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A TEENAGE GIRL FOUND herself suddenly surrounded by complete and utter darkness. Not darkness but a state of non-existence. There was nothing around her. There was no light, yet not even darkness, just nothingness. She was completely paralyzed from the top of her head to the tips of her fingers and toes. She could not see, could not hear, or smell, or taste. She could not feel, or even breathe. She had no idea if blood flowed through her body, no idea if her heart was beating, or if she even had a heart. She had no thoughts, no emotions, yet somehow, she knew she existed in some form unknown to herself. If she could feel emotions, this would be the most terrifying, horrific event she had ever experienced. The girl did not know how long she had been in this realm of nothingness, or how long she would be stuck there. Time did not exist, at least not time as she thought understood it.

Then suddenly, out of nowhere, the girl saw the tiniest minute speck of light far off in the distance. Whether she saw the light with her eyes or in her mind she was uncertain, but she was overwhelmed with joy at its presence. She stared at the light, wondering what it was, where it was. She tried to reach out to it, but the light eluded her. Unexpectedly, the light shot toward her like a missile.

Just before penetrating her, the light exploded. Radiance illuminated the girl, illuminated her surroundings. Images quickly began to appear within the light. Slowly at first, then more rapidly. The teenager saw a young man and woman suspended above her, jubilant smiles across their faces. Then, she beheld a picture of a black pendant hovering just out of reach from a set of tiny fingers, a small stone fortress, a red dagger, dark caves, and a man wearing animal furs and antlers atop his head. Next, she saw images of a long, jagged black bow firing bolts of lightning, large-shelled creatures creeping up a hill, a group of bandits, and a massive tree surrounded by a crystal-clear lake. Finally, the girl saw images of a mammoth creature crashing through subterranean tunnels, tiny-winged creatures clawing and biting at a group of travelers, a golem of sand swinging its fists, a snowy mountain peak, a massive monster with four tentacles, a ball of fire, then darkness. The images repeated over and over. With each cycle, she noticed pictures she hadn’t the time before until finally she realized she was recalling a life, recalling her life. Every second of every day flashed within the light.

Abruptly, the girl’s ears were assaulted by voices. Hundreds, thousands, perhaps even millions or billions of voices, in just as many different languages and dialects, competed to be heard. The onslaught of noise threatened to drive the teenager insane as she attempted to hear and understand each voice communicating with her. Eventually, she was able to separate the voices speaking in a language she understood and ignored the others, but still she was overwhelmed. Over time, she was able to isolate a single voice, calling out to her. Though she was certain she had never heard it before, at least not with her mortal ears, she recognized the tranquil, pacifying voice. “T’ur’am, you are in Smu’arta, purgatory for those who have passed on,” the voice whispered.

T’ur’am? thought the girl. Is the voice talking to me? Is T’ur’am my name?

Though the girl never spoke a word, the voice answered the question she was thinking. “T’ur’am means tempest, or storm. In your mortal life, you were named Storm. Would you prefer I call you Storm, Daughter Tempest?”

Storm... That seems familiar to me. “Yes, please call me Storm,” answered the girl. “And you are?”

“I am the creator, the father, the light, and the life. I am the exalted one, the supreme being. I am you. I am me. I am everyone and everything. My name is Om’zoc.”

The girl repeated the name. “Om’zoc? I don’t recognize that name.”

“In your mortal life, you knew me as Yavo,” informed the voice.

Storm paused a moment before continuing. “Yes, I recall the name Yavo. You mentioned I was in a purgatory for those passing on. Does that mean I have died?”

“Your spirit has departed your mortal shell, yet you have not died,” answered Om’zoc. “You, as a soul, live on for eternity. Your mortal life was temporary. T’ur’am... Storm, you lived a mortal life pleasing to me, a life worthy of my name. Now you will need to prove yourself worthy in the spiritual realm. After which, you will be given a choice.”

“A choice? What choice?” questioned Storm.

“Should you complete your trial within Smu’arta, you will be given the choice to live with me in my kingdom of glory and exaltation...”

“Or?” Storm interrupted.

“Or you can return to Tiburonda a while longer.”

“Tiburonda?” questioned the girl. “What is Tiburonda?”

“Tiburonda is where you lived your mortal life,” answered the voice. “There is important work yet to be done there.”

Suddenly, the world beneath Storm’s feet began to spin. She felt as if she were flying over the earth at a speed much quicker than she had ever experienced. She covered hundreds of miles in a matter of seconds. When the spinning finally came to a halt, Storm was hovering a few feet above a group of women. All four women had their heads bowed; tears trickled down their faces. “Why are they crying, Om’zoc?” Storm asked.

“They mourn,” came the reply.

“Why do they mourn?”

“They have suffered great loss,” answered Om’zoc.

“What did they lose?” Storm probed. Suddenly, one of the women shifted slightly to the side, revealing another being lying on the ground. Storm realized that the fifth body was her own corpse. “Oh,” whispered Storm solemnly.

“As you may recall, one of those women is a priestess,” spoke Om’zoc. “Her name is...”

“Myndri!” interrupted the teenager. “I remember her. Her name is Myndri. And that is my mother, Norahs, and my friend Rebma, but I don’t recognize the fourth. Who is she?”

“Her name is Ashlin,” replied Om’zoc. “Myndri has been called to a great task. When you last saw the priestess, she departed on a sacred quest in my name. The world you know depends on the successful completion of this task. Your mission, Daughter Tempest, should you elect to return to your mortal life, would be to assist Myndri on her quest.

“The priestess is in possession of a very powerful artifact. With that artifact, she can emancipate Celeste, a prophetess of my teachings and the rightful Queen of Tiburonda. Once Celeste is freed, they must conquer the evil overtaking your world. If they fail, Tiburonda and the world you know will suffer greatly... It will be destroyed.”

“I choose...”

“Wait!” interrupted Om’zoc. “Before you make your decision, you must travel through Smu’arta, Dominion of Darkness. Smu’arta is a dangerous place. It is controlled by U’tali, Mother of Lost Souls. Corruption, deceit, and sin devour the realm of lost souls. You must make it safely through to the end. Only once you conquer this realm, will you be allowed to make your decision to return with me or return to your mortal world.

“You should know that if you fail your quest through Smu’arta, your soul will be trapped there for eternity. Also, U’tali is slowly gaining footholds in the mortal realm. She has influenced people in your world and is using her influence to accomplish her malevolent machinations. Zidon, the current king of Tiburonda, as well as the necromancer, Nybora, are being manipulated by U’tali.

“However, should you choose to come with me, you will be guaranteed a life of eternal peace, love, and exaltation. You will be in my presence for all of eternity.” There was silence for a few moments, then Om’zoc spoke to Storm’s mind once more. “I will give you one word of advice before leaving you. That advice is this: Seek the light. Follow the light. The light will guide you through Smu’arta. It will lead you to your destiny. Do you have any questions before I depart and you commence your journey?”

Storm pondered for a moment before answering. “There is one thing I have wanted to know for some time now,” she whispered. “It is rumored that only a true descendant of you, Father Om’zoc, can wield and use the blood dagger. Since I used the dagger to save my mother and restore her flesh, does that mean I am a direct descendant of you?”

As soon as she asked the question, images began to flash through Storm’s mind. The first image was that of an adult man with shaggy, dark brown hair. The man was stripped of his clothing and shackled to a stone wall at both wrists and ankles. He was kneeling, facing the wall. His head was bowed, his eyes closed. Blood oozed from several large wounds across his arms, back, and legs.

Suddenly, the man was surrounded by other men, women, and children. The people were yelling hysterically as they threw rocks and other projectiles at the man. There was also a man and woman dressed in expensive clothes wielding long, leather whips. They took turns striking the prisoner with their weapons, laughing maniacally with each assault.

From amongst the crowd, a tall, plump woman with long, graying hair approached the detainee. She wore an elaborate silver gown and golden royal robes. A large crown sat atop her head. With her left hand, the woman grabbed the prisoner’s hair, lifting his head to face her. She held her right hand in front of the man’s face. A large golden ring inset with an emerald, ruby, sapphire, and diamond donned her middle finger.

“No!” a man screamed from the crowd. “Leave my son alone!”

The woman quickly spun and fired a bolt of lightning from her ring toward the interrupting man. He instantly fell to the ground, wisps of smoke rising from his chest. Then, she turned back to face the prisoner. “Yavo, you declare to be a living god! You are a liar! Prove your claims and free yourself or recant your blasphemy by kissing my ring and admit that you are but a common man!”

The detainee silently refused. Disgusted, the monarch backhanded the man; the jewels on her ring sliced through his right cheek. The multitude cheered. “Your blasphemous words will not be tolerated and, as you know, are punishable by death,” continued the crowned woman. “Have you any final words?”

Yavo stared into the queen’s eyes. With love and respect, he whispered solemnly, “Nosidam, my soul mourns for you. You have turned your back on what you know to be true. You have turned your back on me. Your heart is filled with greed, corruption and hate. You willingly murder your creator, your God. If you change your ways and repent now, I will forgive you. However, if you do not, you shall be condemned. Your soul will be damned to the netherworld, land of the lost. For eternity, you will be tortured by your lustful desires.”

Insulted, the ruler turned to the crowd behind her. “He condemns me, his queen, to the land of shadows? How dare he?”

The throng sneered at Yavo as another onslaught of rocks and stones were hurled at him. The monarch faced the prisoner, grabbing his hair once more. Fire flickered from the queen’s fingers. Immediately, Yavo’s hair caught aflame. From beneath her golden robes, the monarch removed a diamond dagger. “You cannot forgive me, for I have done no wrong. I am your queen. I admit, Yavo, you have taught me many things. You taught me the power to control the elements. You taught me the power to heal, but the pupil has become the teacher now. You are no god. It is you who must repent. Withdraw your blasphemous words or you shall be damned!”

“I cannot deny that which we both know to be true,” countered Yavo. “Your powers were a gift from me, your creator, but your soul has been tainted.”

“I received my powers through hours of study and training,” argued the queen. “They are not a gift from you or anyone else. I earned them. They are mine alone!” Queen Nosidam thrust the dagger into the prisoner’s chest, piercing his heart. Instantly, blood began to flow into the weapon as it quickly turned a deep crimson color. “Through your blasphemous words, you are hereby sent to the realm of shadows!”

Yavo continued to stare into the queen’s eyes. With his final breath, he whispered, “It is you who are condemned, Nosidam.”

Storm gasped. “That man... The prisoner was you, Om’zoc, and the queen who murdered you is U’tali, Mother of Lost Souls and ruler of Smu’arta,” stated the teenage girl.

“That is correct,” came the reply. “But why did you call her Nosidam?”

“All beings have mortal names and eternal names. Yavo is my mortal name and Om’zoc is my eternal name, just as you are known as Storm on earth and T’ur’am in the spiritual realm. The same is for Nosidam and U’tali,” answered the deity as more images flashed through Storm’s mind.

The queen removed the crimson dagger as Yavo’s mortal body went limp. She arrogantly sauntered to a short, thin, older woman with long, brown and gray streaked hair. The woman was on her knees, head buried in her hands, body convulsing uncontrollably. Beside the woman stood another woman with straight, honey hair. Tears flooded the blonde woman’s ocean-blue eyes as she placed her left hand over her bulging belly, the right on the other woman’s shoulder.

Queen Nosidam placed the diamond dagger at the kneeling woman’s feet. “Lady Claire, a gift from your son, my creator,” she mocked.

“Claire is your mother,” whispered Storm, “but who is the other woman? I feel she is also important.”

“My wife, Aeva. She was pregnant with my only child.”

Another image flashed into Storm’s mind. This was of a woman in her mid-twenties with long, sandy-blonde curls flowing down her shoulders to the small of her back. The woman was jogging along the shores of a large, aqua colored sea; a gleaming white smile spread across her cute, doll-like features. “My daughter, Ettezoj,” informed Om’zoc.

“She’s very pretty,” complimented Storm. “I would love to meet her... Aeva as well.”

“If you make it through Smu’arta, you will meet them, along with the rest of your ancestors,” informed the deity.

For several more seconds, images of men and women continued to enter Storm’s mind, each an offspring of the one before it. Some of the people she felt were good, righteous people. Others, however, were evil and corrupt. Eventually, the girl saw an image of a woman she instantly recognized. “Mama!” she exclaimed. Then, Storm saw herself, sitting by a campfire reciting a verse from Yavo’s teachings to her good friend and self-appointed sister, Myndri. Storm felt an overwhelming surge of pride and delight rush through her, though she understood the feelings were not her own, but those of Yavo. He is proud of me, she thought. “Father Om’zoc, will you be with me during my journey through Smu’arta?” asked Storm.

“Since Smu’arta is U’tali’s dominion, I will be cut off from you. You will not be able to communicate directly with me, nor I with you. However, I will always be with you. Just make certain you seek the light and remember me. Keep me in your heart, your mind, your soul. Good luck, T’ur’am, my child. Remember to follow the light. The light will guide you. I will be awaiting your return home.”

Immediately, the voice vacated Storm’s mind. As soon as Om’zoc departed, Storm was assaulted by smells, tastes, sights, and sounds. She plummeted to the ground, weak, dazed, and overwhelmed by the sudden recovery of her senses. She felt blood pulsing through her veins; searing pain surged through her. Slowly, she pulled herself up to her feet and surveyed her surroundings: complete darkness.
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STORM STOOD, STARING across the vast plane of total darkness. A fetid stench of death and decay assaulted her nostrils. Her stomach clenched, threatening to heave her insides out from the horrid smell. Distant wails of suffering and misery filled her ears. A cold, damp moisture permeated the air surrounding the teenage girl causing uncontrollable shivers to rush through her as she confronted the nightmare before her.

Hesitant to move forward and begin her journey through the shadowlands, Storm quickly remembered Om’zoc’s final words of advice to seek the light. She surveyed the land before her but saw nothing but darkness and shadows. “What light?” she bellowed. “There is no light!”

The girl took a moment to compose herself. Taking a deep breath, she advanced further into Smu’arta. A few feet into the blackness and Storm noticed she was not touching the ground; instead, she hovered slightly, moving with her thoughts than actual physical movements. If she thought left, she drifted left, ahead and she glided forward. “So cool,” she whispered to herself.

Storm also became aware of her senses intensifying. Though she was still surrounded by complete darkness, the topography came into focus. She could see hills and valleys ascend and descend before her. Silhouettes of trees and other vegetation appeared, though all was hazy and black. No color seemed to exist in this realm, only differing hues of black.

The teenage girl cautiously skulked further into Smu’arta. Haunting groans and screeching howls could be heard in every direction around her. She paused and scanned her surroundings; nothing could be seen, only the shadowy terrain and vegetation.

For what seemed hours, Storm wafted on until the howls and wails were suddenly upon her. To her left, she spotted several inky black figures rising from the ground. Using sharp claws protruding from long, thin fingers, the creatures pulled themselves out of the ground. Thin, wispy heads, necks, torsos, arms, and legs followed. The monsters moaned as they lay prostrate on the ground. As if their legs would not work, the demonic shadows scratched at the earth, pulling themselves toward the trespasser of their realm.

Storm screamed. She turned to flee but noticed she was surrounded by the dreadful demons. Hundreds of monsters inched toward her, scratching and clawing their way forward. Rows of teeth filled the monsters’ mouths. Dark, evil eyes peered back at her, penetrating her soul. Storm reached back for Shockar, her bow, but could not find it. She dug into her cloak for one of her hidden lightning bolt shaped daggers. It was also missing. Finally, she bent down to pull a dagger from her boot... Nothing. I have no weapons, she thought. How am I supposed to defend myself and fight off these monsters without a weapon?

Paralyzed by fear, Storm stared as the demons advanced. They were only a few feet away from her now. One-by-one, the shadows pulled themselves to their feet. They groaned and hissed at the intruder. Claws swiped at the teenager; teeth chomped. The demons released a soul piercing battle cry. Storm reached up to cover her ears from the deafening roar.

Suddenly, as one, the monsters leaped at the trespasser. With arms outstretched, the shadows flew toward the girl. Storm screamed as cold, shadowy claws tore into her arms and legs. She kicked and flung her arms at the demons uncontrollably. Slowly, the fiends pulled Storm toward the ground. The girl felt her feet submerge into the freezing earth, then her legs. She continued to fling her arms as she was suddenly waist deep. Seconds later, she was buried to her chest. With only her head still above ground, Storm clenched her eyes shut, took in a deep breath, and began murmuring a plea to her god for help and protection. As she did, the monsters released their grip on her. As if she were protected by an invisible barrier, the demons were immediately unable to strike her.

Storm continued her prayer, then opened her eyes, facing the nightmarish creatures. “Om’zoc, the Almighty, protects me!” she screamed. At the mention of the deity’s name, the hellish fiends hissed and shrieked. “You cannot harm me!” continued Storm. “Om’zoc is my fortress! Om’zoc is my weapon! Om’zoc is my shield!”

Instantly, the beasts cowered away. They retreated from the trespasser, returning to the depths from whence they came. Storm slowly pulled herself free from her grave. After several minutes, she regained her composure and continued her journey through Smu’arta. Another hour passed without any other encounters from demonic shadows, yet the girl felt uneasy. Om’zoc’s final words of advice continued to race through her mind:

“Seek the light, follow the light. The light will guide you through Smu’arta; it will lead you to your destiny.” 

“What light?” Storm cried. “There is no light here. I am searching, but there is nothing but blackness. You say the light will lead me through Smu’arta, but hours have passed and yet, no light. I do not know if I am going in the right direction. I am lost, Father Om’zoc, lost and terrified. Show me the light!”

The teenager slammed her fists into her thighs in frustration. As she did, she felt an object tucked inside her cloak between her right arm and ribs. Reaching into her inner pocket with her left hand, Storm felt a small book bound in soft leather. She removed the tome. Without having to read the cover, the girl instantly recognized the book. It was the teachings of Yavo her good friend and former guide, Trebor, gave her in her mortal life.

A smile spread across Storm’s face as she brushed her fingers over the book’s cover. A serene sensation flowed through her veins; her body relaxed. Calmed, she slowly opened the holy tome. She skimmed through the words written within the book until suddenly a passage caught her attention. “Fear not, my child, for I will always be with you. I will not abandon you in your time of need. Call on me and I will be there. I will be your guide.”

Immediately, Storm remembered the words Om’zoc used when she first entered Smu’arta. When she asked who he was, the deity said, “I am the creator, the father, the light, and the life...” Storm lifted her face to the sky above her. “You are the light, Father Om’zoc,” she praised. “You will be my guide. Lead me safely through this nightmare, I plea.”

As she prayed, a small speck of light appeared in the ground directly in front of her. The spot slowly began to stretch away from her toward the center of Smu’arta. Within minutes, a long sliver of light extended through the shadowlands. Like a crack in the terrain, the light ran over the hills, through the valleys, and weaved around large trees and other obstacles. Then, deep within the bowels of Smu’arta, a pillar of light shot up from the ground high into the sky above. Instantly, Storm was pulled toward the beacon as it pulsed with energy. That must be where I need to go, she thought. With renewed confidence, the teenager soared toward the illuminated pillar.
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SEVERAL HOURS PASSED since Storm discovered the beacon of light tugging at her soul. She felt no hunger, no fatigue or weariness. Invigorated with hope, the teenage girl soared through Smu’arta with an eye held firmly on the illuminated beacon. She scarcely noticed the gloominess surrounding her.

Storm crested a small hill to see a vast valley below her. Hundreds of long, narrow fissures broke up the dale; plumes of dark, thick mist and smoke rose from the rifts. As she descended the hill into the vale, the girl became aware of others emerging into the valley from the surrounding hills. She also discerned that they were all converging in the center.

Nearing the hub of the valley, Storm realized they were all being funneled together. Her guiding light connected with another, that merged with yet another. Eventually, everyone was following one single path.

The air was thick and eerily soundless. Behind an old woman with a contorted spine and long, white hair, Storm continued forward. Uncomfortable by the silence, the teenager attempted to speak with the old woman, but received no reply. Perturbed by the reticence, she turned to the being following her, a young man with spiky, blonde hair, lemon-colored eyes, and golden wings. Storm was elated to see the creature. “Are you a firae?” she asked.

Surprised by Storm’s willingness to speak in this hellish realm, the man nodded in response. “Do you know a firae named Asilem?” petitioned Storm.

“I do know Asilem,” came the reply. “At least I did. How do you know Asilem?”

Storm answered the man’s inquiry. “I met her in the Xilix Forest south of Latatri when she was still a catament. I helped escort her to the Pool of Alteration.”

“So Asilem made it to the Pool, did she? That is astounding. I did not have high hopes for her. She was a very awkward and needy catament.”

As the two continued to communicate, Storm felt something amiss about her situation, but could not figure out what. Eventually, she realized that the man was not moving his lips while he spoke. She mentioned her findings to the firae, and he noticed the same about her. “We are speaking telepathically!” Storm mentally exclaimed.

The man smiled. “My name is Griku. It is nice to meet you.”

“I am Storm. It is nice to meet you as well, Griku, though I wish we could have met under different circumstances.”

“Indeed. What else can you tell me of Asilem?” asked the firae. “Is she alive?”

Storm suddenly became very solemn. “We were attacked by a large monster with elemental tentacles. Unfortunately, Asilem did not survive the encounter. I am surprised I have not seen her, or any of my companions from the battle, here in Smu’arta. I have been searching for them.”

“I will help you,” volunteered Griku. “What do they look like?”

The teenage girl described her friends. “Well, Asilem was blessed as a fira. She has fiery red, orange, and gold hair and wings. Then, there is Nayr. He is a large lyzraeda with emerald skin and scales, spikes that run down his head and back to a long tail with a ball of spikes at the end of it. Finally, there is Rebma. She is a Nepelite with long, black hair, but now that I think about it, she was turned into an undead skeleton. I doubt she would be here in Smu’arta since she cannot die.”

“An undead skeleton?” interrogated the firae. “How did that happen?”

Storm explained how Rebma and her father, Trebor, were attacked by the vile necromancer, Nybora, and how they were killed and reanimated. She told of Zidon’s machinations to attack all of Tiburonda, raise the dead into an army of indestructible skeletons to conquer the world, and then live as a god.

Griku shuddered with trepidation. “He must be stopped!”

“Absolutely,” agreed Storm. “Om’zoc has a plan to defeat Zidon.”

“Om’zoc?” questioned the firae. “Who is Om’zoc?”

“He is the creator and God of the universe,” answered Storm. “Perhaps you know him as Yavo?”

“I do not recognize that name either,” replied Griku. “Firaes do not worship a single deity. We worship the elements. All life is created through the elements, not a deity. Tell me more of this Om’zoc you speak of.”

Storm briefly described her deity and his plan to overcome the evil plaguing Tiburonda. As she did, Griku asked several more questions. After a moment of answering the onslaught of inquiries, Storm removed the leather book from her cloak. She opened the tome and began a sermon of Yavo’s teachings and promises. Love and exaltation filled Storm as she preached.

In the middle of her sermon, Storm suddenly paused. She turned to Griku and addressed him. “If you do not know of Yavo, how did you find the path of light and know to follow it? I did not find the light until I remembered Yavo and prayed unto him.”

A look of confusion spread across the firae’s face. “What light?”

Storm pointed toward the small crack of light in the ground. “You do not see that?” she asked.

The firae shook his head. 

“What about that light?” Storm interrogated while pointing to the large beacon.

“Sorry, but I see nothing but darkness,” replied Griku.

“Then how did you get here?” interrogated Storm.

“I was wandering around in darkness for a very long time,” informed the firae. “After what felt like several days, I saw the old woman ahead of you. She seemed to have a sense of where she was going, so I followed her. What does the light look like?”

Storm explained the path and beacon of light. “I am surprised you have made it safely this far. Did you not get attacked by the shadow demons?”

“I know nothing of shadow demons,” answered Griku. “All I have seen is darkness. No other living creatures until the old lady, and now you. Do you really think your Om’zoc can lead us out of this horrible land and save Tiburonda?”

“I know he can,” answered Storm.

“How do you know?”

“I have faith in Om’zoc. He helped me while I was living, and he helped me when I was being attacked by some very real, very scary monsters. They were clawing and biting me. They tried to pull me into the depths and almost succeeded, but Om’zoc protected me. I know, without a doubt, that if I stay true to the light, I will escape this realm and return to Tiburonda to help my friend, Myndri, free Celeste, and conquer Zidon.”

“Free Celeste?” questioned the firae.

“Princess Celeste, the rightful heir of Tiburonda,” answered Storm.

“Princess Celeste is dead,” replied Griku. “How can she be freed and save Tiburonda?”

“Celeste is not dead,” Storm corrected. “Zidon kidnapped her and bound her in a cave in the Xilix Forest. My friend, Myndri, is in a holy quest for Om’zoc to free the heiress.”

The firae contemplated this new information. “I have never liked King Zidon. If what you say is true, then I will follow you,” Griku acceded. “Will you continue to teach me about Om’zoc as we travel?”

“Of course! I would like nothing more than to teach of Om’zoc and His love!”

“Maybe once I learn of him, I will see the light as well?” suggested Griku.

“That would be wonderful,” Storm agreed. She reopened the leather tome and proceeded her sermon. Moments later, the teenager’s preaching was interrupted by faint whimpering and cries for help.

“Do you hear that?” asked Griku.

“I do. It sounds like it’s coming from up ahead.” Storm quickly slid the tome back into her cloak. “We must hurry!” Still following the lighted path, the two rocketed deeper into the treacherous dale. Steaming hot clouds of vapor erupted from the fissures on each side of them. The sobs grew louder as they traveled.

“There!” shouted Griku as he pointed to his right. “I see someone on the other side of the chasm. I think it is another firae!”

“I see her too!” exclaimed Storm. “I think it’s... It looks like Asilem!”

The teenage girl suddenly heard a soft, female voice enter her mind. “Storm? Storm, is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me. I see you Asilem. We are here to help, but how do we get there?”

Griku fluttered his golden wings. “I can fly.”

Storm looked at Griku. “You heard me talk to Asilem?”

“I did. I heard her as well. Weird huh?”

“A little bit,” agreed Storm, “but kind of cool too.”

“Hurry!” screamed Asilem. “I got too close to the abyss and the vapors burned my wings. I tried to fly away but had no control and ended up over here. Please hurry!”

In a flash, Griku spread his wings and launched himself into the air. Flying high above the erupting steam, he quickly made it up and over to the other side of the wide fissure. He carefully landed next to the injured firae.

As soon as he touched the ground, Asilem suddenly transformed into a hideous black monster. Her flowing flame-colored hair morphed into a dark, wiry, tangled mess. Smooth, curvy wings became sharp and acute. The firae’s appendages twisted. Fangs appeared in her mouth and black claws formed at the end of her fingers and toes.

“No! It’s a trick!” warned Storm. “Griku, get out of there!”

The golden firae tried to fly, but the mutated creature struck out at him, piercing his chest with its deadly talons. Immediately, Griku’s golden hair and wings turned black. He slowly hardened, then abruptly disintegrated into thousands of crystalline shards.

“No!” cried Storm.

The demon began to laugh at the teenager. “Om’zoc cannot save you child! He cannot protect you in the land of lost souls. U’tali rules this realm.” All of a sudden, the monster morphed back into Asilem. Then, it morphed into Nayr, and finally Griku. “Your friends have been defeated. Their souls belong to U’tali; they belong to the dominion of darkness. They cried out to your precious god, but Om’zoc could not protect them. He has no power here. He cannot be your shield. He cannot be your guide. The light does not come from Om’zoc. It is a lie. It does not lead to a beacon of safety. It leads to nowhere, to nothing. Your soul is already lost; your soul belongs to U’tali!” With a final cackle, the demon vanished, leaving Storm completely and utterly alone.
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TRAPPED IN DREADFUL darkness, Storm continued to trudge through the nightmare of Smu’arta; only the small sliver of guiding light and her waning hope of ever exiting the horror kept her moving forward. Visions of the dark spirit that engulfed her new friend, Griku, continued to assault her mind. Its words repeated in her thoughts, “Your friends have been defeated. Their souls belong to U’tali they belong to the dominion of darkness.”

Was the spirit telling the truth? thought Storm, or was it deceiving me? What if it is true that I will never escape? What if the light is a lie? Om’zoc said he has no power here in Smu’arta. Could that mean the light has no power here either?

Lost in her troubled thoughts, Storm hadn’t noticed she had entered a large city. Towering buildings surrounded her. In the center of the city was a large castle. At first sight, Storm thought it was constructed entirely of black stone, but as she neared, the girl realized it was also fabricated with bones. Fibulas, tibias, and other bones from humans and various beasts were stacked and formed into walls. Towers were constructed using rib cages filled with mud and stone. Spires were capped by massive skulls. There was a large lake of fluorescent green water surrounding the castle with only a small, narrow bridge of stacked skeletons and stone connecting the castle with the rest of the city. Flying around and through the castle was a behemoth winged beast Storm had never seen before.

Thousands of beautiful people filled the streets and buildings. Everyone was laughing and happy. Many were drinking and doing drugs. Others participated in various inappropriate acts of love and affection. Everywhere the girl looked, people were engaged in hideous, despicable, or lustful behaviors. Storm looked away from the soul-tainting exploitations, sickened by what she was seeing and hearing.

“Hey there, girly, you lookin’ for some fun?” questioned a handsome, intoxicated man several years older than Storm.

“Yes, we can show you a great time,” added another, a bottle of booze in his hand.

Storm turned away, ashamed and embarrassed by the solicitations. The first man approached; the stench of alcohol strong on his breath. “What’s wrong, love? Loosen up. Smu’arta is a place of eternal fun.”

“Yeah! Come party with us!” exclaimed the second man as he carefully caressed Storm’s arm. “Let us help you escape the nightmare of Smu’arta.”

The teenage girl pulled away. “No! What you are doing is wrong! Om’zoc teaches against such sinful acts.”

Suddenly, Storm saw the beautiful beings for what they really were. The buildings morphed into large, iron cages inhabited by hideous, deformed creatures. Many of the enclosures had single beings, while others contained multiple prisoners. Some of the captives were old, others younger than herself. Decades or even centuries of wickedness and imprisonment left their bodies twisted and putrefied. A repugnant stench of death and decay raided Storm’s nostrils; menacing moans and wailings filled her ears.

The captured souls sneered at Storm as she passed. “Back, get back, demon of Om’zoc!” screamed a young girl with dirty, snarled hair and red, infectious boils covering her body.

“Your preaching is not welcome here!” shouted another prisoner.

“Your faith in Om’zoc is futile. He does not care. He does not help those who believe and follow him,” added a third.

More and more tortured souls spat words of warning and shame at Storm. Throwing themselves at the bars holding them hostage, they attempted to break free from their iron prisons. Storm coward in fear, hoping and praying that none would escape.

To Storm’s left, an old woman with scraggly black and white hair, decomposed skin, and worms crawling in and out of her ears, nose, and eyes began to cackle at the teenager. The woman was engaged in sinful acts with a man and another woman, their decomposing bodies intertwined with each other. Pushing her partners away, the hag screamed at Storm. “You naive little fool. I once believed in your Om’zoc. I did everything right but look at me.”

The woman lunged at Storm, reaching out to grab her. Storm tumbled away, diverting her eyes from the woman. “Look at me!” ordered the captive. “Does it look like Om’zoc cared about me? Does it look like Om’zoc saved me?” Storm did not dare look at the woman. She shook her head in reply. “No,” continued the hag, “Om’zoc did not save me, and he will not save you! Just you wait. Soon, you will realize you are trapped here like the rest of us. Every second tortured by your faith and devotion in Om’zoc, but never receiving comfort. He told you to follow the light, didn’t he?”

Storm suddenly found herself unable to look away from the horrible monster before her. “Yes, and I am following it to the pillar. The pillar will liberate me from this nightmare.”

“That is what we thought as well, my child, but Om’zoc is a liar. I also followed the light, but no matter how much belief I had, no matter how must trust I had, no matter how much hope, I never made it to the pillar. For years, I journeyed with high spirits and hope, but the pillar is unattainable. There is no escaping Smu’arta. Give up, young child. Like us, you are a prisoner here!”

“No!” screamed Storm as she dropped to the ground, covering her ears and eyes. “You are a liar! I will never give up!” Abruptly, Storm began spewing out passages of hope she remembered reading from Yavo’s tome of teachings. As she did, the trapped souls began to hiss and wail in agony.

The old woman fell prostrate to the ground. “Forgive me Father Om’zoc! I lived a life of treachery. I stole, I lied, I laid with many who were not my spouse. Forgive me my many sins, Father Om’zoc. Forgive me for trying to deceive this innocent girl into joining me in my pain and suffering. Misery loves company and I am miserable. Save me, Father Om’zoc from this endless suffering.”

Storm addressed the woman. “You ask for forgiveness, but you do not truly feel remorse in your heart for your sins. Om’zoc teaches that unless we truly repent, we cannot be forgiven. Our desires we had in our past life follow us in this life, yet we will never be able to quench the urges. That is why you are trapped here.

“Seconds ago, you were with a man and woman, in sin. You are saying the words but cannot be truly repentant. You are unwilling to give up your desires, your lusts, your sins. Until you do that, you will be trapped in this nightmare for eternity. Repent! Repent of your sins. Give up your earthly desires and be free!”

Seconds later, the hag turned on Storm once more. “Om’zoc does not hear our prayers; he ignores our pleas. He will not forgive us. Om’zoc has forsaken us, and he will abandon you as well. You will renounce your conviction in him. You will join us, child. You will join the lost souls of Smu’arta. Mother U’tali will have you!”

Slamming against her cage again, the old woman broke free. She lunged at Storm, gnarled, decomposed limbs struggling to grasp the teenage girl. Storm attempted to flee but was pulled back as the hag took hold of her legs. The girl was pulled toward the iron cages. She dug her fingers into the cold, black earth beneath her, struggling to break free. Pain shot through her leg as the old woman clenched sharp, piercing fangs into it. Immediately, Storm saw the color of her soul turn gray, then black around the hag’s bite marks. The blackness slowly spread around her leg like ripples in a lake.

With all her might, Storm kicked at the hideous woman, breaking free. She stumbled away in fear. Refusing to look back, the girl fled from the hag, but seconds later felt two strong arms grapple around her. Kicking and screaming, the teenager fought to break free of her assailant. “Let me go!” she screamed. “Om’zoc, save me!”

Storm heard whispers in her ear. “Calm down. I will not hurt you. I am here to help you.”

Instantly recognizing the consoling voice, Storm relaxed. She looked up at the figure holding her; a smile quickly formed across her face. The man was tall and strong with dark, piercing black eyes and long, black hair. “Trebor?” questioned Storm. “Is that really you?”

“Yes, it is me. I am here to help you. Can I release you without you running away?”

Storm nodded. “How... What happened to you after you were captured by Zidon’s soldiers? How did you get here?”

“I am not sure,” replied Trebor. “All I remember is a flash of blinding white light, then complete darkness, and then I was here. I have been following the light and heard your screams. I came running as fast as I could. Come, I have something to show you.”

Without hesitation, Storm followed her saving grace. “I cannot believe you are here, and at just the right moment to help me. Om’zoc bless you, Trebor.”

“And you.”

“So where are you taking me? Have you found the pillar?” questioned Storm.

“No, not the pillar, but something almost as wonderful,” informed the Nepelite.

The two reunited friends continued to converse as they followed the slim crack of light further into the bowels of Smu’arta. As they walked, a small village began to materialize ahead of them. Dozens of tepees and tents made of black, torn fabric could be seen off to their right. The huts were set up around a large bonfire; several men, women, and children could be seen sitting around the fire.

“I have gathered people wandering throughout this dreadful land,” informed Trebor. “I, with the assistance of a few others, have set up a church, a place for prayer and praise to our god. Each day, we set up camp and have a fireside to discuss our feelings, hopes and prayers. We sing, we teach, we lift each other up spiritually, and most importantly, we pray. Would you like to join us?”

“Of course.”

“Excellent. We are nearly there,” informed Trebor.

“Have you found the others?” questioned Storm.

“Others?”

“Nayr and a firae named Asilem?” answered Storm. “We were attacked by a powerful monster that killed us. I have been searching for them, hoping they would be here as well, but have yet to find them. I thought I found Asilem, but it turned out to be an evil phantom pretending to be her. A friend of mine went to rescue her, but as soon as he touched the ground away from the light, the specter morphed into its true self and captured him. It was horrifying.”

“Ah yes, I have witnessed similar things. To answer your question, I have found Nayr and Asilem, Rebma as well. They are waiting for you down by the fire.” Trebor raised his right hand, gesturing toward the camp directly to his right about fifty yards from the guiding light. “Shall we?”

Storm scanned the small village; everyone seemed happy and carefree. It was as if none of them were actually imprisoned in Smu’arta. Children ran and played; women sang; men preached. They were all filled with joy. “How can they all be so happy trapped in this nightmare?” asked Storm.

“They are happy because they are not alone,” explained Trebor. “Together, we are finding our way through this land. Our preaching and songs lift our souls. They give us hope that we will make it through to the end.”

“Where is Nayr, and Asilem, and Rebma?” petitioned Storm. “I do not see them.”

“They must be in one of the tepees,” answered Trebor. “Probably preparing for your arrival. Come, let’s not keep them waiting. They are so excited to see their friend again.”

Suddenly, Storm remembered something she had said to Griku earlier. She remembered thinking that she would not find Rebma here in Smu’arta because the Nepelite girl had been reanimated. Her soul would not be trapped in the realm of lost souls. Also, she remembered what happened to Griku as soon as the firae stepped away from the guiding light. He was trapped by the specters. How could they set up camp away from the guiding light without being trapped? Storm thought. “Tell me about Rebma,” she told Trebor. “What did she do when she saw you here in Smu’arta?”

“What? I... Can’t we talk about this later?” sputtered Trebor. “Come, everyone is waiting.”

“No. Tell me now,” ordered the teenager. “What did Rebma do when she saw you?”

“She... She was happy, of course. Like you were.”

“Is that all?”

“What else is there to say?” questioned the Nepelite as he placed a hand on Storm’s left arm. “Can we continue on now?”

This is odd, thought the teenage girl. If I were to find my father in here, I would have been ecstatic. I would have hugged him fiercely and probably wept tears of joy. “I do not believe you, Trebor, if that is who you really are. I change my mind. I no longer want to join your camp.”

Trebor grabbed hold of Storm’s arm. “Don’t be a fool,” he directed. “You cannot make it through Smu’arta alone. Everyone is waiting for you.”

“I don’t feel comfortable leaving the light,” stated Storm.

“It is okay,” informed the Nepelite. “As you can see, everyone is fine. As long as we can see the light, we will be protected. Let’s go.”

“No!” bawled Storm as she attempted to break free of Trebor’s grasp. “I do not want to go with you. Please let go of me.”

Trebor tightened his hold on the girl. “You must come with me. You need us. We need you.”

“You do not need me!” cried Storm. “Let go of me! You are hurting me!”

“U’tali needs you,” instructed Trebor. Suddenly, the Nepelite transformed into a large, shadowy beast with two long horns protruding from his head. “I have you. You will join us. Your soul belongs to U’tali. Come. Now!”

“No! I will not join you. I will not join U’tali. She cannot have my soul. Om’zoc, help me. Save me Om’zoc!”

The horned beast roared with laughter. “You continue to plea to your worthless deity. Om’zoc has no power here. He has no power anywhere. Om’zoc is a lie, a fantasy, a fictitious being created to give mortals false hope. U’tali is real. U’tali, and U’tali alone, can save you. Join her. Give your soul to her and you will have great power. By her side, you will be a goddess of the universe.”

“Om’zoc is not a lie,” argued Storm. “U’tali is the lie. She has lied to you. She has no power. If she were so powerful, why would she be trapped in this realm? She has no power over me. I believe in Om’zoc. I have faith in Om’zoc. He is my shield, my savior, my god. Om’zoc, free me from this nightmare! Show this monster your power. Show U’tali your power!”

Without warning, a flash of pure white light exploded from the towering beacon. Within seconds, all of Smu’arta was blanketed in blinding white light.
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STORM SUDDENLY FELT her body being yanked from where she stood. The girl felt weightless as she was pulled into and through the light. Small flakes of golden glitter rushed past her soaring body. Eventually, Storm came to a stop. The bright light began to dissipate.

The teenager searched her surroundings. Several feet ahead, a being slowly wafted toward her. Donned in pure white robes, the tall, bulky being held a glowing white sword in one hand, while gesturing toward the teenage girl in greeting with the other. As his light brown hair drifted behind him, the man smiled brilliant white teeth.

Instantly, all of Storm’s muscles relaxed. Her concerns vanished. With his thoughts, the man communicated with the teenager. “T’ur’am, it is so good to see you. I am Treyton, messenger and soldier of Om’zoc.”

“Are you an angel?” petitioned Storm.

“I am a heavenly being come from Om’zoc’s holy kingdom.”

“Do you have...”

“No, I do not have wings. No angels do,” answered Treyton. “Father Om’zoc has sent me here to congratulate you on your successful passing through Smu’arta. Well done, Sister T’ur’am!”

Storm lowered her head in humility. “Thank you, Treyton.”

“Om’zoc is exceedingly proud of your faith and devotion to Him,” continued the angelic messenger. “A place has been prepared for you in His holy kingdom. Come. Follow me.” Treyton extended his hand toward the teenager, gesturing for her to take it.

The angel ushered Storm down a long, wide hallway. The walls were all crafted in white stone trimmed by pure gold. As they walked, the two passed several windows and golden doors on each side of the hallway. Storm glanced periodically through some of the windows. She saw majestic mountains and thick, luscious forests. There were sparkling blue lakes and white, shiny beaches. Everything was rich and bright in color. So many colors, Storm thought. I didn’t know so many colors and hues existed.

The teenager also saw hundreds of thousands of different species of animals. There were fish and fowl, amphibians and mammals. Then, she saw creatures she thought only existed in dreams. They were massive reptiles with wings. Some were blue, others green, or red. There were black ones, orange, white, and yellow ones. Storm was terrified by the mammoth flying beasts until she saw they were tame. She witnessed people riding the beasts, while others fed them or played games with them. “What are those?” the teenager asked.

“Those are dragons,” answered Treyton.

“But I was taught dragons were evil, dangerous creatures,” argued Storm.

“In the mortal realm they became hostile, but dragons are peaceful by nature,” Treyton explained. “All creatures are created to love, but the mortal realm changes them over time.”

“They are so beautiful,” said Storm.

“Indeed,” the angel agreed. “Absolutely remarkable and magnificent creatures.”

“I would love to have one as a pet. I’ve never had a pet before,” informed the teenager.

“Well, in Om’zoc’s holy kingdom, animals are not considered pets,” Treyton taught. “They can communicate just like us. They would, however, be your friend. You’ll be able to do anything you like, almost as if they were a pet. Every creature and beast coexist in peace and harmony.”

“Even better!” exclaimed Storm. “That way I wouldn’t have to train them or clean up after them.”

“Exactly,” agreed the holy messenger.

Within each window, Storm also saw numerous people gathered in various activities. Some were gardening, others cooking. There were artists, craftsmen, and dancers. She saw groups of people studying large tomes or participating in differing sporting activities and games. Everyone seemed to be in perfect health and physical shape. They were full of happiness and love for one another.

Treyton stopped in front of a set of large, golden doors. He reached up and touched the doors. Immediately, they became translucent. A man with wavy brown hair stood waiting on the other side of the door. The man was short and stocky, but not fat. He was well built, but not bulging with muscles. He had piercing light blue, almost gray eyes, and perfect white teeth.

Stepping through the threshold, the man took Storm’s hand. Warmth rushed through the teenager’s body. Not just warmth, but something else she couldn’t quite define. For some unknown reason, Storm suddenly began to weep. Large tears streamed from her eyes as she was overwhelmed by the surge that swept through her. The feeling was so strong and powerful, she felt as if she would explode. Storm immediately realized it was love she was feeling. Not just love, however, but unconditional, unadulterated love, and a genuine adoration for her by this heavenly being. “T’ur’am, welcome. We have been waiting for you,” greeted the man.

“You have?” asked a bewildered, yet excited Storm.

“Yes. We have been watching your life, waiting anxiously for you to pass through Smu’arta so you could join us,” the angelic being replied.

“Who... Who are you?” asked Storm.

“My name is Lledo. I am your paternal grandfather,” answered the man.

Overcome with shock and surprise, Storm turned to Treyton. The holy messenger nodded in agreement. “H-h-hello, Grandpa Lledo,” Storm stuttered. “How... How are you?”

“I am magnificent,” answered the grandfather. “I am overjoyed to finally meet you. We are all so proud of you.”

“We?” Storm interrogated.

“Your ancestors,” answered Lledo. “Those of us who have passed through Smu’arta before you.” The man gestured toward the entryway. “Beyond this door is Va’Elyam, Om’zoc’s holy kingdom, your eternal abode.”

Storm instantly heard a choir of voices singing. The welcoming song was full of love, hope, and peace. The voices were soft and angelic with perfect tone and pitch. Suddenly, four women appeared on the other side of the door. They stood along the left side of the adjoining room. Shoulder to shoulder, they formed a line away from Storm and the entryway. All four women were wearing full-length white lace dresses trimmed in gold. Though they differed in height, weight, and age, they resembled each other. They look like sisters, Storm thought.

“That’s because they are,” Lledo silently answered Storm’s mind.

“You... You heard my thoughts?” Storm asked, surprised.

“Yes T’ur’am, that is how we communicate in Va’Elyam,” replied the grandfather. “There is no contention in this holy realm, only love and mutual respect for one another. Therefore, there are no secrets. We can all hear each other’s thoughts at all times.”

“Doesn’t that get confusing?”

“At first, it can be very overwhelming,” replied Lledo. “Eventually, you’ll learn to decipher what is meant for you and filter out the thoughts you do not wish to hear.”

“That’s good. So, who are the four women?” Storm asked her grandfather.

From amongst the four, the tallest, slimmest sister stepped forward. She turned and faced Storm. The woman had thick, curly, dark brown hair. The shoulder length hair framed a long, narrow face with deep, revering, hazel eyes. She had a short, pointy nose. An array of porcelain white teeth filled a pristine smile. “T’ur’am, welcome to Va’Elyam. My name is Inzaela. In the mortal realm I was known as Ytteb. I am your maternal grandmother.”

Storm stared at the woman, shocked. The girl’s eyebrows lowered in suspicion to the woman’s comment. “How can you be my grandmother? You look like you are barely old enough to be my sister.”

“In Va’Elyam, we appear at our most perfect state during our mortal life,” answered Inzaela. “Though I lived more than eighty years of mortality, my appearance here represents when I was sixteen there.”

Storm nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. You look so much like my mother, very pretty.”

Inzaela smiled and winked at her granddaughter. “Thank you. You are beautiful as well. Now, come. There is so much to see, so many to meet.”

Lledo took Storm by the arm and ushered her through the entryway. The teenager was filled with joy and serenity as she entered Va’Elyam. Immediately, she was introduced to a short woman with wavy black hair. The woman had a round face and emerald eyes. She smiled and took Storm’s hand. “Hello T’ur’am, my name is Ha’el I am Lledo’s wife and your paternal grandmother,” she greeted.

“It is nice to meet you,” replied Storm.

Inzaela took her granddaughter’s hand and escorted her throughout the holy realm of Va’Elyam. The two spent days meeting thousands of Storm’s ancestors. The teenager was introduced to generations of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins from both her mother’s and her father’s lineages. She learned new skills like crafting, sewing, and baking. Storm also participated in several games and physical activities. Her favorite game, which she played with Inzaela, Lledo, and Ha’el, was a game in which they would take turns rolling a stone sphere down a long, narrow strip of wood flooring. At the end of the alley were ten wooden clubs. The objective of the game was to knock over as many of the clubs, or pins as Inzaela called them, over. “We call this game bowling,” informed the grandmother. “Though the game is simple in Va’Elyam because we are all perfect in this realm, it can be very challenging in the mortal world.”

“I like this game,” said Storm as she tossed a ball down the alley through her legs. Sure enough, the ball struck the pins and all ten toppled over.

“It was my favorite in the mortal realm,” Inzaela informed her granddaughter. “Here in Va’Elyam, we try to come up with the fanciest trick shots. It is very entertaining.” The grandmother grabbed a ball and approached the wooden lane. She turned away from the alley, bent over, and placed the ball on her back. Slowly standing, the ball rolled down her back, fell to the floor, and spun down the alley toward the pins. It hit the pins, completely tipping them all over.

Storm clapped her hands enthusiastically. “Great shot grandma!” she cheered.

Inzaela curtsied. “Why thank you T’ur’am,” she said.

After several days in Va’Elyam, Treyton rejoined Storm. “The time has come, Dear T’ur’am, for you to choose your destiny. Will you stay in Va’Elyam and live with Father Om’zoc in
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