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Chapter One

Discovered!
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THE SCARLET LADY WAS bursting at the seams. Scouts, soldiers, and officers forgot rank and protocol and ate and drank their fill and celebrated raucously into the early hours of the morning, much to the delight of the owner, Maira. Across the planet, Therasins were celebrating their first significant victories since the invasion started over a year ago, and in the Southern Camp spirits were especially high.

The campaign in Hinest’ai had been a huge triumph, and because of the numerous craft and large assortment of advanced weaponry they were able to send to Grinvesta, the main army in the north had managed to halt the Drak advance at the gates of the coastal city for over a month now, much to Yanec’s fury and the Head Generals’ delight. The two victories were as sweet as honey compared to the endless dark months of struggle and thousands of Therasin deaths.

Keisi and Ren were sitting next to each other in the booth and Ren had his arm slung around her shoulders. He was feeding her pieces of roasted meat and pouring mead into her mouth until she sputtered and burst out laughing, and everyone in their vicinity protested loudly when they got sprayed with bits of food and drink.

“Hai, stop being disgusting!” Aa’rel complained as she picked bits of food off her blouse with a grimace. 

Jae’el chortled into his large mug of mead and Braahn grinned at his sister. It had been a long time since they’d seen her so happy and Ren was the reason, of course. Aa’rel burst out laughing at something Braahn said in her ear, and Keisi squealed then giggled when Ren pulled her closer and kissed her hard on the mouth. Aa’rel was surprised at the open display of affection, especially in front of Khael, and she watched her tight-lipped cousin eyeing the two with sullen, sideways glances while he played cards with Jae’el. It was obvious their behaviour was annoying him, but at nineteen Keisi was no longer bound by her oldest brother’s rules and wishes. 

It was the first time since arriving in the Southern Camp months ago that the entire family was together, another reason for their happiness. Ren and Khael had returned to Kiasta almost simultaneously from Grinvesta and Hinest’ai respectively and were just in time for the celebrations, arranged courtesy of Kala. The Head General, still overseeing the war in Grinvesta, had ordered Khael to make sure his people got what they deserved for all their successful efforts in the south-east before most of them had to leave again to join the main army in the north in a few days. 

Khael always enjoyed a game of cards with Jae’el and winning most of the time, much to his cousin’s disgust. However, each time he saw Ren kissing his sister, his mood worsened. Comments like, “Haven’t the two of you had enough to drink?” were met with challenging, heated glares from Keisi, and although he had nothing against Ren, both of them were young and full of raging desires and Keisi was still ignorant regarding intimate pleasures (Kurrn above, he hoped so!), therefore he was naturally protective of her. After their mae’im had died, he’d vowed to keep the family together and safe no matter what, and sometimes he felt that Ren was a threat to that promise where Keisi was concerned.

Jae’el leaned over the table to say to Khael, “Let them have their fun, k’resi. It’s innocent enough.” His cousin gave him a look that said he didn’t believe it for a second and Jae’el chuckled. “Barkeep, more mead!” he yelled over the joyful din and loud music, and slammed his empty mug on the table for emphasis. 

Everyone in the room promptly cheered in agreement, and the rosy-cheeked barmaids scrambled to keep their customers happy. Business had never been so good for the tavern, and Maira beamed while she waded through the crowd carrying large tankards of mead and ale. She got plenty of attention from the drunken patrons, who were not shy to squeeze her ample bottom and ogle her generous bosom, but as a middle-aged woman with no mate, she didn’t mind in the least. Jae’el shoved the first tankard of ale at Khael when it arrived, and he smiled and tried to follow his cousin’s advice and enjoy this rare time off from his duties.

The celebrations in the tavern lasted until Maira banged loudly on a large pan with a ladle and began chasing everyone out. She and her employees needed rest if they were to have the energy to handle the massive clean-up later and serve those who’d be returning for a late morning meal in a few hours. But the celebrations didn’t stop when the merrymakers moved outside because they’d been given the rest of that day off, too, so they didn’t care that it was after the second morning hour already.

The small crowd staggered and weaved down the road, singing exuberantly out of tune and holding onto each other for support, and Keisi and Ren moved with them, laughing and snorting at a dirty joke one of the scouts had shared with them. They gave a quick look over their shoulders to see the rest of the family half hidden behind a group of people then veered sharply to the left off the road and into a stable where they scared a couple of horses awake. This, of course, set them off into another fit of giggles.

Khael had rationed his mead intake to stay alert, and just as well because he saw the two of them enter the stable and decided to follow. He found Keisi with her back against a stack of hay and Ren kissing her roughly while his hands explored her body. Khael grabbed his shoulders and pulled him off his sister then spun him around and pushed him so hard that he fell to the ground with a loud grunt.

“Khael!” Keisi shouted in shock.

He turned to face her and glared with such fury that she cringed away from him. “What do you think you’re doing?” he yelled. “You’re behaving like a hussy!” Without waiting for her answer, he picked a stunned Ren off the ground by his coat and shoved him hard against the stable wall. The wood creaked alarmingly as he lodged his forearm against Ren’s neck, almost lifting him off his feet. Ren tried pushing back, but Khael had the advantage of height and weight. “Just what the hell are you playing at? You’re feeling up my sister like she’s some common plaything. I should skin you alive!”

Keisi grabbed Khael’s other arm and tried to pull him off Ren. “Stop it! Get off him!” But when he shook his arm to dislodge her, his hand unexpectedly connected with her face and she grunted from the sharp impact and fell to the floor. Tears of shock and pain flooded her eyes as she cradled her throbbing cheek and looked up at her brother, who had never raised a hand to her before, even when she’d attacked him during knife practice in the forest that one awful day. She heard him say to Ren, “I ought to have you whipped for dishonouring the heir to the throne. You are not worthy of being a pri’san and an Abronisi.”

Ren wanted to curse Khael for striking Keisi and insulting his heritage, but his restricted throat made it impossible. Black spots danced across his vision from lack of oxygen, and anger and frustration ignited a sudden hatred for the man who stood between him and his heart-love. 

Keisi’s sudden rage burned away the mead in her system like a cleansing fire and she stood up completely alert. That fire was then replaced by ice and she became unnaturally calm as her razor-sharp attention turned toward the source of her rage. She hardly noticed her hand drawing the knife from her belt as she moved to stand beside Ren and placed the tip below Khael’s chin. “Let go of him or I swear to Kurrn you will never see me again,” she said in a low, dangerous voice.

Khael’s eyes shifted to hers and his breath caught in his throat. The look was back, the one she’d had after their mae’im had died and they’d lost everything; the dead stare of despair after the transfer that he’d hoped never to see again. There was no mistaking her intention: If he hurt Ren, she’d hurt him in retaliation, and then she would most certainly leave him and her family and disappear. Moving slowly, he released the prince without taking his eyes off her and she moved in front of Ren defensively, her stare frosty and unwavering and her knife ready to use. 

Keisi heard Ren struggling to breathe behind her and gritted her teeth. It filled her with deep satisfaction seeing her brother so disarmed, though. At least he believed that she wasn’t bluffing and she tried to stop shaking. 

Jae’el had seen Khael suddenly veer off and enter the stable, and curious as to where he was going, he’d quickly followed. He walked in just in time to see Khael backing away from Keisi and he wasn’t entirely surprised to see her standing between her brother and Ren with a knife in her hand. Ren was holding his neck and coughing and trying to get his breath and Jae’el quickly assessed what had happened. What frightened him, though, was the look on Keisi’s face. “What’s going on, k’resi’i?” When no one answered, he asked louder to try and distract them from each other.

Braahn and Aa’rel had followed Jae’el when they’d called out to ask where he was going and he didn’t reply, and they stopped short when they entered the stable and beheld the tense scene before them. Braahn immediately moved to intervene, but Jae’el placed a hand on his chest to stop him.

Keisi’s frigid tone held everyone’s attention. “You have no right to treat us like this, nor do you have the right anymore to tell me what I can or cannot do. You are not my fah’af and you never will be. I am an adult now and you and Braahn no longer have any say over my life. You have not been around for months, Khael, and you have neglected all of us. If you think you can come back into our lives whenever it suits you and claim your place and demand that things are done your way again then you are very mistaken.” With her voice and body trembling with emotion, she leaned closer to him until their noses almost touched and spoke with as much threat as she could muster. “If you come near Ren again, we will both leave and never return. We’ll disappear forever with the Su’wah and then Theras will burn. You can be Cai’ra and do what you want and tell the entire planet what to do, but you will never see me again. Have I made myself clear enough, b’iera?”

Khael had been foolish to think that the animosity between them was in the past, but, as usual, he was mistaken. He stood before her completely numb while listening to her ultimatum and his heart ached so badly he could hardly draw breath. 

Keisi took Ren’s hand and led him past the others and out of the stable. The warning was for them, too, and for the moment, she was done trying to explain or defend herself. The night had turned chilly but she didn’t feel it, only Ren’s warmth when she slipped her arm around his waist to help him walk. The knife returned to its sheath, having made her point quite clear, and she almost smiled at the pun, but her heart was too broken. All that mattered now was Ren and being with him. 

Ren had not said a word during the entire incident. He didn’t think he could just yet, anyway. Khael’s aggression had come as a complete surprise, as much as Keisi’s defence of him. He put his arm around her shoulders and looked down at her beautiful but deeply troubled face and frowned angrily at the red mark on her cheek. Between his coughs and gasps for air, he’d heard what she’d said about leaving and letting Theras burn and it scared him. Would she really do that and let her people suffer? Kurrn above, he hoped not; not his beautiful, kind, loving Keisi. The look in her eyes reminded him of the first time he’d met her and the pain within that ran so deep it radiated off her. It had frightened him then and it frightened him again now. She looked up with concern when he coughed and swallowed painfully and he stroked her unhurt cheek to reassure her that all was well. Khael had done what he thought was necessary to protect his sister and that’s why Ren hadn’t fought him, even though he was fully capable of defending himself. But then Keisi had surprised them both. He’d truly understood in that moment how deep her feelings ran for him, and in the midst of the strangle-hold his heart had burst with love and pride. He never imagined he could love someone this much. 

Keisi suddenly pushed Ren off the road again, this time into a barn that housed more of the camp’s horses and piles of hay that reached the high roof. The half-asleep horses whinnied in surprise when she slammed the double wooden doors shut with a bang and slid a beam across them, effectively locking them in. It was pleasantly warm inside and the horses watched them curiously from their stalls as she turned to Ren and gave him a fierce hug. He gently cupped her face and she looked at him through glimmering tears. “I want tonight to be the night,” she whispered. “I want you to make love to me, Ren.”

His eyes widened and he stopped breathing. Of course, he’d dreamed of the day she would consent, but he’d never broached the subject because he believed it had to come from her. He loved her too much to force anything. “Uh, are you sure?” he rasped, and coughed again. “After what happened tonight, I’m not sure it’s such a good idea, K. We’re both overly emotional right now and possibly not thinking very clearly.” Disappointment made her face drop and she tried to pull away from him, but he held onto her. “It doesn’t mean I don’t want to, Keisi . . . I just want to be sure that you want this tonight?”

She tried not to feel hurt by his hesitation because she understood that he was just thinking about her, but it had taken a lot of courage to say the words. “I realised something when I saw Khael threaten you. It was like a light came on and illuminated the truth in my soul. I have so little in my life that makes me happy, Ren, and when you were put in danger tonight, I made the decision to take what’s mine and live what life I have left with no regrets because I could die tomorrow. We both could.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as she reached up to stroke his face. “I want you to make love to me because I want to be yours completely. I want to know what it feels like to be loved by someone who loves me unconditionally and never expects anything in return. I want all of you and I want to give all of myself to you. Will you let me do that?” She paused, then asked with some trepidation, “Will you take me as your own, Pri’san Rensin dei Pal’din?”

Ren was utterly entranced by the love and power behind her words and his heart beat madly in his chest. Yes, he wanted her and now he knew for certain that she wanted him, too. There really wasn’t anything for him to say, so he responded by leading her by the hand into a stall that contained a big pile of fresh hay and tenderly enveloping her with his strong arms. They stayed like that for a while until he felt her relax then he lifted her chin and gave her a soft, lingering kiss she returned with a sigh. His kisses travelled down her neck to her shoulder and her breathing quickened, and she began undoing his shirt and kissing his chest as he started undressing her, too. When they were both naked, he guided her down onto their cloaks he’d spread over the hay and for the next hour they found love and acceptance and completeness in each other’s arms, two children of war and deep personal loss who desperately needed each other and the immense love they both had to give, because they truly believed that without the other they had nothing left to live for and nothing at all to hope for.

After Keisi and Ren had left the stable, Khael stood completely still staring at the space they had vacated. He’d seen something in her eyes that had truly scared him: She’d meant every word she’d threatened him with, yes, but the spark of hatred he’d also caught a glimpse of had solidified it like nothing else ever could. He barely noticed Jae’el leading him outside and closing the stable doors behind them.

Braahn came to stand in front of his dazed brother. He was also struggling to accept what he’d heard. “Khael, are you alright? Please say something.” 

He focused his eyes with great effort. “I . . . I must go back to the command tent. I’ll, uh . . . see you later. Sometime. Maybe.” 

Khael patted Braahn’s arm then trudged back towards the camp, already lost in his dark thoughts, and Braahn sighed and looked at the other two in confusion and shock. “What exactly just happened?”

Jae’el put an arm around his upset sister and stared after his cousin. Something had shifted in their family dynamic and he feared things were never going to be the same again. Keisi had scared him with her intensity and Khael had acted foolishly in anger, something neither of them would’ve done before the demon had come to Theras. They were all very different people now—wounded and afraid and angry. He wished he was at home on Verai to receive counsel from his father because he would know what to do about the children of his brother. It still worried Jae’el greatly that no effort seemed to have been made by his father to find them on Theras and get them off the planet, but he had to trust that the reason for that was a valid one. “Keisi protected the man she loves and she made it quite clear that if anyone stood between them, she would leave and never return,” Jae’el said sadly. “I think we got the message, don’t you?”

Aa’rel sighed heavily. She was tired of the conflict and of looking for answers to questions that were too hard to answer. Khael and Keisi’s relationship was broken and neither wanted to fix it and she didn’t have the strength to intervene anymore. She made a conscious decision to stop trying and felt a huge weight lift off her shoulders. Grabbing their hands, she started leading Braahn and her brother back to the camp. “Come on, let’s go to the food tent and try and enjoy what’s left of the night. Leave all the depressed, angry people to themselves. What say you?” They could all do with ignoring reality for another few hours in her opinion. 

Without them knowing it, however, they would very soon be launched back into reality’s cruel and vicious spotlight.

***
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KEISI AND REN LAY SLEEPILY in each other’s arms, perfectly happy and content, and he drew her closer, enjoying her wonderful, languid warmth pressed up against him. In his mind, the responsibility of protecting her had now become his, but he would never say so to Khael. The first prince would most probably kill him if he found out that Keisi was now his. But the way Ren was feeling with her in his arms, he didn’t care. Even if the two of them had to leave, they would find a way to be safe and happy far away from a war that had ripped both their lives apart.

Keisi snuggled into his neck with a soft sigh and his heart skipped a beat. Their lovemaking had been pure bliss, and the intense passion she’d expressed had lifted him high on a wave of ecstasy and total surrender. It was so much more than he’d ever imagined it would be, and in the aftermath, she’d clung to him with such desperation he’d almost wept. He closed his eyes, breathed in her scent, and fell asleep with thoughts of hope and happiness, the two things he thought he’d never have again.

A couple of hours later, they both woke to the grey light of pre-dawn seeping into the barn through the high windows, and as they got dressed, they gave each other as many kisses as they could while giggling like silly adolescents. Ren accompanied Keisi to the entrance of the women’s section and gave her a long, passionate kiss farewell and got quite a few whistles and cheers for his efforts from passing fellow scouts. He told them where to get off with a fat grin on his face that Keisi matched, although she was blushing furiously, and before she reluctantly departed, they agreed to meet for late morning meals after they’d both showered and had been briefed by their respective leaders on the latest enemy activities in the area, even though no missions had been scheduled. The rest of the day was theirs to do with as they pleased and Keisi had some ideas about that. As she approached her tent, however, Trini spoke up from behind her. 

“Where have you been?” 

Sighing in irritation, Keisi turned around with her hands on her hips. “Who wants to know?”

“Tier is who. I’ve been trying to find you for the last fifteen minutes.” 

She wore her typical grumpy expression and her tone was as biting as ever, but nothing was going to spoil Keisi’s good mood. “What’s going on? I thought we were getting the day off.”

Trini grunted and rolled her eyes to show her displeasure. “Apparently there’s been some movement in the passes east of the camp and Commander Allon has ordered a few teams to go investigate, so get your gear and meet us at the command tent. You’d better hurry. You’re already late.”

Keisi ducked into the tent mumbling a curse under her breath and quickly gathered her shortbow, the rest of her knives, and her pre-packed backbag then filled her waterskin from a large supply barrel outside. While yawning like a lazy, well-fed wildcat, she grinned and blushed as the glorious evening with Ren flashed across her mind. It had been an incredible experience, just as she’d imagined her first time would be, and Ren had been gentle and patient with her as expected. She couldn’t wait to repeat the experience and wondered if his team was also being sent out today. 

Aware that she was procrastinating, she secured her waterskin to her backbag and left at a trot, moving through the tents quickly and up the hill to the command tent. Khael would be there, she suddenly realised, and her pace slowed unconsciously. She needed to stay as far away from him as possible or she feared her rage might return. She still couldn’t believe how he’d acted, no matter how justified he thought his actions had been. But this was no time for family dramas; the leadership would not have called for them if things weren’t serious. She arrived at the command tent unobserved, except by Tier and Khael, of course, who’d both been looking out for her, and planted herself behind a tall, broad-shouldered scout named Larsic, effectively hiding from her brother’s grim stare and Tier’s frown of disapproval. She then proceeded to listen closely to Third Commander Allon’s brief just as the sun breached the hazy horizon in the east.

Drak troops had been spotted by their scouts in the mountain passes west and south-west of the sprawling city of Colon’as, he was saying, and Keisi grimaced. She remembered hearing about the ruling nobleman of the city and district who’d had his remains scattered before the city gates as a warning of what would happen if anyone dared oppose Yanec, and the city had immediately surrendered before more people died. It was now being used as the base of operations for all Drak invasions into the south and east as it was the gateway to several of the remaining functioning cities and seaports that side of the singular continent that was Theras. Hinest’ai remained under Therasin control, but it sounded like it might not be for much longer if the Draks were amassing. Keisi knew that Colon’as was equal in size to Malkhyrin, just not as grand or as ancient, but unlike Colon’as, her city was in ruins because its inhabitants and soldiers had resisted the invaders. Keisi wondered whether Theras would ever recover from the terrible loss of life and destruction of its beautiful cities and towns. She had little hope after what she’d witnessed on her travels across the continent from its northern regions all the way south to Kiasta. Would she have anything left to rule when she became queen one day? If I become queen, she amended. That was still debateable.

Allon finished the brief and dismissed them and they gathered in their respective groups at the bottom of the hill where there was more space to wait for their team leaders to join them and give them their orders. When Tier eventually joined them, she could tell by his grim features that the situation was dire.

“Alright, listen up! Get your heads together because this just might be the most important mission we’ve ever been on, so don’t give me any lip about what I’m about to tell you, that clear?”

“Sir!” they said together, and received a nod of approval. 

Tier knew that most of them had headaches from too much drinking and revelling, but that was just too bad. They had work to do. “We will be investigating the mountain passes east of us that are just outside the district of Colon’as. After the Dune Bugs drop us off, we have to move quickly through the hills. Ren’s group will cover the rear as usual and Cavan and his group, who are already in the passes, will come west towards us and join us when we turn south-east. We only have six hours to find out what the enemy is up to.” A few of them groaned, and he yelled, “Shut the hell up!” They did so, very quickly. “You’ve only got six hours and I want it done in six, not six and a half. Understood?”

“Sir!” they acknowledged again with a little less enthusiasm than before, but it seemed to satisfy Tier.

“Check your gear and meet me at the launch pads. You’ve got ten minutes. You,” he said, pointing at Keisi, “come with me.” 

She noticed that they were heading back up to the command tent. “Why are we going back there?” she asked suspiciously.

“Your brother has asked to see you.”

Keisi stopped dead in her tracks and Tier turned to look at her with raised eyebrows. “I know that my brother wishes to see me on a personal matter, sir, so I would prefer not going. If it’s alright with you, I’ll go directly to the Dune Bugs.” Without waiting for his response or his permission, she turned sharply and left and was surprised that he didn’t stop her. If he wanted to punish her for insubordination he’d have to wait until after their mission. She was fuming by the time she reached the launch pads and her scowl warned her group-mates to let her be. Tier joined them shortly after and gave her a dark look she had the good sense not to return. Her good mood had vanished entirely and she blamed Khael for it.

Tier’s group boarded their designated Bug one hundred percent focused on the task before them with all personal issues set aside for the greater purpose of defeating an enemy they all hated and wanted to see destroyed. Every Therasin had their own story of loss and destruction and this shared suffering united them like nothing else ever could. As Keisi found a seat just after the Bug rose into the air, she turned her attention towards their dangerous mission and noticed her group-mates doing the same. She found it a little amusing that not one of them suspected in the least that the Little Scout fighting beside them was in fact their High Seat, Cai’rin dei Theras, and Bearer of the Sword of Heaven, and she couldn’t help but wonder how differently her life would have played out if they had known. 

***
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WITH A SORE HEART, Khael had watched Keisi walk away angrily from Tier, and after dismissing the big man with a wave after he’d given Khael a shrug of apology, he’d returned to the command tent feeling defeated and tired. He hadn’t had a chance to sleep yet because minutes after he’d arrived after his confrontation with Ren and Keisi, he’d received the news about Colon’as and had called Ro’an and all the group leaders together. Most were a little drunk, so Khael had put a mug of strong caf in each hand before filling them in. Allon was the only one currently resting as he’d been taking care of camp business by himself all afternoon and evening while Khael and Ro’an were out celebrating, and Ro’an was currently checking that the scouts doing day-patrols had everything they needed before heading out, too. 

Khael called in the young scout, Javi, who was standing guard in his usual spot outside the tent, and asked him to go to the food tent and order a fresh pot of caf and some food to quiet his rumbling stomach. As he left, Ner entered and Khael had to grit his teeth to stop a grimace. Being this tired meant he had to work much harder to maintain his composure. The traitorous bastard had barely left Khael’s side since Hinest’ai and he was growing increasingly exasperated, and arriving this early in the day to start his nonsense made Khael want to wring his plump neck.

“Telk’tin, any more news from Colon’as?” Ner asked, and sat down without being invited.

Keeping his tone even, Khael replied, “Yei’, m’tas. The city is lost, of that we’re certain. Our agents have learned that Yanec’s second in command plans to move back through the mountains and lead an assault on the large sister-ports of Bali’sia, Si’laia, and Kelnai. The cities have informed Yanec that they will not yield, therefore we must leave to assist them as soon as possible.”
Ner raised an eyebrow. “Must we?”
Khael was confused. “Of course, m’tas. The ports are three major suppliers of food for the entire planet. Why are you questioning the wisdom of helping them?”
Ner looked slyly at the man he considered beneath him. “If you can tell me that we would not be wasting our time and our soldiers’ lives by sending them into a fight they couldn’t possibly win, I will heed you, U’sa Telk’tin.”

Khael bristled but reminded himself to remain calm before he said or did something he’d regret. “But we do that all the time, m’tas. We are always out-numbered, so why would this fight be any different to the countless others we have fought and won? Have you so quickly forgotten our victories in Hinest’ai and Grinvesta?”

Ner shrugged his cloak off his shoulders and let it fall carelessly to the floor as he stood up and walked over to the map table to peruse the large parchment map that displayed the entire eastern and southern seaboards in perfect detail. Although Khael already had his orders from Kala regarding Colon’as and the seaports, he needed to convince this idiot not to cause any more delays in their defence of the ports. Ner never could understand the subtleties of tactics, as he’d made painfully clear in Hinest’ai with ridiculous suggestions during their fake tactical meetings (thank Kurrn he’d never been aware of the real meetings held in secret between Khael and T’thanis Far’, the First Commander of the Eastern Camp), and because he was purposefully kept in the dark, he was completely caught by surprise on the day of the attack, just like the Draks. It had given Khael, T’thanis, and Ro’an great satisfaction to see the man seethe with fury at being left out of their final plans, and Khael had hoped that because he had failed to supply the correct intel to T’juka that he would therefore suffer the consequences by Drakoor’s own hand. Khael was actually very surprised he was still alive and assumed that the demon still needed him for something. If that something was to make their lives difficult and miserable on a daily basis then the bastard was succeeding rather admirably.

“Telk’tin, your passion and allegiance to this cause is inspiring,” Ner drawled. 

Khael was clearly being mocked and he bit his tongue hard. Shis’ai!

“But sometimes your passion clouds your judgement. You are wrong in this matter, for I do not see how getting involved will benefit these seaports in any way. They are already lost.”

“They are trusting us to help them, m’tas. That is the benefit. And so is maintaining our food supply.” Khael’s voice was getting louder, he realised, but he had to make Ner understand. 

“Are you suggesting we enter the fray and very possibly lose all our best fighters?” Ner asked. “What will we do then? With our numbers sorely depleted, Yanec will seize the opportunity to annihilate us once and for all. Is that what you want, Telk’tin?” 

Ner’s whiny voice put Khael on edge and his play-acting was not very convincing. “Of course not, but we have already weighed all the pros and cons of joining our people and we have already given our word that we are sending help. Are you saying that we must now go back on that word?” 

Ner shrugged, then said, “Yei’.”

Khael blinked in astonishment. What was he supposed to say to that? If he acted against the traitor and locked him up, he’d give the game away by alerting the other traitors that they might also be known by the Therasin leadership, therefore Khael resisted the overpowering urge to punch Ner in the face. It was vital to the survival of Theras that the traitors continued to think that they were anonymous and that the false information the Head Generals had been feeding them remained believable. However, there was nothing false about the attack on Colon’as and the three seaports. As a traitor under orders from Drakoor to no doubt cause as much disruption as possible, Ner was doing his best to prevent help from being sent, and Khael was doing his best to change the idiot’s mind and incur his pity by making him think of the thousands of Therasins that would die if Drakoor got his way. But he was as stubborn as twenty mules and refused to be swayed. He’s always been an emotionless bastard and coward, just like his fah’af! Khael thought vehemently, and almost spat at the cretin’s feet. 

It was at this point that Allon and Ro’an both made their appearances and approached Khael and Ner at the table. When they looked at Khael questioningly, he shook his head ever so slightly and did his best not to roll his eyes. 

“Lord Ner, I assume you’re here to discuss Colon’as and the seaports,” Ro’an said, and Ner inclined his head in acknowledgement. “What have you decided? Are we to put all our efforts into protecting our people and our food supply?”

Ner nearly snorted in disdain. How many more times must he explain himself? “Noi’, Telk’tin,” he replied in Old Tongue. He refused to speak Basic unless it was to either Drakoor S’et out of respect or to Qqusit; he found the language ugly and he couldn’t speak it very well, anyway. “Hold your men back from the coastal cities and only assist when the fighting is over by burying the dead and relocating the homeless. The cities’ armies are more than capable of facing the Draks bravely, although we all know that their efforts will not be enough. It pains me to say it but we cannot lose more of our scouts and soldiers by sending them to fight a battle that is already lost. They will soon be needed in Grinvesta again to face Yanec’s main invading force.”

Ro’an stared at Ner in disbelief. Like Khael and Allon, he knew exactly what Kala had ordered them to do and it wasn’t this, so remembering to play along as Khael had instructed when dealing with the fat imbecile, he replied, “Yei’, m’tas.” 

When Ner turned to look at Khael, he missed the dark look the Second Commander threw at him. “U’sa Telk’tin, have I made myself clear?” 

Khael tried one more time. “Are you saying that all the other pelm’tas’i agree with you, that no action is to be taken to help those innocent people?” He knew the answer to his question but wanted to hear the incriminating lie from Ner’s own lips. Ner walked around the table and stood close enough to him that he felt the man’s rank breath on his face, but he stood his ground with ease, being the much bigger and taller man.

Ner raised his porcine eyes to look unflinchingly into the commander’s ice-blue gaze (he had to tilt his head back quite a bit to get the effect he wanted), and with a clenched jaw said, “If you do not obey me in this, I will personally see to it that you suffer greatly for your disobedience and that your family is there to witness and share in it. Do you hear me clearly now, U’sa Telk’tin?”

Up until that point, Khael had kept the anger out of his eyes, but now he let it show and Ner took a couple of steps back in alarm, looking suddenly pale and much less sure of himself. Khael would not tolerate this fool threatening his family; he could take the verbal abuse and disrespect but never that. He loomed over the squat man, and growled, “Perfectly.” He purposefully left out the designation to make it clear to Ner that he had crossed a line, and by his reaction, he seemed to have gotten the message. 

Ner backed up a few more paces to remove himself from the fury of the commander and bumped into an unmoving Ro’an. Retreating quickly with a small stumble that made his face go hot and red, he picked up his cloak and made his way to the entrance where he threw a scowl over his shoulder at the three men before angrily pushing back the flap and storming out. 

“Kurrn above, that man is a shis’ai!” Ro’an said heatedly. 

“All I can say is that I’m glad Kala has decided to personally head up the support and assistance in the south-east,” Khael said. “If Ner was in control we’d be facing genocide.”

“What do we say to him when we don’t do as he says?” Allon asked.

Khael released a mighty sigh. Kurrn above, he was tired, but honestly, he wouldn’t want things any other way. This was his life and who he was, and it brought him great emotional fulfilment. “That’s easy. Ner knows that Kala outranks him, and Kala ordered me three days ago to go along with the traitor until his decisions started leading us down the wrong path and then to let him know. I guess it’s time to let him know.”

“How do you want to proceed?” Allon asked.

Khael obliged them. 

***
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FROM A MURKY SPOT BETWEEN two large tents near Ner’s tent, Qqusit hid inside his oversized cloak and cowl to make himself part of the shadows while waiting for the fat man to return. It was a rare moment of rest for the nuark and he took the time to recall how he’d arrived in the Southern Camp. 

It had taken him months to trace the Bearer to the south of the continent after he was informed by the Therasin traitor, T’juka, that she’d first been spotted in the north in the large town of Par’thanas weeks after the invasion of the capital city. Sending his brethren ahead of him east, west, and south to see if they could pick up any trace of a small group of people with the physical description of the royal family, he’d begun his own meticulous search in the large town. Making use of his master’s spy network in the region, he’d soon heard promising reports about a small group travelling due south. When he’d noticed how consistently they’d maintained their direction, he’d eventually concluded that it might be entirely possible that the girl had found her way to the Southern Camp as it was the perfect place to hide surrounded by a large army to protect her, so contacting his brethren in the south, he’d told them to capture scouts from the main camp to interrogate while he made his way there. The u’mans had proven stubborn, but when they’d finally broken, they’d disappointingly revealed that they didn’t know where or who she was. After the cursed scouts had begun hunting his brethren and succeeded in killing one of them, Qqusit realised they were too exposed and ordered them back to the main army outside Grinvesta. He could work quicker and stay hidden much better alone.

Finally reaching the valley where the main camp was rumoured to be, he’d decided to first return to the warship and put forward his suspicions to his master that the girl was hiding in plain sight among her people in the Southern Camp. Drakoor had been most pleased with his news and had rewarded his tenacity by cupping his hands and calling forth a spark of his power and allowing the nuark to inhale the red, shimmering light. It had almost destroyed his mind, but Drakoor had been careful to give him just enough to fill him with greater strength and mental clarity, and more importantly, he’d been given the unique scent of a Sword to help him track the Bearer with greater accuracy. 

Returning to the planet, he’d waited for the perfect opportunity to enter the camp unseen, and that opportunity had soon presented itself when he’d witnessed the return of Ner and the victorious Therasins from Hinest’ai. He’d contacted the u’man to find him a way into the camp and Ner had told him about the transports that collected supplies from a nearby town and suggested Qqusit hide on one. He’d also told the nuark that there would be much celebrating in the camp that very night, which meant security would be a little lax. Just as the sun had breached the horizon, Qqusit had disembarked unseen from the transport that had landed inside the invisible barrier and he’d sniffed out Ner’s tent. The man was missing, so he’d found a secure spot and had settled down to wait, not wanting to do any hunting during the day. 

The camp was starting to come awake and Qqusit checked that his hiding spot was well hidden from passers-by. It was, so to keep his mind off his growing impatience, he decided to test the gift Drakoor had given him and raised his noseless face to the early morning sky to take a long, deep sniff. There! It was faint, like the sea of tents was shielding her from him, but it was definitely her and she was walking through the camp towards the launch decks where he’d come from. He felt an urgency to go find her, but it was much lighter now and therefore too risky. He’d have to wait for nightfall. He noticed an odd humming in his mind and he understood that the spark of demon-power he’d received was reacting to the power inside her. His bulbous eyes widened in surprise and awe; this would make tracking her so much easier! Qqusit marvelled at the might of the demon, and a shiver of pleasure ran through him in anticipation of his long hunt being over and receiving his just rewards when he handed her over to his master. It also filled him with great satisfaction and pride knowing that he’d found her before the other hunters scattered across the small planet.

The sun’s golden rays were slicing between the tents like search beams when he smelled Ner’s approach and watched him enter his tent. Making sure he wasn’t being observed, Qqusit moved like oily smoke out of his hiding place and entered the tent soundlessly. “I must depart again,” he rasped, and Ner whipped around with a gasp and a hand over his heart. “The Bearer left the camp not long ago and I need to keep her scent fresh.” When he’d heard the transports departing from the launch decks, he’d immediately noticed her scent diminishing and the pulse inside his head growing weaker, and he’d deduced that she was on one of the craft. He’d then made the decision to follow her into the wilderness rather than waiting for nightfall because capturing her in the open was much easier. There were too many people in the camp and physical obstacles to hinder him, especially if he was carrying her.

Ner’s heart had been pounding from the fright Qqusit had given him, but now it was beating with excitement. “You seem very convinced that she was here. Are you absolutely sure?” If Ner delivered the Bearer to Drakoor himself then his glorious rewards and deepest desires were assured. Theras would all be his on the day the demon left the planet.

Qqusit was highly offended by Ner’s doubts in his abilities and bared his sharp teeth in contempt. “I will track the transport she left on and capture her in the open as soon as the opportunity presents itself.”

“This is excellent news! I will inform Drakoor that we have finally found her.”

“No!” Ner’s porcine eyes narrowed at his tone and Qqusit growled low in his throat. The u’man’s audacity and stupidity were astounding. “I will capture her first then inform our master.”

Ner had to reluctantly concede that Qqusit was being wise. “But I must accompany you when you take her to him,” he said, not liking the idea of the nuark getting all the credit. “I have been with this retched camp for months working very hard to provide intel to Yanec and our master, so I deserve to be there when you hand her over.” Qqusit released a warning hiss, but Ner stood his ground, even though he was very nervous of the creature. There was no way after all his hard work and tolerating the abuse he’d received from the Therasins in Hinest’ai that he was going to back down from this. “Inform me when you have her and I’ll fetch you in a transport so we can go to Drakoor together,” he said with a stubborn lift of his chin. “You may go now.”

Qqusit was fuming at his arrogance, and when he released another loud hiss, Ner took a few startled steps away from him. He was very tempted to kill the u’man, for he hadn’t eaten in a good while and the traitor’s fat and blood would taste most excellent. But instead, he turned and left, leaving a trembling Ner behind. His master’s will was his only priority, and once his mission was complete, he would ask Drakoor’s permission to end Ner’s useless existence and then he would feast.

***
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EXACTLY SIX HOURS LATER, Tier’s group of exhausted scouts returned to the camp, followed shortly after by the other groups. They had all been successful in their mission to track the enemy in the passes and make sure that their generals now knew exactly which route they were taking. They had also successfully managed to create a cover for one of their agents to insert himself into enemy ranks unnoticed, and his dangerous job was to transmit all the intel he could to the temporary Therasin headquarters in the small town of G’ssis. It was a risky move and they hoped desperately that it worked.

Tier gave them the proverbial pat on the back and ordered them to get some food and rest, for they would be heading out again the next morning. After the expected groaning and complaining, they dispersed and Keisi headed back to her tent with Trini, Vaxa, and Lien following, and for a change they were too tired to taunt her. The verbal abuse had drastically reduced since she’d taught them a lesson months earlier, but every now and then they’d try their luck until she gave them a warning glare that usually shut them up. It was early afternoon and she was hungry and needed a shower, but sleep demanded her attention with a much louder voice. The other three left for the showers, and she pulled off her weapons and boots before falling face forward onto her pallet. She was asleep in seconds. 

The castle’s massive broken walls loomed over her and she entered the darkness from under a moss-covered stone archway at least ten metres above her. She was surprised to feel no apprehension as she had in the last dream. It was pleasantly cool in the shadow of the mountain, and she followed the overgrown, rocky path leading gradually downhill towards a doorway.

Khaeri! 

The voice sounded victorious and much closer now, and for the first time since the dreams had started, it rang loud and clear. Any doubts she might have had about the owner instantly fled, for it sounded exactly like her mae’im, even with the slightly deeper intonation. She ran through the broken doorway of the castle and suddenly found herself in a large, roughly circular cavern, and if it had a ceiling, it disappeared into shadow. A few metres from where she stood was the edge of a vast, underground lake, its silver surface shimmering from a breeze she couldn’t feel, and on a small, rocky island, illuminated by some unknown source, stood the person she desperately hoped she would see. 

“Mae’? Is that really you?” Her voice sounded shrill in her ears and the sound reverberated deafeningly around her, making her wince, but didn’t take her eyes off the slim figure dressed in an elegant, emerald-green gown and wearing a gold circlet on her head. Golden tresses cascaded over shoulders and down her back, and her face stretched into a smile. Raising a pale, thin arm, she waved in greeting. 

Khaeri, come to me.

There were no stones to hop across or a boat anywhere in sight along the stony shore, and Keisi searched frantically for another way to get across.

A teasing laugh wafted across the water and the apparition spoke again: Don’t be silly, di’anes. Use the Su’wah to come across.

“How?” Keisi asked, a little peeved that her mae’ had laughed at her.

Imagine, Khaeri. Imagine what you want and it will appear.

Keisi felt the stirrings of frustration but pushed it aside; more than anything she wanted to speak with her mae’ and ask her to explain everything. Approaching the edge of the lake, she stretched out her right arm with her hand flared, and not really knowing what she was doing, she imagined the rowboat she needed. Her hand began to glow and streams of undulating, golden energy flowed out of her fingers, and as she watched in wide-eyed amazement, the streams interlaced and began twisting and curving and solidifying until she recognised the distinct shape of a rowboat. Within seconds it fully materialised, and after closing her hand into a fist to cut off the flows, she immediately climbed on board. Realising that she’d forgotten to include oars, she again stretched out her hand to release the energy streams, but then suddenly the boat slid away from the edge of its own accord and drifted towards the island. Not knowing how it was possible, Keisi just let it happen and her gaze once again found her mae’im. Her heart hadn’t stopped pounding with excitement since she’d seen her. It took less than a minute to arrive on the island and she quickly disembarked and eagerly fell into the waiting arms.

Her mae’im’s body felt strange to the touch; her skin was very soft—almost squishy—and Keisi had the weirdest thought that she had no bones. She pulled away before shivering and stared into her eyes and noticed immediately that they were the wrong colour. Keisi’s chest tightened when her doubts rushed back in, but despite her eyes, this was definitely her mae’, down to her smile, her proud posture, and the tilt of her head. They sat down together on a flat rock, her mae’ floating down in an oddly disembodied way, and Keisi watched her closely while she spoke.

Khaeri, I have waited so long for you to come. Tau’k Kurrn you found me.

Her lips barely moved when she spoke and her features remained mostly inanimate. It also felt like she was speaking more in Keisi’s head. “Mae’, I—”

Shh, mes’ de’in. Before you ask me all the questions I know you have on your heart, please tell me how your b’iera’i are doing. Do they still live?

“Yei’, Mae’im, they live. We managed to find a safe place and—”

Where?

Did she sound a little desperate? Maybe you’re just being paranoid, Keisi told herself. Something inside her urged caution, though, so she said, “We are all well and safely hidden from Drakoor. Braahn and Khael are looking after me, as are Jae’el and Aa’rel. I can’t wait to tell them—”

Tell me where you are, Khaeri. Your mae’im needs to know. 

Her voice sounded oddly hollow now and a shadow moved across her face, like a cloud moving across the sun. Keisi slowly pulled her hands free of the odd squishiness. “Mae’, how did you get here? I mean, how are you doing this? I know this is a dream.” 

Does it matter, dear di’anes?

Dear di’anes? Her mae’ had never used that endearment for her before.

It’s important for me to know that you are in a safe place, so please tell me. She tried to smile again, but this time her face twisted in a most bizarre way.

To test her growing suspicions, Keisi replied quietly, “Noi’.”

Her mae’im’s head tilted to one side and her forehead tried to frown. Why don’t you want to tell me, Khaeri? Don’t you want us to be reunited as a family?

Keisi studied the strangeness of her mae’im’s features and tried to understand her resistance to giving her what she wanted. There was some kind of protective barrier in her mind, and it felt surprisingly like the Sword-powered shield wall her mae’ had erected to protect her from the demon in the throne room. Curious. When Keisi didn’t answer, her face suddenly contorted into a mask of fury. 

Tell me where you are! she screamed. I need to know! Tell me!

Keisi gaped in terror when the apparition’s skin rippled, as though something was crawling beneath its surface, and she could have sworn she saw a dark mass wriggling around inside its mouth where its tongue was supposed to be. Ice flooded her veins, and jumping to her feet, she yelled, “Who are you?” 

Refusing to answer and then challenging the apparition instantly shattered the illusion. Its body contorted until it no longer resembled Ahloren in any shape or form, and Keisi backed away until one of her feet stepped into the freezing water of the lake and went instantly numb. A piercing, alien whistle suddenly echoed all around the cavern and she cried out and put her hands over her ears as she fell to her knees. It felt like her head was about to explode! The creature approached and still she could not move, for the deafening whistle and spreading numbness had rendered her completely immobile. It placed its boneless hands over hers, and like a red-hot poker being thrust into her head, it began rifling through her memories with an effortlessness that paralysed her. It was then that she recognised who it was because she’d experienced this before. Drakoor! Keisi didn’t dare open her eyes, petrified of what she might see standing before her.

“Leave me alone!” she screamed as waves of agony enveloped her head, squeezing and burning and digging, and then images of the Southern Camp appeared in her mind’s eye, as though she was looking at it on a large console screen. She tried to fight him but she didn’t know how, and he was too strong and showed no mercy. 

Slowly, relentlessly, Drakoor S’et took control of the Bearer’s mind and called up every memory from the last few months until he saw the little village of Kiasta and a huge, white tent-city sitting in a shallow desert valley beside it. The demon’s bellow of triumph was heard and felt through the entire ship, and the crew fell to their knees and covered their heads in abject terror, praying that the demon wasn’t about to destroy them.
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Chapter Two

Frantic Plans
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KEISI BOLTED UPRIGHT on her pallet, drenched in sweat and panting hard. Terror, nausea, and a head so sore it felt like someone had hit it repeatedly with a rock, threatened to send her back into oblivion, but knowing that Drakoor was coming for her kept her wide awake. Her family and the entire camp were in terrible danger now because of her. 

She stood up and nearly fell back down when black spots danced in front of her eyes and she swayed like a drunken sailor. She became aware of the other three watching her from their pallets and wearing matching grumpy expressions; it appeared her screams had awoken them. Having no time for their drama, she grabbed her console from under her pallet and stepped outside. The cool, night air offered a little relief from her headache and nausea and a light breeze dried the sweat on her skin as she pressed the buttons on her console with practiced speed. It chirped to inform her it was connecting, and while waiting impatiently for her brother to respond, she paced and chewed a nail. She’d overheard Tier talking on his console to Second Commander Ro’an during their journey back to the camp that Khael had flown to G’ssis that morning to join Head General Kala, so she began to pray—something she hadn’t done much of since fleeing Malkhyrin and her destroyed life. Her eyes lifted to the clear sky and she realised with amazement that she’d been asleep for hours. The stars were twinkling prettily and she squinted to see if a ship was hovering above the camp in orbit. Drakoor might know the area the camp was in, but she doubted he’d just begin randomly bombarding the valley because it would risk killing her. That was a good thing for the camp, at least. 

She let out a grunt of frustration when her brother was taking too long to respond, and she was about to choose her second option—going to the command tent to ask the commander on duty to contact Khael with their more powerful equipment—when his image appeared on the small screen. She launched right in. 

“Khael, listen to me. We don’t have a lot of time.”

“What is it, Keisi? I’m in the middle of a very important strategy meeting.” 

Khael had been in the town hall since arriving late morning where he’d participated in long discussions with Kala and the military leaders to find a way to reclaim Colon’as and defend the south-east coast. His console had been set to vibrate to alert him to any urgent messages from the camp he might need to attend to when they had short breaks for food and drink and to use the privy. But seeing his sister’s unique code had alerted his instincts that it could be something serious and he’d excused himself with profuse apologies to answer his console outside the hall. After their last encounter, he hadn’t expected to hear from her, which meant there had to be a very important reason for her to be contacting him now.

Keisi ignored her brother’s curtness. “This might sound insane but I just had another dream and . . . Khael, I think Drakoor found me!” 

He stared at her while his brain processed what she’d said, and when he could eventually speak, he noticed that his voice wasn’t quite steady. “Are you sure? I mean, how . . .? Noi’, never mind. I believe you.”

When he said that, all the horrible things between them disappeared. She desperately needed her big brother’s steady strength right now. “You have to move the camp,” she said with tears running down her cheeks. “He could be here in that massive warship of his at any moment. Can you do it? Can you call for an emergency evacuation?”

“K, slow down.” He tried his best to think rationally as adrenaline coursed through him and made his hands tremble. Not being there with his sister and family threatened to paralyse him. This could not have happened at a worse time. “The clouding technology will make it difficult for Drakoor to hone in on the camp’s exact position, so it should buy them some time. But right now I want you to wake up Jae and Aa’rel. Jae has the authority to commission horses for the three of you and to leave the camp at night. Get the gold and jewellery and then head due west.”

“What about Ren and Braahn?”

“I will contact them, don’t worry. They’re out on patrol overnight. I’ll send them after you as soon as I’ve reached them.” 

Her brother suddenly looked haggard and afraid. “I’m so sorry. I tried . . . I really tried to fight him, Khael. I was a fool not to allow you to teach me how to shield my mind. He opened it like a ripe fruit and sucked it dry. Nothing I did could stop him.” Keisi angrily brushed away her tears. “He’s too powerful. He . . .” Her eyes suddenly went wide.

“What is it?”

“You won’t be able to get everyone out of the valley and into hiding fast enough with all the animals and children and equipment. I doubt Drakoor will arrive with only one ship and he’ll have troops on the ground swarming this valley before sunrise. I’ve just come up with an idea that will buy the camp more time and keep our family safe.”

Khael was filled with sudden dread. “Please don’t do anything reckless.”

She began to nod slowly at first then faster as her plan of action became clearer in her mind. “Yei’. I will move west while the camp moves east towards G’ssis under cover of darkness and the cloud. I’ll draw Drakoor and every Drak to me, giving the camp time to reach the mountains, and I’ll hide in the Junis’ic Caves twenty miles west of here until they’ve left the area. When it’s safe again I’ll join you in G’ssis.”

Khael started shaking his head the moment she started sharing her plan. “Noi’, noi’, that’s a bad idea,” he said emphatically. “You will do no such thing, Keisi. Do you think for one second that Drakoor will give up looking for you now? He’s a supernatural being with powers we cannot hope to comprehend, and the warships have very powerful scanners and this technology called thermal imaging that tracks your body heat. He will find you eventually, no matter how well you think you’re hidden.”

But Keisi wasn’t listening because she’d already made up her mind. Now was not the time for fear, cowardice, or hesitation, only quick action. “It’s a good idea, b’iera. You should know it is being the strategist you are. Don’t let your personal feelings cloud your judgement. Enough Therasins have died because of me and the Su’wah and I won’t allow my family to suffer their fate, too. I have to do this. I’ll find my way back east by the end of the week. Two weeks at the latest.” There was a certain feeling of freedom making such an unwavering decision. 

Khael continued to protest and panic raised the pitch of his voice. “Keisi, please, you can’t—”

“Don’t worry about
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