed with veined gold, and its beauty had earned its Old Tongue name, Cal’esti Tum’, meaning Heaven’s Gate in Basic, the language used throughout most of N’varda. 

On such a lovely day, the palace could be seen from miles away to the north, east, and south as it blazed in the morning sunlight. It stood as a beacon of hope and strength to the people of the small planet, for it was where the current Sword Bearer, Ahloren Vindor’hien, lived, and where all the Sword Bearers before her had lived. The history of the Vindor’hiens dated back nearly seven thousand years and they had always been Theras’s rulers according to the oldest historic scrolls in the Great Library. For as long as Theras could remember there had been peace on their world because the mighty Sword Bearer had always made sure of it.

But now that peace was under threat.

The children of the Cai’ sat down confidently near the lip of the sheer cliff. Soft, green grass had grown right to the edge, making a comfortable carpet for the weary royals and Khaeri leaned against her brother. The weather was getting colder as late autumn started shifting into winter, and the heavy snowfalls around mid-winter would blanket everything and turn an already magical place into a heavenly one. She felt happy and lazy with the hazy morning sun baking her skin, and she sighed contentedly and closed her eyes, enjoying the comfort of her beloved big brother’s closeness.

Khael looked out across the valley, searching the thousands of windows of the palace for the War Room where he knew his mae’ and the planet’s military leaders were trying to find a way to defend the planet against an enemy they knew very little about. He shivered when the sun was darkened by a drifting cloud and the brilliance of the city and palace faded momentarily. His sister had no idea of the seriousness of the impending threat to her secure existence, and it puzzled him how she could be proud of her heritage and love her people so deeply, yet have an aversion to ruling Theras one day. She sensed him looking at her and lifted her matching green gaze to him. Like their siblings and mae’, they had oval faces and eyebrows that slanted upward slightly, evidence of their northern heritage. Her hair had come loose from its bindings and she looked like a forest-born wild-child.

She is still so young and innocent, he thought as he gave her a fond smile.

Where they were fair-haired, Braahn’s hair was bleached white from training hours outdoors in the sun as the commander of the Black Foxes—the guardians of the city. Strangely, Jarath’s hair was pitch-black. Their mae’ had once mentioned that he had a touch of the life-force of his deceased grand-fah’af on Ahloren’s side whose hair had been as black as night—unusual for a northerner. As was typical of Vindor’hiens, they had no extended family to speak of; his mae’im’s parents were dead and they’d had no other children except a daughter before Ahloren, who had died a few months after being born. Out of the four siblings, Khaeri was naturally the shortest and would maybe only grow a little more. Her brothers had the height and broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped build of their fah’, Briin, who had died tragically at thirty-three from a stray arrow in a border skirmish when their mae’ had been pregnant with Khaeri. She had the same slim figure as her mae’, but whereas she was muscular and strong, her mae’im was more feminine and had a softer build. Like Khael, who was the captain of the Black Foxes, and Braahn, her skin was browned by the sun, and because she was the only princess, it constantly earned her sniffs of disapproval from her handmaidens and her mae’im’s personal attendants as it was not befitting for the heir to have such burned and roughened skin.

“I’m starving,” Khaeri announced, interrupting his reverie. “Want something to eat? I brought more than enough.” She jumped up and went to Myrllon, who was vigorously ripping up and munching the sweet grass. From the leather satchel attached to her saddle, she dug out the large package the royal cook had prepared for her earlier that morning. Passing Khael the food, he cut the string with the knife hidden inside his boot and a veritable feast of fresh bread, cheese, dried fruit, and strips of dried venison was revealed.

“Anything to drink?” he asked. Khaeri quickly jumped back up to fetch the fruit nectar while he bit into a piece of bread smothered in freshly churned farm butter. He closed his eyes, savouring the rich flavours, and realised that he was indeed starving, so he helped himself to more as Khaeri passed him the skin to quench his thirst. They sat in companionable silence while they ate, and Khael was lost in thought again when Khaeri spoke.

“Do you know where Jarath is? No one seems to know and I’m worried about him.”

The unexpected question surprised Khael. “Uh, noi’, I don’t,” he answered truthfully.

Jarath’s disappearance was a sensitive subject, and although she’d tried to hide it, he’d caught his mae’ staring at his brother’s image on the big icha wood desk in her study with melancholy and concern many times. Over the last few months Jarath’s behaviour had changed drastically for no reason anyone could fathom, and he had spent less and less time at home before he’d disappeared. When their mae’ had confronted him one night at evening meals, he’d refused to answer her questions about where he’d been and with whom, and he’d stormed away from the table without finishing his meal, leaving the rest of the family in uncomfortable silence. Khaeri especially was badly affected by his severe mood swings and sullenness, which had replaced his usual calm and contented mien. No matter how hard she’d tried to get through to him, he’d just ended up hurting her by pushing her away. This was unusual behaviour for Jarath, who’d been the one out of all her brothers to spend most of his time with her as soon as she’d turned old enough to engage in conversation, and because of their closeness, Khaeri understood him better than the rest of their family. Despite being a serious and inwardly focused person, he was a kind and generous young man. His natural caustic wit didn’t affect her as much as it did his mae’ and brothers, and she was the only one who could bring him out of his shell and make him laugh. They were as close as a brother and sister could be and the best of friends.

One morning about two weeks ago, Jarath had not joined his mae’ and siblings for morning meals, and when his room was searched there was clear evidence that he’d packed his bags for a long absence and had left without any of the High Guard seeing him. His sudden departure had deeply upset Khaeri because they’d never kept secrets from each other before, and Khael noticed how much it hurt her.

Khaeri stared at the chunk of half eaten bread in her hand. “I hope he’s alright. I’m scared for him. He’s changed so much lately, and he refused to tell me what was going on when I asked him the last time he was at home. He actually pushed me out of his room one night when I demanded he get over his stubbornness and tell me why he wasn’t around anymore.”

“He did? That’s not like him, K.”

“I know. I’m worried he’s gotten involved in something he shouldn’t have.”

“Like what? Did he tell you anything?”

“Noi’,” she said, tearing the piece of bread in half in frustration. “That’s what annoys me. He said, ‘You wouldn’t understand, K. I’m doing something that could save us all and that’s all you need to know. Now stop irritating me with your questions and get out!’ and then he physically pushed me out his room. That’s the last time I saw him . . .” Her voice shook and Khael put his arm around her shoulders.

“Try not to take it personally. If he is doing something to help us then maybe we should trust him, yei’?” He tried to sound convincing, hoping Khaeri didn’t see through it. When his mae’ had shared her fears for Jarath’s safety, he’d had a feeling that she was keeping something from him, something bad, and he had not had the opportunity since then to question her about it.

Khaeri wrapped up the remains of their meal and was just packing it away when the ground began to shake. She looked at Khael in alarm. Was it an earth tremor? She walked to the cliff edge to look out towards the palace and Khael grabbed her around the waist, fearing she might fall. They leaned against each other for support as they searched for the source of the tremor, which was getting steadily worse. The very air seemed to be vibrating around them and they heard cries of alarm coming from the city below. What the siblings saw next would be seared into their memories forever.

The nose of a gargantuan, black spaceship rose up from behind the palace’s peak, looking like a Therasin forest beetle, complete with spikes on its head and a segmented belly. As more and more of it came into view, its massive thrusters shook loose chunks of rock that crashed down onto arches and spires below, causing some to crack and others to break apart completely and create a deadly avalanche. Wider that the mountain, she ship cast its ominous shadow over the white and gold city, and a deafening humming filled the air, making them wince at the alien sound.

“Khael!” Khaeri shouted in fear, and clung to him. “What is that?”

Khael was finding it difficult to speak, but one thing he knew without a doubt was that they were under attack! The enemy they had been struggling to identify, the dark force his Uncle Korin had warned them about, had finally shown itself. No weapons had yet been fired, but the static charge in the air made the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stand up and he cringed in anticipation of the first volley. He doubted that Malkhyrin was the only city facing this terrifying sight. There were most probably similar ships hovering above all the major cities planet-wide at this very moment. 

About a month ago, Ahloren had shared her suspicions with Khael in private that the invaders possibly had a more sinister reason for heading to Theras other than pilfering the planet’s precious resources. Deep into the night they’d discussed what that could be, but when his mae’ had mentioned the Sword of Heaven, they’d stared at each other for a long time in shocked silence. In this one thing Theras stood apart from all the other Territories in the galaxy, and it would explain why the invaders were ignoring the larger, more prosperous Territories along their journey from the Eastern Sector. Korin had mentioned in his messages that the being leading this dark force was rumoured to be very powerful and malicious and possibly not u’man, suggesting to Ahloren that this was more than just an ordinary enemy and that his purpose was to find something specific on Theras, like a supernatural weapon that could destroy worlds.  

As Khael watched the huge warship move over the city, he heard their people screaming and was suddenly overcome by terror for his family. “We must get back!” he yelled over the noise. But just before he turned to follow his sister, his sharp eyes saw invaders on foot on the outskirts of the city south and east swarming through the trees towards the main gates, and his blood turned to ice.

Myrllon was whinnying in fear when Khaeri grabbed his reins and spoke soothing words to calm him. She then mounted with practiced ease and turned the stallion towards home, setting off at a gallop, and didn’t hear Khael behind her shouting to wait for him. Racing down the hill, she cast fearful glances through the trees at the ship; it had stopped moving and was now hovering directly above the city. Suddenly, the hairs on her skin stood up as they do just before lightning strikes, and she grit her teeth in anticipation, clueless about what to expect. A deafening explosion was followed by a shockwave moving through the trees like a gale-force wind, breaking branches and whipping back her hair and clothes, and she reined in so abruptly that Myrllon reared up and screamed in fright, nearly throwing her. She could only see a few buildings through the thick foliage, but a big, grey plume of smoke, shaped like a mushroom, rose into the sky and shouts and screams of terror rose up with it. This can’t be happening! she thought with tears burning her eyes.

Khael caught up and reined in beside her and they heard the city’s warning sirens go off. Together the siblings spurred their horses back into a gallop and Khael prayed they wouldn’t run into any invaders on the ground before they reached home.

It took far too long to get back. With growing horror, they’d watched the city being bombarded by broad, red beams that shot out from massive cannons hanging beneath the ship’s belly. With a power they’d never seen before, the beams methodically destroyed everything and everyone they touched without mercy. Once Khaeri and Khael reached the main road leading to the south gate, they saw hundreds of terror-stricken city folk fleeing for their lives and dragging screaming children with them. Some were packed into carts and wagons or riding barely controlled horses, or simply running with the few possessions they could carry. The royals urged their horses across the road after yelling at their people to hurry and continued along the forest path to the reach the royal stables on the south side of the palace.

Khael found it odd that they had not seen any invaders yet. Surely, they would want to kill those fleeing to reduce numbers quickly and prevent their prey from fighting back? Unless those fleeing were not a priority; unless they had another prize in mind first: the true power on the planet. Khael’s fear escalated and he encouraged Panthar to run faster. It wasn’t only his mae’ and Braahn that he was worried about but their cousins, Aa’rel and Jae’el, the children of Korin Beloruuis, who had been visiting with them for the past year to get to know their Therasin cousins better. They were working in the palace, having offered to help with the day to day running of things when they’d first arrived from Verai. Aa’rel had become one of Ahloren’s senior attendants and regularly helped the royal administrator with the internal workings of the palace, and Jae’el, an experienced and excellent warrior in his own right, assisted Khael and Braahn with the training of the High Guard and Black Foxes, especially the new recruits.

The gate to the stables came into view and Khaeri led Myrllon into the yard, which was in utter chaos. The stable hands were scrambling to saddle horses for some of the High Guard, who told her brother that they had received orders from the queen to assist the Black Foxes in the evacuation of the city and protect as many of those fleeing as possible. Myrllon was sweating profusely, and his eyes showed their whites and his tongue lolled in exhaustion. She jumped off his back, sparing a moment to lead him to a panic-stricken stable boy and order him to water her horse. She patted his long neck and begged his forgiveness for nearly killing him before running towards a side door that led into the palace’s main ground level corridor. When another red beam destroyed a building just outside the stable yard, sending dangerous projectiles in all directions, Myrllon pranced away in fright, and the stable boy let go his reins and left at a run. After the noise had dissipated, the stallion found the water trough by himself and drank deeply while awaiting his master’s return.

Khaeri had nearly reached the door when a deafening explosion sounded somewhere above her, and she ducked instinctively and flung her arms over her head. She risked looking up and saw that one of the smaller spires about a hundred metres above the stables had been struck and a large chunk of it was tumbling down the outer wall, tearing loose tiles, glass, and chunks of stone as it fell. The monstrous spaceship directly above her seemed almost alive and radiated menace and enormous amounts of stinking heat from its engines, and she couldn’t help but be enthralled.

“Khaeri!” Khael shouted in warning from across the stable yard. She’d frozen for some reason and he started running, knowing with dread that he wouldn’t reach her in time. “Khaeri, move!” For a moment it didn’t look like she’d heard him, and then she dove for the open door just as tons of white rock struck the ground where she had been standing. Everyone in the stable yard hit the ground and covered their heads, praying they wouldn’t be hit by the debris. Thick dust and grit filled the air, making Khael cough and splutter, and he waited a few seconds before standing up and covering his mouth and nose with the crook of his elbow. Straining his watering eyes to find the familiar form of his sister, he called her name over and over again with blood pounding in his ears, and he was just becoming desperate when he heard her voice from behind a huge chunk of rock he couldn’t find a way around. Relief flooded through him so powerfully, he actually felt faint.

“I’m alright, b’iera! Find another way in! I’m going to find mae’!” 

Covered in white dust from head to toe, Khaeri trailed a dust cloud behind her as she ran into the madness. While making her way upstairs to the War Room, the most logical place her mae’im would be, she looked around frantically for her cousins. Each time the palace was struck, she cursed under her breath, and anger and frustration soon joined the nauseating fear pulsing through her.

***
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WHEN THE VIBRATIONS had started, Ahloren, her generals, and most of Theras’s kingdom rulers had been in deep discussions about taking decisive action against the ground invaders in the outlying areas around the capital. They’d stared at each other uncomprehendingly for a moment until the first big explosion rocked the city, and then they’d quickly gathered on the high balcony to observe the destruction of the city begin. It only took seconds of dumbstruck amazement and disbelief for Ahloren to pull herself together and order her generals and rulers to leave immediately and begin carrying out all their contingency plans that would protect their people. No one had argued with her as they’d left at a run.

Ahloren had never revealed to her generals the real reason why she believed Theras was being invaded. Such an open, grandiose display of their enemy’s power was completely unexpected because she’d been preparing for a quieter and more insidious invasion first before utter destruction was let loose on her planet. It seemed she had misread her enemy and her mistake was now causing an incredible amount of pain and death. She pushed down her self-recrimination and firmly took control of her emotions. If her generals did their jobs then perhaps most of her people would be spared and live to fight back when the invaders eventually took occupation of her beautiful planet.

Standing alone in the War Room and wincing at every blast shaking the palace, her thoughts went back over the past few months’ events, and at the centre of it all was her youngest son. It had been a difficult decision not to tell Khael everything she’d discovered about his brother, but she could not risk sharing such a heavy burden with him. All his focus needed to be on Khaeri now, no matter what came of this day.

When she’d sent her spies to follow Jarath and find out what he was involved in and with whom, they’d discovered more than just the rebellion of a royal son; they’d discovered his betrayal. For months before his disappearance Jarath had been frequenting a particular tavern just outside the city’s north gate known for its foreign and, more frequently of late, alien clientele.

According to her spies’ intelligence reports, Jarath had first been approached in one of the many open markets in the city where he liked to search for items not usually found in Malkhyrin. This he did frequently, mingling with the inhabitants of his city and enjoying an escape from his duties. As the last in line to the throne, he had a lot more freedom to move about than his siblings. Alien life and cultures fascinated him, as they had his fah’af, the brother of Korin Beloruuis and her beloved mate. Her son had chased after adventure and sometimes unwise friendships in questionable places the moment he’d come of age at nineteen. This had brought his mae’ much concern, especially when he’d asked for the opportunity to travel the galaxy to visit other worlds. Her flat refusal had been the beginning of the huge rift that currently existed between them. It was also one of the main reasons for his disappearance and what had ultimately led to the invasion of their world.

The sinister being that had approached Jarath in the market around midsummer had been identified by reliable witnesses as an alien. Under the guise of friendship, he’d invited the young prince to his favourite tavern outside the city to avoid too many eyes on them, and there they’d met up with an assortment of other aliens and u’mans not native to Theras. Jarath had been fascinated with their exotic ways and had struck up a fast friendship, eager to learn about other worlds and cultures across the galaxy he was being denied.

Little was the royal aware of the trap being set for him. Over the next two months Jarath was slowly sucked into a world of illusory excitement and adventure, and had begun spending less and less time with his family. The process had taken time, but eventually the malleable mind of the inexperienced and closeted young man was manipulated by his new alien ‘friends’ until eventually he was brought before a man who appeared to be u’man but had glowing, red eyes. His name was Malis, according to an observant barmaid, who had also overheard the legendary Sword of Shadows being spoken about in hushed tones. She’d also related how excited Jarath had become when the lost Sword was mentioned by this Malis.

When Ahloren had heard this from her spies, she’d locked herself away in her chambers, giving orders not to be disturbed, and only took counsel from the High Priest, Zefnah, her closest adviser and confidant. If Jarath found the Sword of Shadows, it was only a matter of time before this Malis—if he was the evil leader Korin had spoken of—came for the Sword of Heaven. Zefnah had shocked her by suggesting she lock Jarath up in a place where no one would find him until the threat to him and Theras was over. Despite fearing what it would do to her already tentative relationship with her son, Ahloren knew that Zefnah was right. If it was the only way to save Jarath from certain death and Theras from war then she had to do it.

After a day of deep turmoil that made her ill, she’d finally signed the order to have Jarath found and locked up in a room on one of the higher levels in the palace that was never used and put under guard until such time as the queen saw fit to release him. Her orders were carried out by her Spy Master, Jamis, but when he didn’t return with Jarath after a week, she sent more men to investigate. They’d returned with the shocking news that Jamis was found floating in a fountain in the southern suburbs of the city with his throat slit and his eyes gouged out and there was no sign of Jarath. He had completely disappeared.

Ahloren had secretly grieved for days while her other children remained unaware, and it was soon after Jamis’s death that she’d received the first reports of attacks by strangely clad men and alien creatures near Malkhyrin and in a few isolated areas across the continent. Big spaceships had also been spotted in orbit above major cities, and it was then that she realised that the invasion had already begun. She’d immediately given fresh orders to her spies, appointed a new Spy Master by the name of Namic, and told them to keep looking for Jarath further afield and report any news on the movements of the enemy, then called for her generals and the kingdom rulers across Theras to come to Malkhyrin urgently and begin discussions. She knew that if the enemy was looking for the Sword of Shadows and by some miracle found it, they would stop at nothing to come after her and the Sword of Heaven.

Namic found Jarath’s trail and discovered that he’d ventured to the southern coast and had found something that had changed him dramatically. According to the owner of an inn in the large coastal town of Hinest’ai where Jarath was staying, the young man had left the inn one night in high spirits and had returned the following afternoon looking like death walking. For three days and nights the tavern had supplied him with all the food and water he asked for while he kept himself locked inside his room. Strange noises and loud screams were sometimes heard coming from behind his door, but on the fourth day he emerged looking strangely taller, stronger, and a lot healthier, and had settled what he’d owed before leaving. In the stable yard, he was met by a group of strange creatures and u’mans the stable boy had never seen before. According to the boy, who’d fearfully watched from behind a stall door, the creatures had roughly wrestled him to the ground before he could fight back, injected him with something to make him pass out, and then slung him over the back of a horse before they’d all ridden away.

What Namic could not tell Ahloren was who Malis was. No matter how deep he dug, and how much of the queen’s gold he threw at informants, no one knew anything about him. But rumours were rife, and the rumours, Namic told the queen, were that Malis was immortal and unstoppable, and Ahloren had not been at all surprised.  

For centuries her family had searched for the illusive Sword of Shadows to lock away in a secure place because if it was found by someone with evil intent it could destroy entire worlds and countless civilisations. The Sword caused huge upheaval when it first fell to Theras thousands of years ago at the end of the Great Heavenly Battle and chose a man with questionable character as its new host. Fortunately, the Sword of Heaven had been given as a formidable and equal counterbalance and had maintained order and relative peace on Theras through its wiser, stronger, and kinder hosts, Ahloren’s ancestors. 

For almost a millennium the Sword of Shadows had been lost to mortal-kind. The legends spoke of a young king, who after seeing its evil effects in his fah’ and then experiencing it for himself when he inherited the Sword, had run away and buried himself alive in an unknown place to keep it away from his ambitious family. Because balance in the universe had remained after his disappearance, it was clear no attempt had been made by him to return the Sword to Kurrn at the moment of his death. Legend dictated that both Sword Bearers had to return their Swords to Kurrn at the precise moment they died at the exact same time—an impossibility, of course, unless both Bearers committed suicide together, which was a most unlikely event. Both Swords had to be on this plane of existence in order to maintain the balance between good and evil across all dimensions. If this was not the case, it would have been easy for one of Ahloren’s ancestors to return the Sword of Heaven to Kurrn when he or she had died instead of passing it on to their daughter or son. The Vindor’hiens had always seen the Sword of Heaven as their responsibility from the first day it had come into their possession; it was a blessed gift from Kurrn, but also a heavy burden no Cai’ really wanted, especially for their young heir. It made the Bearers all-powerful, but it also made them vulnerable to malevolent forces seeking to control it through them.

Because Jarath had found the Sword of Shadows (Ahloren still didn’t know how he had managed that minor miracle), what she and her ancestors had feared had now come to pass. An evil entity had her beloved son in its claws and with him the Sword of Shadows. She had no idea what to do except prepare for the worst. She sensed evil inside the palace already, and the Sword of Heaven hummed inside her, warning her of its counterpart’s close proximity. Today was a day Ahloren would be tested as a Bearer and a queen like never before.

She walked out of the War Room, followed closely by two grim High Guards with their swords drawn. Jarath was good at heart, but his volatile and brooding nature made him open to suggestion and he would not be aware of being manipulated until it was too late. She had to finally admit that her son was lost to her forever and she wanted to keen and rend her clothes, but now was not the time for weakness, and she angrily wiped away her tears. At least she still had Khaeri. Her daughter was the only hope of Theras now and possibly the entire galaxy, and she had worked hard to prepare Khael for what was coming as best she could. She had kept what had happened to Jarath a secret from him because she’d wanted him fully focused on being the new Keeper. Finding out about Jarath and the Sword of Shadows was inevitable, anyway; the Swords were always drawn to each other eventually, especially now that the Sword of Shadows had a new host.

After running up the stairs to reach the broad main passageway three levels above the War Room, she found Zefnah where she knew he’d be. He’d been prepared just like everyone else, and she noticed that he’d gathered as many people from inside the palace as he could on his way there. He heaved a huge sigh of relief when he saw her, and behind him a long line of bedraggled, terrified people called out her name and praised Kurrn for His mercy. Fortunately, the huge, arched windows near them hadn’t yet been damaged and she prayed it remained that way until they were safe. All the servants and permanent residents knew that this was where they needed to come if anything life threatening ever happened inside the palace, and she hoped more managed to reach Zefnah before he closed the doorway. Already a few more had appeared from the far stairway. She did her best to look brave and offered words of comfort and encouragement before standing on a dusty armchair, reaching up to an ostentatious light fitting, and removing a horizontal rod that neatly fitted between the lights. Pulling off a cap at one end, she tipped out a metre-long, perfectly smooth, golden rod and turned to Zefnah
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