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CHAPTER ONE
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The Temple of the Seventh Sun rose up out of the desert sands, stark white against the deep blue backdrop of the sky. Jesse observed it from a sand dune still a good two days walk away. The temple was a sacred place to the people who had taken him in and raised him as though he were one of their own. And there he was, all set to plunder it. 

Kat stepped to beside him, her gaze intent, but not focused on the temple as was his own. “Having second thoughts?” 

Jesse snorted. “A little late for that, isn’t it?” 

“Are you mad at me?” 

“What do you think?” He turned to face her. “This is your fault, you know. You’re the one who tempted me here with a fortune in star stones. My best friend will barely even look at me. Because of you, I’m about to betray everyone I love.” 

“At least you have good practice at it.” She smirked. 

Jesse threw up his hands. “Are we getting into that again? Really? How many times do I have to apologize? How many times do I have to tell you that she was a whore and it meant nothing. It had nothing to do with us. Besides, you’re the one who ended things, not me. And yet you’re the one throwing it in my face at every turn.” 

Kat scoffed. “Right. It’s my fault. Everything is my fault. Because nothing you do wrong is ever on your head. It’s always someone else. You know, I can’t decide if you’re pretending so you don’t have to accept the consequences of the things you do, or if you really are this dense. Either way, talking to you is a waste of my breath.” She spun around and did a fair imitation of stomping down the sound of the dune. 

“Women,” Jesse muttered. He was never going to understand them. Especially this one. Here they were about face off with a Magus of the Order of the Seventh Star, and all she could think of was their failed romance. Sometimes he wondered what it was that ever drew him to her in the first place. Times like this, he couldn’t remember. 

Not that it mattered much now, as it was likely they were all going to be dead very soon. Oh, maybe not Ethan and Priscilla, they were higher powers after all, but Jesse couldn’t see how his fellow humans could hope to survive the coming encounter. 

Jesse half walked and half slid down the dune, kicking up red sand as he went. When he reached the bottom, both Priscilla and her nightmare glared at him. He stared straight ahead as though he didn’t see them and made his way over to where the others sat in what scant shade the shadow of the dune provided. 

“We aren’t far from the temple now.” Jesse glanced at Manny, who seemingly had all of his attention on sharpening the blade of his scimitar. His scarred face was impassive, but Jesse had known the wildling long enough to see past the surface to what lay beneath. 

“Thank goodness.” Ethan mopped his sweaty brow with a lace handkerchief. “I am more than ready for this little adventure to come to an end.” 

“Looking forward to battle with a Magus, are we?” Kat asked. 

“What I am looking forward to,” Ethan replied, “is a nice warm bath and future which will never again involve me traipsing across the desert. I have sand in places sand was never meant to go.” 

“Speaking of the Magus,” Nika interjected, “perhaps the time has come for us to discuss how we mean to go dealing with her.” 

It was surprising to Jesse that she should be the first among them to bring up the subject of a battle strategy. Though the cobra tattooed along the left side of her face gave her an imposing image, Nika was in fact the least violent of the group. A healer and disciple of the earth spirit, it was not in her nature to bear arms. 

Jesse frowned. “We? What we? This is where you stay. I asked you to guide us to the temple because you were the only one who knew the way. We’re here now and your job is done. We don’t need you any further.” 

“I disagree. In exchange for the healing abilities gifted to me by the earth spirit, I must use them wherever they are needed. Such as in a battle.” Nika folded her hands neatly in her lap. “And it’s not your decision in any case. It’s mine. Only I can say where I do and do not go.” 

“She makes a good point.” Kat rested the butt of her staff on the ground and leaned against it. “I can think of plenty of times in the past when a healer would have come in handy, and now we have one you want to leave her behind? Why?” 

“Because she could be killed, that’s why,” Jesse replied. 

“So could any of the rest of us.” Kat arched a brow. “You don’t care if we get killed?” 

Jesse had to bite the inside of his lip to stop himself from saying something he would later regret. If they were about to die, then the last thing he wanted was yet another fight with her. He well past the point of being tired of fighting with her. 

He let a slow breath out through his nose. “We are warriors. Nika isn’t. She doesn’t even have a weapon, and if she did she wouldn’t know what to do with it. Suppose we get separated in there. How will she defend herself?” 

“I am not a child.” Nika’s tone remained steady and even. She had a way of maintaining her calm no matter the circumstances. “Nor am I so naive as to believe I will not be at significant risk once we enter the temple. But it is my life and I have the right to risk it if I so choose.” 

“I will stay with her.” Manny’s single remaining eye met Jesse’s gaze for but a breath of a second before shifting away. “She will be safe.” 

“Fine.” Jesse folded his arms. “That’s . . .  fine. I guess I’m outnumbered here. Again. No real surprise.” 

Kat rolled her eyes. “Oh, poor Jesse. My heart is breaking for you.” 

“I don’t understand what all this fuss is about.” Priscilla walked over to them. She glanced at her brother. “If you want something from the temple, why not simply ask Clarissa for it?”

Ethan drew a sharp breath in through his teeth. “Really, Prissy, you pick the most inopportune time to take an interest in a conversation that isn’t about you.” 

Priscilla pouted. “I was only trying to help. If it was a secret, you should have told me as much. I’m not a mind reader.” 

“Who is Clarissa?” Kat asked. “The Magus?” She stared hard at Ethan. “Do you know her?”

“I have known her,” Ethan said. “In the past. It was an exceptionally long time ago.” 

“And you didn’t think that was something we might like to know?” Kat asked. 

“Oh no, I was well aware it would be useful information,” Ethan said. “I simply chose not t tell you.” 

Kat gritted her teeth. “Why?” 

Ethan sighed. “Because I was trying to avoid revealing myself as a higher power for as long as possible.” 

“But know we’ve known the truth since the sand pirates attacked.” A vein in her forehead was throbbing and Jesse edged away in case she decided to start swinging that staff of hers. Most people wouldn’t dream of attacking a higher power, but Kat was not most people. When her temper got up she had a bad habit of smashing heads first and worrying about the consequences later. “So why have you still not told us about Clarissa?” 

“I thought it might upset you,” Ethan said. “It since my darling little sister has spilled the proverbial beans, I suppose I have no choice but to tell you everything.” He paused for a moment as if gathering his thoughts. 

“No Magus resides within the temple,” Ethan said. “That’s nothing more than a rumor. A little story to keep people away. It has no truth in it at all.” 

Jesse had a feeling he wasn’t going to like the answer, but felt compelled to ask the question anyway. “So who is Clarissa then?” 

“A higher power,” Ethan said. “An elder, even. Sort of.” 

“Sort of?” Kat’s voice rose as her fingers curled more tightly around her staff. “How is one ‘sort of’ an elder power? You better start talking straight, or else.” 

Priscilla glared at her. “Don’t you dare presume to threaten my brother, you over muscled sow.” 

“Easy, ladies.” Ethan rose and stepped between them. “It would be less than helpful to have either of you removing each other’s head at the moment.” He smiled smoothly at Priscilla before turning his attention to Kat. “What I meant is, Clarissa renounced her position as an elder and passed a good portion of her power to her successor. As much as she could while still living, in any case.” 

“So, does that mean she has less power than, say, you?” Jesse asked. 

Ethan chuckled. “Not exactly. She happens to be the oldest living higher power. The last of her generation. So, even having passed a portion of her power on, she is still extremely formidable” 

“Oh my.” Nika pressed a hand to her chest. 

Kat gaped at him. “I can’t believe you let us come all this way and never thought once to tell us what we were getting ourselves into. Are the star stones worth that much to you? A Magus is one thing, that was already almost certain suicide but I was willing to try. But the oldest living elder power? No. Even I’m not that crazy.” 

“See, now this is why I didn’t want to tell you any of this,” Ethan said. “Because no, star stones mean nothing to me, I have all the more fortune I could ever want or need. This is much bigger than that. So much bigger, I’m not entirely certain the lot of you can handle it.” 

“Okay, now I’m with Kat,” Jesse said. “Tell us what’s going on. What have we gotten ourselves in the middle of?”

Ethan regarded him steadily. “Only the fate of not only your realm and mine, but all of them. And there are more than three, despite what most of those in the lesser realm think they know. I don’t suppose any of you have heard tell of the Cataclysm? No? I’m not surprised. Those who do have kept it rather close to the vest. 

“It is something of a fantastical story, but perhaps you will hear what I have to say and at least try to believe it. So gather round, children, I’m going to tell you a little story.” He sat down and leaned back against his pack. 

“Once upon a time,” Ethan continued, “there were three gods. Shirelyn, and her younger brothers, Mishkael and Ishkael. Shirelyn was queen of their entire realm and she had ruled for a good long while when her brothers decided to attempt to usurp her. 

“What followed was a war that lasted centuries, causing the complete and utter destruction of not only their own realm, but a vast number of others as well. Nothing could stop them. Nothing had that power. Until they reached the high realm.” 

“You’re telling us your lot defeated three gods?” Kat asked, sounding as dubious as Jesse felt. “Okay, let’s say I actually believe that. Interesting as this story is, what does it have to do with anything?” 

“Patience, dear Katherine,” Ethan admonished. “I’m getting there. Before the gods reached the High Realm, a woman came to us. A woman by the name of Oracle. She came to warn us about the war and the threat it posed. 

“Most of the elders of the time scoffed at the notion. Until it was almost too late. But then Shirelyn herself came to them. I’m not certain, I was hardly more than a child at the time, but I do believe Oracle somehow got word to her that it was possible we might be able to help her with her troubles. 

“I don’t know what was discussed among them, but I do know that for whatever reason, the majority voted to imprison the brothers in two of the realms they had destroyed. And, rather surprisingly in my opinion, it actually worked. And then the elders, in their infinite wisdom, decided to lock Shirelyn away as well. They felt she was too dangerous to be allowed to remain free. 

“Oracle warned them it wouldn’t last forever, but some people are simply impossible to talk to. The locks on the god’s prisons have grown steadily weaker as the elders who bound them there have died. Thus we stand on the brink of the destruction of everything. Exactly as Oracle predicted.”  

“You’re lying,” Kat said. 

Jesse thought it an empty protest. He could see it in her eyes. She believed every word Ethan had said, just as he did. “How is any of that connected to us, here, now?” 

“The Omnidex,” Ethan said. “It has something to do with the Cataclysm. That we were sent here to steal it can be no coincidence. Normally, I wouldn’t place myself in the role of the hero for anyone’s sake, but I’m rather fond of the lesser realm. If it were destroyed, where then would I find my entertainment? So I have taken it upon myself to try and see the Cataclysm averted.” 

“How noble of you.” Kat rubbed the spot between her eyes. “If all this is true, what are we supposed to do about it?” 

“Prissy had a good point.” Ethan rose, dusting the sand from his pants. “Much as I dislike the idea, it’s probably best I at least try and talk to Clarissa before we do anything rash. I don’t know what purpose the Omnidex serves or how to use it. Perhaps she can tell us.”  

“We?” Jesse asked. “What we? I see no profit in going any further with this.”  

Kat stared daggers at him. “Are you serious right now? We are talking about the end of the world and all you can concern yourself with is lining your pockets?” 

Jesse winced at her scathing tone, but didn’t back down. He couldn’t. “Look, I’m only a human. So are you. It was one thing to try this against a Magus, but higher powers, and gods, and the end of the world? That’s over heads. You said it yourself not five minutes ago. Let Ethan and Priscilla handle it. We should leave.” 

“I cannot believe you,” Kat said. “I said that before I knew we were talking about the end of the world. No, I wouldn’t face off with a higher power for even a fortune’s worth of start stones, but for the fate of the world? I think I could risk my life for that.” She shook her head. “You’re a coward.” 

“Coward?” Heat flushed his chest. “You call me a coward? How many battles have we fought together? How many times have I had your back?” 

“For money,” she spat. “For money you’ll fight. You’ll risk your life, or mine, or even Manny’s. For money you would betray your own family. But when it comes to anything that’s real, you run every time.” 

Jesse opened his mouth, but the words he wanted to say faltered on his tongue. Maybe she was right. Maybe he was a coward. Maybe he broke her heart on purpose because he couldn’t handle where things were going between them. He didn’t know. But he did know that this was a crazy situation they had no business being in the middle of. 

“Please don’t do this,” he said. “Don’t get yourself killed because you’re trying
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