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Prologue











The golden haired, bronze skinned girl
wearing a dress of white flowing silk moved through the streets of
the city at will. Like her unrestrained hair, it blew behind her in
the warm lazy breeze, with only a simple rope clasped with gold
about her waist. No one crossed her path. In fact, the people that
crowded the city below her father’s tiered temple-palace hastily
avoided being in her way and not just for the burly, black-skinned
bodyguards that followed behind her. The guards wore no armor, and
in fact only loincloths and razor sharp scimitars adorned their
bodies, allowing all to see the deadly definition of their
muscles.

They all knew Thyssallia, the thirteen year
old daughter of Mon’El on sight, and in the city of Kaimpur, her
father’s word was law second only to the gods. The people of
Kaimpur worshipped her name, bowed and knelt as she passed, and
they reveled long, ate until stuffed, drank and fucked on her
birthday. Though, this day was not her birthday. It was a day like
any other, but Thyssallia had longed to escape her father’s gilded
palace and walk amongst the people under the sun. She waited until
late in the morning, until her father was well caught up in mundane
affairs of state.

This usually did not take long, for the man
had proven himself long ago to be the most powerful priest in this
region of western Dulkur. With the vassalage of lesser priests,
some of which bowed while others had to be conquered, Mon’El carved
out a sizeable fief, four hundred miles east to west and double
that north to south. Unfortunately, such a large fiefdom required
much administrative work. To accommodate this, the priest built a
massive temple that also served as his palace on the great, wide
River Thyss. Twenty levels and five hundred feet tall, each level
was smaller than the last as it rose to meet the sky, a great
stepped pyramid whose lapis lazuli veneered stone blocks glowed
vibrant azure throughout the day. Silver and gold accents reflected
the sunlight to give it that final, astounding aesthetic, and a
stone channel ran from its lowest level east into the River
Thyss.

It was on a lazy barge upon that river on
the first warm day of spring that his daughter, Thyssallia, was
conceived as the craft floated upon calm waters and the wind blew
gently across the deck. Both of her parents’ gods were present that
day, both anxious to be known to the girl that would no doubt
command much power.

Interestingly, Thyssallia found the city
below the palace to be a place of wonder compared to the plush
lifestyle within the palace’s halls. Her sandals clopped on streets
paved with smooth circular stones, and as per her father’s edicts,
the streets were clean of waste and debris unlike many other
cities. Her brown eyes took in the people as they lived, as they
toiled, breaking their backs under loads and whips. She watched
overseers strike laborers for their weakness, and she watched
whores ply their trade behind shops and in alleys. She smiled at it
all, for such entertainment was not available to her within the
palace.

The people around her varied so much in size
and shape, though there were only three colors of skin of which to
speak. Most plentiful were the brown skinned people native to this
part of Dulkur and who made up most of the populace. They could be
found in all of the castes from slave to laborer to merchant,
excepting of course the priests who all shared the bronze skin of
her race. And then there were those with skin so dark to be almost
black, the strikingly gorgeous skin of ebony, against which the
whites of their eyes and teeth were such a shock. There were few of
these people here, as they come mostly from southern Dulkur, and
most were employed in some form of protection or violence. They
tended to have well-formed physiques, more common where the land
was harsher and less tamed, and they were one of her mother’s
favorite appetites.

Thyssallia found herself in one of Kaimpur’s
many markets, a long and wide bazaar offering a wide variety of
food and goods to those that milled about. Most of the merchants
and vendors had makeshift stands constructed of wagons with
canopies, upon which sheets of linen were draped to keep off the
sun. A few had small storefronts that extended straight out from
the buildings on the periphery of the market. Come nightfall, the
former would pack their wagons and return to their homes, while the
latter would pull their wares back inside the buildings, and all
would return just before sunrise.

She wandered her way between the vendors as
they hawked at passersby, though none propositioned her so. For
that matter, here they did not bow or kneel, and at most, all she
received was a respectful nod. As this continued, something boiled
upward within her, and she fought it down with clenched fists and
teeth. Her anger turned to joy when she passed a merchant with a
wagonload of grapes, the perfectly sweet variety with pale green
skin. Thyssallia carelessly swiped a bunch of these as she passed,
smiling as the crisp fruits almost crunched between her teeth and
the lovely juice covered her tongue. A few yards away she stopped
to admire a merchant’s silks, running a hand across them and
imagining how they would feel against her skin. She looked up to
see the merchant, a silk clad, brown skinned man with a full, foot
long beard eyeing her, and as their eyes met, he bowed his head in
deep respect.

Thyssallia released the silks and turned to
wander elsewhere, and she realized with a start that one of her
personal guards no longer stood alongside her. She looked back
toward the wagon of grapes and saw her wayward bodyguard listening
solemnly as a fat, brown woman blabbered on to him animatedly.
Thyssallia’s guards were considered as off limits as Thyssallia
herself, so what reason could this old bitch have for delaying
him?

Thyssallia stormed back to her bodyguard
and, with sandaled feel set wide and crossed arms, demanded,
“Woman, why do you assault my man with your words?”

The woman glanced over her shoulder for just
an instant, and then stopped when she realized her mistake. She was
ugly – a little over five feet tall and three times the woman she
should have been to Thyssallia’s eyes, lines of age showed on her
face, and some of her curly black hair had begun to turn gray. She
moved away from Thyssallia’s bodyguard to take her place behind the
wagon.

She bowed her head with closed eyes and
said, “My apologies, Lady. I meant no disrespect.”

“Answer my question,”
Thyssallia commanded.

“She is concerned about
being paid for the grapes,” the tall and well-muscled guard
said.

“Paid?” Thyssallia asked,
almost sounding confounded.

“W-Well,” the merchantess
stuttered, and the market grew ever quieter as more began to listen
to the confrontation. “My Lady, it’s only that your great father
already receives our taxes, our tithes and whatever else his house
and the gods require of us.”

“Paid,” Thyssallia
repeated.

“I-I-I’m pleased to serve,
but what is left must go far,” she tried to reason.

“Paid!” shrieked
Thyssallia. “Here is your pay!”

Thyssallia looked above the wagon, where
plain white linen was draped over a wooden framework to keep the
summer sun off the tender, juicy grapes. She stared at the linen
for just a moment, willing her consciousness to ignore all else, as
if nothing existed in the world except for the linen. It began to
smolder, a wisp of black smoke rising upward from the focal point
of her vision. Thyssallia took a deep breath, and the linen ignited
outright into flame. Within moments, the fire spread across the
linen, while the merchant screamed and called for help, but no one
dared move. The cloth split from the flame and fell through the
framework holding it up to land, burning, on the merchant’s load of
grapes. It continued to burn until there was no linen left, the
fire shrinking the fruit and turning its skin black. Some of them
split and burst forth, the juice sizzling as the wooden wagon began
to burn too.

“You demand pay?!”
Thyssallia screamed. “I’ll leave you with nothing, you bitch!” As
she said this, she pointed at the old, ugly fat woman, and a
candle’s worth of flame appeared in the woman’s hair, almost as if
the ends of her hair were a wick. The flame spread and grew, and
within moments, the woman cried and screamed for mercy, for
help.

“Stop this!” thundered a
voice from the far side of the market, from where Thyssallia had
originally come. Thyssallia nearly jumped out of her skin at the
sound of her father’s voice, booming unnaturally across the bazaar
as it did when he used his powers of the air. She looked to see him
storming across the market toward her, undisguised anger plain upon
his face.

Her father, Mon’El, appeared as a giant to
her, even though he barely stood six feet tall. Perhaps it was some
kind of magical illusion that she did not understand, or maybe it
was the fear of a child facing an angry parent. Mon’El always kept
his face and scalp shaven, causing the sun to reflect off the
bronze skin of his head ever so slightly, and today like most days
he wore silk robes so pale and light blue to be almost white. His
narrow face, sharp jawline and hawk-like nose often appeared
imposing, but it was his eyes that truly showed his anger at his
daughter’s actions.

Thyssallia looked back at the havoc she had
wreaked and saw both the merchant and her wagon blazing in baleful
fires while the woman screamed. She tried to will the fire out,
begging Hykan to give her the strength, but there was no answer.
She called on Nykeema to aid her in extinguishing the flames. But
the goddess of water required serene wisdom in all things, and
Thyssallia shook with the emotion of it all. She heard her father
sigh even over the fire’s low roaring, and within moments an frigid
wind came down from the sky to stamp out the flames.

“Tend to her,” Mon’El
commanded a priest in his entourage as he pointed to the merchant
who lay moaning, “and take my daughter back to the palace. I will
deal with her later.”











Thyssallia leaned out her window, looking
down the side of her father’s palace and out over the river. The
river was a one thousand foot wide, blue snake that ran west to the
ocean some fifty miles away. Several large docks had been
constructed on the River Thyss to accommodate both her father’s
barge and the numerous trading vessels that brought goods both up
and down river.

She dreaded what was to come, for she had
seen anger on her father’s face before, but rarely directed at her.
She didn’t understand why her father was angry. Generally, she was
allowed to do what she willed when she willed, as was proper of the
bronze skinned rulers in Dulkur, but she was not yet a ruler. She
wasn’t sure she wanted to be if it meant she couldn’t visit proper
punishment on a mere peasant.

She waited for hours, as the sun passed its
highest point, and her stomach began to growl with the realization
that she hadn’t eaten anything but the grapes. She grew sleepy and
her limbs heavy, so she curled up into a ball on her bed not unlike
a cat. When she awoke, the sun was halfway to the horizon, and
still Mon’El had not come. She paced her large room like an anxious
feline, looking for something to amuse her, and she found it in her
two guards that watched her from just inside her door.

“Give me your sword,”
Thyssallia commanded one as she approached. It was a bronze handled
weapon, long and curved, and her muscles protested momentarily as
she felt the weight of it. The blade almost fell to the ground,
though its hilt was firmly within her grip, but she recovered just
in time. The guard to whom it belonged hid his dismay well. As she
backed away, she looked to the other well-muscled guard and said,
“Arm yourself.”

Thyssallia was a slip of a girl, thin of
frame, but she had taken to practicing with a sword at least twice
a week. She of course was no match for her guards, professional
fighters to be sure, but she smiled grimly at the sound of the
steel whistling through the air. The first time one of her weak
attacks had been parried, the impact vibrated through her hands and
forearms, but she had done well. The man had to block the stroke
lest he had been injured, whereas normally he avoided the sword
altogether. After six months, Thyssallia had actually started to
develop some small skill with the blade. Her foe had little trouble
defending himself, and he only attacked gently with obvious blows
that she could easily deflect. But still, she knew that one
day…

“Must you do this?” her
father’s voice called over the ring of steel. It did not boom
frighteningly as it had in the market before, but it still caught
the combatants’ attention.

Thyssallia reluctantly lowered the weapon
and placed it in her man’s outstretched hand. As he moved back to
his place by the door, she said to her father, “I like it. One day,
I will rend flesh with steel.”

“Thyssallia -”

“I like Thyss.”

“Thyssallia, it is
unbecoming of a future priestess to use steel. When you are Chosen,
you will have no need of such primitive devices. Also, it’s at that
time that you may change your name if you please,” Mon’El
admonished. “What you did today was unnecessary.”

“That fat bitch dared -”
Thyssallia started, her temper flaring, but her father cut her
off.

“Do not argue with me! I
said it was wrong, and my word is law here!” Mon’El shouted. He
closed his eyes and took a deep breath to calm his ire, then he
whispered, “Nykeema, grant me the strength to deal with such a
child.”

“Father,” Thyssallia said,
dropping her tone of defiance for something more reasonable, “you
rule Kaimpur and the lands around, and I am your daughter. She had
no right to demand payment for something so little as grapes. We
take what we want.”

“Yes, that is true,”
Mon’El agreed, “but I take when it is right. I take what we need to
support us as befits our station, I take their girls when my body
requires them, and I sacrifice those beneath us as the gods demand.
But I take no more. What we leave them, they need to survive. Nay,
they need to thrive. For if they all die out, we have no one left
to support us.”

“Then Father you are weak,
for I will take the world by the throat, and it will give me all I
desire.”

Mon’El’s face grew hard as stone, and his
silver eyes almost seemed to turn blue with his next words. “That
too is your decision to make once you are Chosen. Until then, I
forbid you to ever leave these rooms again.” He turned and strode
away, but he stopped just before leaving to say, “Thyssallia, I
find it interesting that you choose to shorten your name to that of
the river below. Your temperament is not suited to the Water
Mother.”

Mon’El was true to his word in that
Thyssallia was not allowed to leave her rooms the rest of the
afternoon or that evening. Her evening meal was brought to her by
servants, and her bodyguards, once her protection, were now her
gaolers. She took to again practicing at swordplay, practicing
until her hands grew raw and then numb, and she smiled every time
the steel rung out in the hopes that the sound further aggravated
her father.

When she lay down, she found herself unable
to sleep despite the pleasant soreness and weakness in her limbs.
She tossed and turned fitfully until the moon was high in the sky,
and finally she rose from her bed, wondering if she might be able
to sneak away from her new prison. Her eyes hurt from lack of
sleep, and standing in the middle of her room, Thyssallia rubbed at
them for just a moment.

When she opened her eyes, her room was gone,
replaced by a landscape the likes of which she had never seen. In
fact, landscape didn’t describe it at all, for there wasn’t one of
which to speak. In fact, she could neither see nor feel ground
beneath her feet at all, yet she stood. Fire provided the only
light – a baleful blaze that ranged from white to red to orange and
writhed with life uncommon to normal fire. To one side, a pool of
serene water bordered the fire, and steam exploded constantly from
where the two met. On the other side of the fire stood a small
mountain of stone and earth which then mixed with the blaze smokily
to create molten lava. A breeze took the smoke and steam away only
to repeat the action when they returned.

“Thyssallia,” whispered a
man’s voice in her ear or maybe her mind, “you are at odds with
your father, but his mind is without bounds. Be mine and learn to
be so.”

“No,” rumbled a voice not
unlike the sound of a rockslide, “come to me and know the strength
only the ground beneath your feet can offer. The mountain never
bows to the wind.”

Thyssallia cocked her head to her left and
waived her hand dismissively. “No,” she said, and the miniature
mountain vanished. Also gone was the breeze, leaving the water and
flame to spew steam frightfully.

The comforting yet powerful voice of
Nykeema, Goddess of Water, implored, “You are strong, yet your
strength requires wisdom. In my depths you shall find what will
temper you to new strengths. You shall be my greatest priestess
ever.”

“Join me,” Hykan hissed,
the flames growing to frightful heights, “and you shall burn your
foes away. No one shall ever deny you anything, and all shall be
yours to claim!”

Thyssallia took one step toward the inferno,
one step that could not have been more than a few inches in its
direction, and the flame leapt from its place to engulf her fully.
It should have burned, should have seared away her hair and
scorched her flesh. It should have blackened her bones and melted
her eyes in their sockets, and yet it did none of these things. It
was a burning the likes of which only a small number of bronze
skinned priests of Dulkur have experienced, but for Thyssallia, it
was different from what even those before her knew. An ecstasy took
hold of her as the blaze penetrated her very being, and she moaned
and laughed with the feeling of it. Later, she would wonder if it
was the same thing her mother felt when touched by her lovers. Her
body absorbed the fire, merged it with her very being, and
eventually there was no more to be seen. Thyssallia fell limply and
slept on the ground which she could not see.

When she awoke, the sun shined warmly
through the open windows into her room. With unexpected energy, she
jumped to her feet and ran toward the light. Reaching one of her
windows, she climbed up onto the stone sill, ignoring the danger of
falling, and held her arms out to the hot, morning sun, laughing so
that her voice echoed into the city below. She dropped from the
window back into her room and crossed back to her bed. A once hot
breakfast of fried bird eggs and fresh bread sat upon a silver tray
on an ottoman nearby. Famished, Thyssallia considered it for a long
moment, even poked it with a lone finger. Finding it unacceptable,
she hurled the tray against a stone wall with a hiss. She felt
strong, stronger than ever before as she padded toward the
dark-skinned guard that stood inside her door.

“Give me your sword,” she
demanded.

“Mistress,” he replied
haltingly, his voice a deep bass, “I do not have another to spar
with you.”

“I said nothing about
sparring! Give me your sword!”

Perhaps it was something about her voice,
her newfound energy, or her eyes, but he did as he was told. He
handed her the steel bladed weapon with something akin to regret,
as if he feared that upon receiving it, she would skewer him or lop
off his head. She did neither as she took the weapon, feeling its
wire wrapped bronze handle against the callouses of her palm, and
it did not threaten to fall to the floor as it had the day before.
Her right arm held it firmly with neither a hint of weakness nor
even soreness from the previous day’s exercises. She strode out the
door, and the guard did not stop her.

None stopped her as she nakedly climbed
brown stone steps to the level immediately beneath the palace’s
apex, scimitar in hand. She found her father there, leaning
luxuriously on a cushioned couch as three scribes and a vizier sat
on the floor, likely recording matters of state, and they averted
their eyes from the princess. Mon’El jumped to his feet at his
daughter’s unexpected, forbidden intrusion, preparing to make his
fury known to all in Kaimpur.

“Thyssallia, how dare -?!”
he thundered, and the palace shook for just an instant, but his
words caught in his throat, as he looked into his daughter’s eyes.
Instead of the deep brown irises that he had seen for thirteen
years, he beheld shining silver ringed black pupils that seemed to
burn with inner fire.

“Henceforth, you shall
call me Thyss.”
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Eight Years Later…











“I do not understand. How
have you yet to find her? I have paid you well. You are the best
tracker in my lands, and yet you have no news?” the priest
questioned angrily as he stared down at the man who stood before
him.

Mon’El eagerly awaited news for weeks, and
so had no qualms about interrupting breakfast with his wife,
demanding his servants bring the tracker up to their suite atop the
palace straight away. As King, High Priest and Chosen of Aeyu, He
whom ruled the air and winds, Mon’El could have commanded the man
to locate his daughter without any compensation at all. The priest
felt extraordinarily generous in offering a sum of gold that would
buy the tracker an estate on the river itself.

Much depended on Thyssallia’s safe return.
Thyss, he reminded himself.

The suite sat atop Mon’El’s massive pyramid
that stood in the center of his city and consisted of a large,
central room with four open archways that led to others at each
point of the compass. These all had grand balconies to allow Mon’El
to look down on his people and to allow the currents of his god to
pass freely through his abode. He and his wife maintained separate
bedrooms to the north and the south, though they seldom slept
alone, and the room to the east comprised Mon’El’s private temple
to Aeyu. His wife Ilia kept the room to the west, there indulging
in whatever her heart desired.

Standing three or four inches taller than
Mon’El, the ranger known as Guribda had smartly dropped to his
knees upon being brought before the priest and king. It would have
done him no good to physically overshadow a man who could send him
to his death with a mere flip of a hand, but even kneeling, he felt
himself shrink before Mon’El’s ire even as the king seemed to grow
and darken.

Guribda feebly replied, “Well, Highness, I
have some news, and I will find her. I swear it.”

“What news, then?” Mon’El
demanded impatiently.

“Your daughter recently
was seen in a village to the north, bordering on the great jungle
there. I tracked her to the edge of it where at least six other
people joined her before they entered the jungle,” he explained,
leaving out the part where he was sure Thyss had been accosted and
taken prisoner.

“And what of the jungle?”
Mon’El pressed, idly adjusting his robes. He had been told that
Guribda returned to the city alone, so he opted for more blue in
his robes than white, hoping that the calm wisdom of Nykeema would
embrace him in the face of unwelcome news.

“I… I did not pursue
them.”

“What?!” Mon’El’s voice
smashed the interior walls, carried by a gust of wind as thunder
cracked in a cloudless sky. Silk tapestries blew from the walls to
the floor, and the plates of food on the table behind him rattled
and moved about. One fell with a shattering on stone and caused his
wife to sigh. He lowered his voice to a dangerous growl as he
pressed on, “Explain carefully.”

The tracker’s eyes shot around the scene,
lolling almost like that of a panicked animal as he assessed his
chance of escape should he choose to run. There were four
exceptionally large, heavily muscled men at each corner, excluding
the one who had moved up to be but six feet behind him. All were
armed with the best scimitars the city of Kaimpur could produce,
and while the tracker was no stranger to swordplay, he doubted he
could take out one before the others were upon him. And then he had
the priest-god’s magic to contend with. No, escape was not an
option.

With hands open before him, almost in
supplication, he responded meekly with a bowed head, “That jungle
is well known to be cursed, Highness. There are monsters in that
place that defy time, which predate the rise of men, and I admit to
being a coward. Surely, you would have no fear with your immense
power. You are blessed of the gods, but I am but a man. I beg your
forgiveness.

“Highness, I have taken
other steps, however. The jungle borders the sea to the north, and
a vast, lifeless desert stretches from its southern edge all the
way to your lands. If she does not return to the village, she has
little choice but to travel to King Chofir’s city on the other
side. I have paid for eyes in both places. She will not escape
me.”

Mon’El’s anger seemed to abate as the
tracker spoke, for the priest did remind himself that most men were
in fact weak and powerless. So few of Dulkur’s people wielded the
power of the gods, and Mon’El was one of those Chosen few, arguably
the greatest of them all. The tracker’s words placated him enough,
and he nodded at the mention of Chofir. He knew the king well, and
a smile touched the corners of his mouth at the thought that the
fat merchant-king might try to impose his will on Thyss.

“Very well,” Mon’El
replied calmly after a moment. “See to it that she does not. She
has been gone too long, this time, and I demand her presence. She
must be at my side in one month or much may be lost.
Go.”

The tracker turned to leave, and the guard
returned to his post in the corner. As Guribda made his way down
the steps that would lead him down the outer wall of the pyramid
shaped palace, Mon’El heard the tracker issue a relieved sigh.
Mon’El clenched his fists, anger brewing again, but not aimed
toward the man who had just left. No. Yet again, his daughter
tested his patience and his will, as she had for the last ten years
or more, and he was beyond allowing it. What was soon to happen
would have repercussions throughout all of Dulkur, and she was the
integral piece on the gameboard.

“Must you scheme so?”
Ilia, called from behind him as he began to pace.

He turned back toward her and approached
their breakfast table, calm having once again reclaimed his
demeanor, but he did not sit. The table was laden with citrus
fruits and fried pork, and a scantily clad, light skinned servant
girl placed a new plate covered with dates and figs to replace the
one that lay shattered on the floor. This she carefully scooped up
to avoid cutting herself before making her way out. Mon’El’s eyes
lingered on her retreating backside for a long moment, and then his
attention cut to his wife, finding her doing the same.

“For nearly a year,” she
admonished, “you have allowed yourself none of the pleasures we
deserve. I will call the girl back and let us take the time to
enjoy her together.”

“No,” Mon’El replied with
a sigh and a slight shake of his head. “Enjoy her if you wish, but
I have too much to prepare. In a month, I will have either doubled
my kingdom or will be fighting for it.”

“Why does it matter so?”
Ilia asked with a slight frown. “We have all we desire – servants,
whatever foods suit our tastes, gold, delights of the flesh – we
have no need for anything else. Let us enjoy ourselves.”

Mon’El shook his head briefly, but he
leveled a loving smile at her as his voice was filled with false
admonishment, “My wife, lover of life’s pleasures. I wish I could
see things as you do, but the world has so much more. We deserve
all it has to offer, and Aeyu grants me the power to make it so.
There is no greater evil in the world than to squander one’s
gifts.”

He fell silent as he again considered his
daughter, purposefully lost somewhere in the northern jungles or
perhaps even striding into Chofir’s domain at that very moment.
While he chafed at her having been Chosen by Hykan, God of Fire,
over the far more intellectual Aeyu or even Nykeema, he silently
admitted that it made sense. Both willfully acted on the demands of
their egos, ignoring, or even outright challenging the established
order of the world. For Aeyu’s sake, the girl carried and even
fought with a sword when she could incinerate a foe with little
more than a thought!

“You’re thinking about her
again, aren't you?” Ilia asked.

Mon’El hadn’t realized that he was staring
off past his wife. Her question returned his attention to her face,
that bronze face with its almond shaped eyes that enslaved him
years ago, and he replied, “You always know what I’m thinking.”

“Not always,” she replied
with a shrug, pushing a plate of half-eaten food away from her,
“but when it involves our daughter, you always begin to frown. And
you squint a bit as well. It is most unbecoming, creates small
lines around your mouth and eyes.”

“I am sorry, my dear. I
know how important my continued beauty is to you.” Mon’El sighed
heavily before adding, “I must meditate, allow Aeyu to guide
me.”

Ilia returned the sigh and pushed her chair
backward, the wood legs scraping harshly on the stone tile floor of
their chambers. Without pushing it back toward the table, she
harumphed in annoyance toward her personal sleeping chamber, her
naked feet slapping on the cool stone in another sign of her
aggravation. Ilia never bothered to hide her emotions or thoughts,
another trait she passed on to their stubborn daughter. As a dark
curtain fell across the archway obscuring his view of her nude,
delicious form, Mon’El thought he would make it up to her later in
one sensual way or another.

Sensuality was all Ilia understood or cared
about. At least that quality in their daughter was tempered by
Mon’El’s ambition.

He padded into his personal shrine and knelt
in the center, surrounded by idols and graven images of the god of
the air, the god of the winds and sky, Aeyu. Reliefs carved of
ivory, sculptures of worked gold, and tapestries of silk all
displaying various artful incarnations of Mon’El’s god stood silent
as he closed his eyes. Breathing deeply of the cool breeze that
entered the shrine from his balcony, he lifted his arms out to
either side, hands lifted upward in supplication. The God-King of
Kaimpur cleared his mind and sought communion with the deity that
literally ruled above all others, begging for the patience and
wisdom he would need in the coming days.
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A lone figure trudged across fiery sand
dunes under a blazing hot yellow sun. The desert started as a flat
plain of dried, cracked ground at the edge of a jungle before
turning to white sand as fine as that on any beach in the world.
The amount of sand increased, leading to fifteen or twenty foot
tall dunes that towered over the gulleys between them. Small clouds
of dust blown back and forth from one shifting hill to the next.
From a great distance, the wanderer looked as nothing more than an
unclear form, blotted and made indistinct by waves of heat. Upon
closer inspection, the form was a frightening creature of unknown
origin with an hateful snout and a skin that hung loosely upon its
bones, as if its skeleton and musculature were too small to support
the creature’s full size. However, one walking with the desert
traveler would have found a bronze skinned, golden haired woman
with an angular, almost feline face and eyes that shined silver in
the overbearing desert sun. The skin of a terrifying reptilian
beast draped over her head and shoulders, shielding her from the
brilliant orb and keeping most of the heat off of her skin.

Today marked the fifth day of her journey
across the northern desert, a trek she was sure she could manage.
The skin she wore once had the added power of camouflage, seeming
to shift and vary its appearance with the surrounding sands, but
that wore off two days ago as it turned into a fetid, rotting hulk.
She left the jungle hauling a sled of cooked meat behind her, which
she abandoned yesterday when her water supplies ran dry. She called
on Nykeema, Goddess of Water, to refill her water skins or for even
a few pitiful drops of rain to ease the searing heat and wet
cracked lips, but her prayers went unanswered. Hykan, at least,
never abandoned her, though she had to concentrate almost
constantly on the powers He granted her to remain resistant to the
arid death that threatened to consume her. As the sun rose directly
overhead, she could walk no more. She barely had time to lay out
her bedroll so her flesh didn’t scorch on the burning sand before
she passed out.

The woman struggled back to consciousness,
the sun having passed overhead to set off into the west. The
shadows of the dunes spread across the area between the ridges and
hills, allowing the air to cool just enough. She licked at her
dried, cracked lips and found that she didn’t even have spit enough
to moisten them. She reached for her water skins and realized that
they were gone – she had dropped them at some point earlier in the
day without even realizing it. She rose from the bedroll, an act of
pure will contesting aching muscles and joints and left that behind
as well as she continued south.

The dunes began to level off as she trudged
the miles, the hills of sand decreasing in height and frequency.
They gave way to flatlands, cracked and barren, but at least here
or there were signs of life – a tiny sprig of a green plant growing
from a crack in the hardened ground, an anthill, or a tiny black
lizard that slipped away as soon as she stepped toward it. She
thought the desert must end soon. Where any green grew at all,
there must be water, even far below the ground, and if she could
just continue southward, she would surely find more vegetation as
she left the sand dunes further behind.

The sun hung low in the sky, almost to the
horizon, when she tripped over her own sandaled feet and fell hard
to the ground, barely lifting her hands in time and skinning her
palms in the process. She lay there, panting hard, her short
exhales blowing small puffs of dust and dirt away from her face as
her once flowing, golden hair lay in filthy disarray. She had no
strength to go further, and her mind couldn't find the wherewithal
to consider the possibility. A tiny black scorpion scuttled by her,
and she opened one eye just enough to look at it.

And then she saw what helped her find deeper
reserves of strength. As the scorpion left her peripheral vision,
her eye focused on a plant growing in the distance. It was no more
than three feet tall, had two large finlike protuberances that grew
from a squat central stalk and was arrayed with two inch long
spines that pointed in all directions, a way for the succulent to
protect itself from things that might eat it for the water it
contained. She pushed up onto her hands and knees and, with all her
remaining strength scrambled toward the cactus. As she came close,
she closed her hand around the hilt of her scimitar, breathing a
sigh of relief that she hadn’t left the weapon somewhere in the
desert along with all her other belongings.

The weapon’s cool, leather wrapped hilt
helped her focus her mind and energies as she drew it and lashed
out at the plant with one frantic motion. The cactus fell to the
side as she reached into the stalk and brought a handful of cool
liquid to her lips. More flowed languidly from the decapitated
bulk, and she tore a piece of fabric from her sullen tunic to soak
up as much of it as possible. There was little water to be had, and
the taste of it tanged bizarrely in her mouth and burned in her
throat. But it eased her thirst just enough, and she stretched the
soaked fabric across her head and face as she lay back to enjoy the
new, wonderful sense of coolness. Her strength returned, and the
woman rang the last few drops out of the fabric into her mouth.
Grit mingled with it, but she ignored this as she looked about for
more of the cacti.

She almost jumped to her feet at a sight to
the southeast – civilization! A grand city stood perhaps only a few
miles away. Golden spires rose into the sky, and huge marble and
feldspar ziggurats, even to rival her own father’s, dominated a
skyline of smaller granite buildings between those towers. She had
crossed the desert, and with renewed strength, she sheathed the
scimitar and ran with abandon toward salvation.

She tore across the landscape heading for
the city, but somehow, it grew no closer as she pushed onward and
onward. She puffed almost breathlessly, a pain growing in her side
as she couldn’t find air. Her lungs seized and refused to function,
but still she hurried. Darkness crept in around her peripheral
vision as rings of purple and red invaded the center, but still she
charged. Her gait became uneven, and the colored rings began to
turn to darkness, leaving just pinpricks of light in the center of
her sight. Then this too failed, and Thyss collapsed to the ground
to die.
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