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For over a year, Jundag has lived—and died—and lived again at the whim of Calmarel Darkmist. Soul-sick and weary, he longs for the eternal peace of death. But Calmarel covets Jundag’s strength and fortitude, and devises a devious scheme to usurp those traits for her own profane ambitions.

Unbeknownst to Jundag, his spiritual anguish is perceived by his long-lost friend and companion, Avari. Convinced that Jundag is alive—or that she is going crazy—she seeks out the friends who shared in the liberation of Zellohar Keep. Using the two cornerstones they recovered from the Nekdukarr Iveron Darkmist, they locate their friend, and discover a fiendish plot. The children of the Dark Gods are again planning to subjugate the surface world. But simple conquest is no longer their goal...only complete annihilation will satisfy their blood lust.

Dragons and demons, Dark Gods and Darkmists all stand against the small troop of brave yet conflicted companions determined to save their friend from an eternity of torture, and their world from complete and utter destruction.

But first, they have to go to hell...

Copyright Notice

––––––––

Copyright 2009

Chris A. Jackson and Anne L. McMillen-Jackson

All rights reserved.

––––––––

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise, except for brief quotations in printed reviews—without prior permission from the author.

––––––––

Cover art by Noah Stacy

Cover Image Copyright 2009 Jaxbooks

––––––––

Find more books by Chris A. Jackson at jaxbooks.com

––––––––

Want to get an email about my next book release?

Sign up here: http://eepurl.com/xnrUL

Map

[image: image]
Pantheon
deity~domain~area of influence~symbol

––––––––

The Gods of Light

The Seven Heavens

~The plane of Paradise above all~

Eos All Father (The Maker)~Nimbus~maker of all~circle of gold

Demia (Keeper of the Slain)~Eroe~usher of souls~feather

Oris (The Overseer)~Librum~knowledge~crossed scrolls

Tem (The Balancer)~Ordrin~justice~silver scales

Eloss (The Defender)~Refuge~warriors~a silver shield

Koss Godslayer~Korr~champions, knights~sword-point up

––––––––

The Heavens are separated from all by Purgatory

––––––––

The Gods of Earth and Sky

Earth Mother (Lady of the Forest)~life, earth~tree or gem

Thotris~beauty, fertility, vanity~a hand mirror

Puc (The Trickster)~luck, trickery~any coin

Bofuli~wine, meriment~a goblet

Odea~the sea, storms~the scimitar moon

Dorin (The Delver)~greed, wealth, gold, gems~crossed picks

––––––––

The Hells are separated by Limbo and the River Oblivion

––––––––

The Gods of Darkness

The Nine Hells

Pergamon (The Punisher)~Agonia~pain, torture~thorned chain

Seth (The Defiler)~Malorea~decay, poison, serpents~Ouroboros

Xakra (The Tangler)~Discord~plotting, deceit, chaos~spider

Mortas (The Deathless One)~Necrol~death~interlocking crescents

Phekkar (The Flaming One)~Hades~fire~a burning sun

The Lower Hells

Grund~Lair~orcs, ogres and trolls~clenched fist

~The Void~

Draco~Pytt~dragons~reptilian eye

~The Abyss~

PRELUDE

––––––––

[image: image]

––––––––

The mediator of Xerro Kensho gazed up into The Void.

As always, the view awed her: a sky blacker than the deepest cavern, more impenetrable than a wall of the hardest granite.  A sky that reflected the emotions in her heart.  A sky that would allow the Dark Five—Pergamon, Seth, Xakra, Mortas, and Phekkar—to reign supreme in all their terrible glory.

Dropping her gaze, she stared out from the balcony on which she stood, through the clear, chill air to the faint glimmer of the shield that surrounded and protected the citadel.  She caught her breath as a huge shape loomed beyond the shield, great leathery wings billowing.  It spewed forth flames, but they splashed harmlessly against the citadel's protective barrier.  The draconic residents of Pytt resented the intrusion represented by the citadel, but she cared not.  She dismissed the impotent display and drank in the majesty of the view, dreaming of a dark future.

A cruel smile drew the mediator's lips apart and her tongue darted out to run over her even, white teeth; she could nearly taste their victory.  This sky—The Void—was to be the salvation of her people.  For so long they had been shunned like vermin, forced to dwell in the confines of the deep caverns of the world while the surface dwellers luxuriated in more space than they could ever hope to occupy.  But in a few short weeks that would change.  With the power of The Void, they would purge the surface world, clearing it for conquest.  The plan had been hundreds of years in the making, and she would see its culmination.  She closed her eyes as she praised the gods who had granted her this opportunity.

"Mediator Koyrull."

The grating voice shattered the mediator's reverie, stiffening her shoulders with tense distaste, erasing her smile, leaving upon her features only the cruelty that was the core of her being.  She turned slowly toward the master of the voice, Ngeryl, Mediator of Toff Zyr, another of the Dark Gods' greatest cities.

"We are ready to continue, Mediator Koyrull, if you would deign to lend us your attention."

It was neither Ngeryl's snide manner nor his condescending tone that grated on her nerves.  What irritated Koyrull was the sound of her proper name.  Part of becoming a mediator was, after all, the severing of all personal ties to name and clan.  After passing the rites of ascension, a mediator was known only as "Mediator", a title that commanded respect and fear.  The use of her name brought back memories of impotence and subservience that stoked the fires of her rage.

Koyrull bit back a retort as she returned to the room, glancing at the other occupants.  Unspeakable power smoldered behind the six pairs of eyes that met her scrutiny, power even to rival her own, for here sat the rulers of the cities that were participating in this project with Xerro Kensho.  Mediators all, they were her peers and, as such, merited a certain level of tolerance.  They had all agreed to the use of personal names to avoid the confusion of a conversation between seven mediators, and although no truce could stay Koyrull's rage at being addressed by a name she had not used in nearly two centuries, she knew it was the will of the Dark Five that they cooperate.

"Have all the progress reports finally been submitted, Ngeryl?" Koyrull asked, allowing herself a bit of verbal sparring.  It was the fault of this presumptuous twit that the meeting was delayed in the first place!  How dare he take me to task, she seethed inwardly.

"As I said they would be, Koyrull," the delinquent mediator fumed back, his black, serrated armor rustling like metallic leaves on the wind with his every movement.

"Excellent," Koyrull said.  Like a true authoritarian, she shook off her murderous thoughts and returned her concentration to the problem at hand.  "Now that we are ready, I would like to propose that each city donate one hundred slaves to the efforts of Trokk Nour and Zerrokesh.  Their progress has fallen well behind and must be brought up to pace."

"The delay is no fault of mine!" the mediator of Zerrokesh snapped as he surged to his feet in anger, his dark, nomadic features clouding dangerously.  El-Jumm had only recently passed the rites of ascension, and was yet untempered.  "We lost a hundred seventy of our best slaves during the last flux in the shield!"

"It was not my intent to assess blame for the drop in performance, El-Juum," Koyrull explained as she returned to the septagonal table strewn with plans and papers.  "I was merely trying to rectify the setback.  Additional slave laborers will be brought in as soon as the present instability in the portal is repaired.  Once progress in all seven sectors is comparable, the loaned labor will be returned.  If there is no opposition to this plan, I would like to see it put into effect immediately."

Silence reigned around the table.

"Excellent!" she grinned genuinely, her teeth glowing white between her thin lips.  "Now, please continue with the reports."

As the tedious and long-winded presentations of the progress on the citadel resumed, Koyrull found her mind wandering back to the thrilling view that still raged outside.

Soon, almighty Dark Ones, she thought victoriously, very soon indeed...

CHAPTER 1

––––––––
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––––––––

He opened his eyes to a curious sense of déjà vu.  Although the darkness before him was as deep as that behind his eyelids, he stared intently, striving to recall the dim and unpleasant memories that lurked in the gloom.

Jundag, he thought hesitantly, then more strongly as the name resonated; it felt right.  I am Jundag.

He tested his bonds, but already knew that they were secured to the stone.  He started to rise, then stopped, remembering that the ceiling was too low for him to stand upright.  He heard a skittering noise and instantly knew it was a rat, and that if he was not vigilant, the rodents would feast on him while he slept.  Additional memories began to seep into his tortured mind as rainwater seeps through a leaky roof, first a drop or two, then a torrent.  He remembered hours spent in back-breaking labor, and hours more in blessed solitude.  He remembered the jeering roar of a crowd, and the peal of cruel laughter.

But most of all, he remembered pain.

He felt again the lash of a whip, the burn of hot coals, the searing cut of a knife parting his flesh.  He felt a heavy weight smash onto the bones of his fingers, the inflexible tension of the rack as it dislocated his shoulders.  He felt the agony of molten metal dripping onto his skin.

And he remembered waking after the pain, time and time again, his fingers whole, his shoulders firm and strong, and his skin intact, albeit scarred.  Hale, as he was now.  He squeezed his eyes shut and saw afterimages of jet-black hair, pale skin, and flashing white teeth.  And he felt his soul sink...as he remembered her.

Jundag heaved a sigh and was surprised by a rattling cough that left his sides aching before it subsided.  Reeling in his thoughts from the tumultuous sea of memories that threatened to drown him, he concentrated on himself, and realized that not all was as he remembered.  He felt a deep-seated ache in the very marrow of his bones which, along with the cough, told him that something was different this time.

He heard the familiar rattle of keys and the clank as the door to his cell was thrown open.

A flood of torchlight nearly blinded him, but he managed to squint through it to see the figure in the doorway.  It was muscular and bent, curved tusks upthrust from its lower jaw.  It stooped into the confines of the cell and quickly worked a key into his manacles.  Even as he rubbed his wrists, the burly beast snatched him by the arm and hauled him out into the light of the passage.  The beast (Tredgh is its name, he thought) then let him go, turning to close the cell door.

Jundag took his chance immediately, more by reflex than through any conscious thought.  Pretending to slump to the opposite wall, he turned and planted his feet, preparing to launch himself into his jailer and smash him against the door.

"Stop!" a voice ordered, halting him in mid-lunge.

He stumbled, wondering why he had complied with the command, then his hands shot to his neck, grasping the delicate gold circlet there.  That voice...  Jundag turned, and the worst of his nightmarish memories were rekindled.

"Welcome back to the world of the living, Jundag," Calmarel said from where she stood beyond the glare of a wall-mounted torch, draped in shadow.  "I have missed you, my temperamental pet.  It’s been far too long since you last died, but I was...busy, and hadn’t had the chance to revivify you until now.”

"I wish you would leave me dead!" Jundag seethed, ignoring Tredgh's threatening growl.  This woman incited such loathing and disgust in him as he had never imagined he could feel.  The memories of her various tortures slipped and slid like eels though his mind, too slick to fasten onto, yet leaving slime in their wakes.  And something else...  Something important...  He snarled in frustration as the memory he sought eluded him.

"Well, after so many revivifications, I’d expect you to be a bit tamer,” Calmarel declared in response to his outburst, “but I see that your strength is undiminished.  Good!  Tredgh, clean him, feed him well and make sure he’s completely recovered from the revivification.  I’ll be away for a few days, but when I return, I will be in need of relaxation.  And I believe,” she teased as she wagged her finger at him, “my pet is in need of another obedience lesson.”

She turned and walked into the darkness.  Jundag wrinkled his brow as he watched her go.  Something about her looked...wrong, but try as he might, he could not discern what.

Tredgh pushed him roughly forward, tempting attack, but Jundag knew it would be futile.  With the collar, a word from Calmarel would restrain him, and he would only pay for it later.  Besides, he was too distracted by elusive memories that fluttered on the edge of his mind...then flitted away.
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The barest rustle of fern and bough marked the passage of the stalker as she crept through the woods.  Like a large predatory cat, she slid through the darkness undetected even by the wild and watchful beasts of the forest.  But this stalker was human, with a soot-blackened face and sword, and softly rustling armor covered by supple garments of dark leather.  The light of the half moon through a thin overcast guided her precise steps, but it was light from a clearing a few hundred feet ahead that pulled her like a moth toward its warm yellow glow.

Avari was on the hunt.

The distance to the clearing's edge took more than an hour to traverse.  As she neared, she stooped to a crouch, then crept the last few yards on her belly, eyes downcast to hide their whites, ears straining as she moved solely by touch.  The voices of her prey rumbled within the clearing, harsh and rasping over the soft pop and crackle of their fire, setting her nerves aflame with the rush of adrenalin.  Edging forward, she nudged her face into a damp patch of ferns around the thick bole of an oak, and finally saw them.

Five men occupied the camp: two lay on blankets, their chests moving in the rhythmic rise and fall of sleep; two sat, talking across the fire; and one strolled about, his back to the fire, his eyes on the forest.  A steady breeze from her left ensured that her scent would remain undetected, and kept the fire smoke out of her eyes, exactly as she had planned.

One of the two-dozen horses staked to her left nickered; Avari examined them for a moment and spied a distinctive brand on one sleek flank.  Yes, these were the animals she was looking for, although their theft was only one reason she sought these men.  Her clear thoughts clouded for a moment, overpowered by vivid memories of a charred farmhouse, a man beaten nearly to death, a woman pierced through the stomach with an arrow and left to die in horrible agony, and the vacant stare of a little girl only twelve summers old.  A little girl who had been left battered, naked and bleeding after these five men had finished with her.

Whitened knuckles popped and her sword hilt's leather wrapping creaked in her furious grip.  The noise snapped her out of her murderous rage, fearful that she had given herself away.  The men, however, remained as oblivious as before.  The one presumably on watch, the only one paying any attention to their surroundings at all, strolled to within five feet of her.  Killing him would have been child's play, but Avari wanted them all.  And for that she required a diversion.

When the sentry had passed, Avari eased a blackened dagger from its sheath.  She gauged the man's movement, then whistled a complex twitter and began to count slowly.  Her whistle attracted only one man's fleeting attention, but he quickly returned to his conversation.  When Avari reached five, the sentry was almost across the clearing from her.  When she reached ten, her muscles tensed and the bushes on the far side of the clearing rustled violently.  The three men reacted immediately, rousing their sleeping companions and whirling toward the disturbance, exactly as she had planned.

Avari emerged from the foliage silently, not breaking into a sprint until free of the restricting undergrowth.  She hit the men at a dead run.  Just as one was starting to turn toward her, all her strength and momentum drove the pommel of her sword into his jaw, smashing it into splintered ruin and dropping him to the ground unconscious.  He was the luckiest.

Another whirled and raised a weapon to parry, but Avari's stroke met his forearm instead of his blade.  Her sword clove his arm and still had momentum enough to slash through half his neck.  He thrashed violently, then stilled; he would be dead in moments.

Avari spun to confront her remaining three foes, and found them quietly backing out of striking distance.  They stood silently gauging her attack and confidently considering their response.

This, she thought with a brief twinge of worry, is not as I planned.  The plan called for disorganization and confusion on their part, efficiency and vindication on hers.  Her worry deepened when she noted that one man bore no weapon.  He instead reached for a belt pouch while muttering unintelligibly.  Her plan did not include facing a wizard.  The true value of a plan, however, is how well it can accommodate changing circumstances, and Avari's plan was a good one.

Avari charged the robed figure with a yell, wildly swinging her sword over her head.  He continued his incantation—tiny motes of energy began swarming between his hands—but his eyes were drawn up to her blade, which caused him to miss the flick of her wrist that sent her dagger plunging into his abdomen.  He folded over, grasping the hilt and gasping in pain, errant sparks of magical energy spilling harmlessly to the ground.  Avari kicked him in the throat, crushing his larynx to ensure that he would cast no more spells, then whirled her attention to the other two.

Surprisingly, they had not attacked while she was busy with their companion; they were not following her plan at all.  They stood well apart, each gripping two weapons comfortably; one held two short swords, and the other a longer blade and a dagger.  They smiled dangerously at her and immediately circled to gain the advantage.

"I don't know who you are, mister," one chided, "but you just killed three of our friends."  They circled more closely as Avari stepped away from the fallen men.  "Now, they weren't exactly close friends, but we been ridin' together fer near two months, and it's got Jubal an' me a bit riled, ain't it Jubal?"

"It was a downright unfriendly thing ta do, all right," Jubal agreed, rasping his two short blades together and squaring off his stance professionally.

"First," Avari said coolly, adjusting her posture to keep them both at bay, "I'm a miss, not a mister.

"Second," she continued, enjoying their surprise as she dropped her guard drop just enough to invite a careless attack, "I only killed two of them.  The tall one will live...long enough to reach the headsman anyway."

Her taunt scored.  The men lost their relaxed poses and tightened their grips on their weapons; they knew the penalty for horse thievery, not to mention murder and rape.  Avari relaxed her stance even further, dropping the tip of her blade and drawing a kerchief from her belt to wipe her brow.

"And third," she said with a predatory smile, "the family you destroyed six days ago were neighbors and friends of mine."  She waited a heartbeat to let the information sink in.  "And I'm going to take great pleasure in killing you for what you did."

At some unseen signal the two men sprang simultaneously, but they had already made the fatal error of allowing Avari time to prepare.  She flung the kerchief, which was filled with sooty ashes, into the face of the man on her left, blinding him.  She blocked Jubal's predictably high attack, dropped and rolled into his shins, inflicting a sizeable gash to his knee in passing.  The two men collided, but managed to avoid stabbing one another.  They lost their balance, even while Avari regained her feet.  She leapt to the attack, intending to end it quickly.  It was her first real mistake.

Avari had not noticed how closely Jubal's hand lay to the blazing fire.  Now a burning log spun at her face as she lunged.  She managed to knock the fiery missile aside with the flat of her blade, but the shower of sparks and cinders blinded her.

She back-pedaled madly, swatting the burning embers, knowing their next move would be to rush her while she could not see.  She tried a crossing slash, and was rewarded by a clang of sword against sword.  Short sword, her trained mind clicked with the tone, Jubal's short sword.  This gave her a good idea where his other blade was, and she managed to knock that aside with a quick twist of her weapon, and step inside his guard.  A knee to his groin and an elbow to his face sent him sprawling, but she dared not finish him while her other opponent was unaccounted for.

Avari backed away, whirling her blade in a defensive arc while shaking her head and blinking to clear her eyes.  Tears streamed down her cheeks, helping to wash away the painful bits of burning ash, but it was her ears that saved her.  The scuff of his boot was not loud, but to her it resounded like a thunderclap.  She whipped her sword behind her in a vertical arc.  Her enemy's thrust was deflected just enough to send the sword's tip grating through the chainmail of her upper arm instead of between her shoulder blades.

Pain exploded down her arm, her hand numbed.  Avari ignored her screaming nerves and spun to defend herself, dropping her sword into her off-hand.  Her opponent pressed in hard with a quick four-stroke attack, but he overestimated his advantage.  Avari's vision had cleared, and he stared in astonishment as his last stroke was met with a lightning stop-thrust, which passed easily through his abdomen and out his back.  His sword dropped to the grass as he gripped the pommel of Avari's blade, stabbing desperately at her with his dagger.  She tried to kick him off the blade, but the descending dagger demanded her attention, and her right arm hung useless.  Reluctantly, she loosed her sword and snatched his wrist before his blade pierced her neck.

For the span of a heartbeat they were face to face.  He struggled weakly, trying to push the dagger into her, while she strove to make her numb hand grip her sword hilt and finish the job.  Then his eyes flicked beyond her, and she remembered Jubal.

Avari shifted her stance instantly, pulling the skewered man off balance toward her.  Dropping to the ground, she planted a foot on his stomach, just above her sword hilt, and rolled back.  His own momentum, aided by the strength of Avari's leg, launched him over her and backward—right into Jubal.

Jubal managed to not skewer his friend, but caught the full weight of the flung body squarely in the chest.  His eyes widened in surprise as the foot of steel protruding from the man's back plunged between his ribs and into his heart.  The two fell dead to the ground, killed, as it was, by a single thrust of Avari's sword.

Avari struggled to her feet, gripping her upper arm tightly to staunch the flow of blood, and stood over the dead thieves.  The luminous moon reflected in their rapidly glazing eyes, but Avari saw only the blank stare of a battered girl, and did not pity them in the least. She tried to pull her sword free, but her numb hand wouldn't close on the hilt.

"I am in the understanding of your anger with the vileness of these men, Miss Avari," Hufferrrerrr said from behind her, startling her despite her fatigue, "but you should not be one of taking such chances as you are.  I would have been more than in the willingness in helping to dispatch such evil foulness as these."

"It wasn't much of a risk," she assured her leotaur friend, giving up on dislodging the sword.  "I knew if things got too sticky, you'd break your promise and come rushing to my rescue."

"That I very well might have been doing, Miss Avari," he agreed, drawing a metal flask from a satchel and pointing to the steady stream of blood flowing from her elbow, "but I am thinking that things did indeed be getting into a bit of the stickiness, as you call it.  Please to be drinking some of Master Szcze-kon's potion before all of the life fluid in your body is being on the ground."

Avari released her grip on her arm and watched the blood pulse from the wound.

"Damn."  She had not realized that it was so severe.  She took the flask from Hufferrrerrr and drank greedily, enjoying the wash of wellness that instantly pervaded her to the core.  The bleeding stopped and the wound slowly closed, her fingers tingling with renewed nerves even as Hufferrrerrr wiped away the mess with a cloth.  In a short time her arm would be as good as new, with only a thin pink scar and a lot of drying blood.

Lucky it was my arm and not my neck! she thought.  "Anyway," she said aloud, "hunting down scum like this is the only exercise I get anymore, since I went back to being a horse farmer."

Hufferrrerrr's hissing laughter startled the horses, and he moved to comfort them, ignoring Avari’s glare.  Granted, she had been busy during the last year since the defeat of Iveron Darkmist.  The wealth she had accumulated during her adventures had allowed her to purchase an expanse of wilderness bordering the coast about twenty-five leagues south of Fengotherond.  With the help of the devoted leotaur and a number of hired hands, they had cleared sections of forest and used the wood to build a house, stables and corrals.  Searest, she called her new home.  She had bought several brood mares and a stallion, and begun training them as her father had taught her.  So, although her tasks of felling and chopping trees, building fences, training horses, and tossing hay bales had kept her muscles in shape, she hadn’t had a good fight in gods knew how long.  And she missed it.

She flipped over the dead wizard with her toe, and rifled carefully through his pockets.  She gathered a number of trinkets to present to Shay the next time she saw him, repayment for the curative potions he had insisted she accept.  The thought of her friend tugged at her heart.  It had been more than a season since they last had last met, and she missed him terribly.

Avari began tying the fingers of the surviving thief together behind his back, yanking the thin leather thongs mercilessly tight.  She then bound his wrists, elbows, knees and ankles, making sure the knots were out of reach.  She poured a small amount of the curative potion into his smashed mouth; it was a crime to waste it on him, but she needed him alive, if only barely, to face the consequences of his actions.  The private deaths of his companions gave her satisfaction, but only a public execution would deter other would-be thieves.  She gave the last knot a particularly vengeful yank, and looked up to see Hufferrrerrr watching her with a thoughtful look on his broad, feline face.

"I am in the thinking," the leotaur ventured, "that The Thallon may have been being in the correctness.  Perhaps it is that you would be making a better warrior than a horse farmer."

"And I'm thinking," Avari snapped, instant anger flushing her face red, "that I told you never to mention that...that...man again!"

"I am in the understanding, but—"

"No 'buts', Huffer!" she spat, wiping the last of the soot and caked blood from her sword and snapping it into its scabbard.  "The last thing of interest to me is some guard captain's opinion of my potential!  Now go get our things.  We'll make camp here."

CHAPTER 2

––––––––
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––––––––

No, no, no!" Shay scolded as he pushed and prodded Lynthalsea's limbs into the proper form.  "You are casting a spell here, not making shadow puppets.  It must be done exactly as described in the book, or there is no telling what will result.  You did read it, did you not?"

"Yes, Shay," his half-sister answered tolerantly, relaxing her stance for a moment to wipe the beading sweat from her brow.  "I read the spell, and I know it has to be performed exactly.  I'm just having trouble concentrating.  We've been at this for over an hour and I haven't even had breakfast yet.  It's a beautiful morning, and I'd much rather be running through the forest than cooped up in this stuffy tower learning how to wiggle my fingers properly."

Though Lynthalsea's tone was mild, the muscles of her slender jaw bunched and writhed with annoyance.  Shay had been pushing her hard lately, constantly insisting that she study, practice, read, and study some more.  And, while she enjoyed learning magic and was becoming fairly adept, there were times when she would rather be elsewhere.  Right now, for instance, her mouth was watering as the scent of a distant rabbit wafted through the tiny window.

"The next time we have trouble with jackaleks or ogres, I will remember that you prefer running through the forest to learning how to 'wiggle your fingers properly'," Shay said.  "I just hope that anyone suffering from your lack of magical skill is as understanding as I am."

"Okay, okay," Lynthalsea said, deciding that compliance was easier than resistance.  She renewed her convoluted stance.  "How's this?"

She had almost argued the point—she had had no magical skills when they were searching for the cornerstones, yet had pulled her weight with her archery and wolfish abilities—but there was no sense in it.  Shay was being contrary about everything of late.  Apparently, he wasn’t finding that Refuge, the home they had built in the foothills of the mountains, was living up to its name.  The keep was to be the culmination of Shay’s dream—a haven for wizards and priests who were outcasts or unwelcome in their professional circles.  Now more than two dozen wizards and priests of many sects dwelt within the keep’s walls, providing ample protection.  The beasts of the forest and mountains, which had plagued them during construction of the keep, had learned quickly, and now left Refuge well alone.  So, Shay’s insistence that her magical skills might turn the tide was more than a bit exaggerated.

Which makes all these spells I'm learning rather superfluous, she thought as another wisp of rabbit scent tantalized her keen senses.  She swallowed and tried to renew her concentration, knowing that her brother's philosophy of continual readiness was well meant.  Dealing with Iveron Darkmist had driven that message home; it was a lesson they would never forget, even if they wished to.

"There," Shay said with satisfaction, "that is perfect.  Now roll the pearl between your fingers as you recite the incantation."

Lynthalsea complied, and as she finished the spell-casting, they were enveloped by a shimmering, multi-hued dome, a shield that would turn the sharpest arrow or the keenest blade.  She allowed herself only the briefest moment of pride; complete concentration was required to maintain the spell.  A sudden knock at the door, the sharp crack as it opened against the towering bookshelves, and a cheery "Hellooo!" broke her concentration like a fragile porcelain plate hitting the stone floor.

"Huh?  Oh, damn!"  As Lynthalsea cursed, the pearl slipped from her fingers.  The sphere of magical energy collapsed into the dropped pearl, which spewed forth small globes of radiance, each colored a different shade of the spectrum.  The red globes burst into tiny gouts of flame, the blue into water, the yellow into light, and the white into ice.

A torrent of uncontrolled magic sent the siblings stumbling backward as more and more colors burst forth with even more bizarre effects, including puffs of smoke, flowers, mud and noxious vapor.  Shay quickly chanted his own spell and, with a puff of coal dust, clapped his hands.  The volcano of chaotic elements immediately ceased, leaving a pool of brown, foul-smelling sludge in the center of the room.

"Oh, my goodness!" the untimely intruder exclaimed as she ventured further into the room.  "I am sorry for interrupting.  But...my!  What a mess!"  She glanced sidelong at Shay, a pitying expression on her slender elven face.  "I hope that wasn't anything important."

"No, Mother, and it is not my mess," Shay assured her.  "Actually, it is a valuable lesson to Lynthalsea concerning the maintenance of concentration."  He shot his sister an “I told you so” glance that she answered with a sheepish shrug.

"It really isn't that important," their mother assured them.  "I just had a little problem with two of our guests.  I wanted you to have a talk with them, but it can wait."

"It is all right, Mother," Shay said as he straightened his robes and strode toward the door.  "I will talk to—"

"Actually Shay," she interrupted with an apologetic smile, "I was hoping Lynthalsea could talk to them.  You see, they both seem to be smitten with her, and I was hoping she could...well, you know...smooth things over."

"Oh!" Shay exclaimed, his graceful ears flushing crimson.  "I was not aware that she...I mean that you had..."  He stammered a bit, then waved the two out.  "You two go do whatever it is you need to do to...whatever.  We can resume this later."

"Don't worry, Shay." Lynthalsea assured him, both relieved at her escape from the spell-casting lesson and amused by Shay’s reaction.  "They're just upset that I'm seeing someone else.  There won't be any trouble, I promise."

She preceded her mother out the door, and wondered which of her would-be suitors were feuding this time.  After so many years alone in the forest with only her wolf pack for companionship, she was flattered by the attention she attracted from the keep’s guests, but there was only one whose gentle advances she encouraged.
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As the door closed, Shay toed the congealing pool of slime and considered the two women who had just departed.  The mother-daughter resemblance was obvious looking at them side by side; they both had the same silky black hair, petite nose, and little crook to their chins.  It bewildered him that he hadn’t noticed the similarities when he first met Lynthalsea.  And that he had actually harbored amorous feelings toward his own half-sister, before he knew her as such, still embarrassed him, though Lynthalsea never mentioned it, for which he was eternally grateful.  But he hadn’t known that she was seeing someone among the guests.

I suppose I have not been paying attention lately, he lamented, and wondered what else he might be missing.  The first few months after he had purchased the land for Refuge, in the forested foothills of the mountains that harbored Zellohar Keep, had been hectic, but now the keep basically ran itself, or rather, ran under the able hand of his mother, Irielnea.  She had been at Refuge for eight months now, and kept everything as tidy and organized as her own home had always been.  She knew how important Shay’s studies were to him, and she did everything she could to allow him to concentrate, always encouraging him, unlike his father...

Damn! he thought.  If his father had lived only three months longer, he wouldn’t have died thinking that his son was a heretic.  Shay had been so proud—so arrogant, if he admitted the truth—ready to tell his father that not only had Tem accepted his arcane magical studies, but had granted him great spiritual powers.  But by the time Shay and Lynthalsea had traveled to his parents’ home, it was too late.  Shay’s heart weighed heavily in his chest as guilt washed over him once again.  He considered praying for relief, then dismissed the idea.  Whenever he closed his eyes to seek the solace of his deity, he saw his father’s face.

I wish I could talk with Avari, he thought.  She would understand.

He skirted the puddle of goo and went out into the hall, starting toward the sweeping stair to his private workshop in the tower above.  But as he grasped the balustrade, he stopped, one foot poised over the first step, and gazed upward toward the workshop door like it was a portal sheltering a forbidden pleasure.  He had made such progress—such tremendous progress—in the last few months, that he felt drawn to his studies at all hours of the day and night.  Lately, though, the subtleties of the increasingly complex spells consistently evaded his grasp.  He could lose himself up there, studying his magical tomes, learning and practicing new spells, increasing his powers...

But locking myself in my workshop, he thought guiltily, is the reason I am so out of touch with everything outside my door.  Shay tugged on his goatee in frustration, then snapped his fingers with a sudden decision, and backtracked toward his living quarters.

”DoHeney!” he said triumphantly to no one at all.  “That is most definitely what I need!”  He burst into his room like a whirlwind and snatched up his cloak.  In a swirl of crimson, he was out the door and down the stairs, striding across the courtyard to the stables.

“Seeing DoHeney always puts me in better spirits!”

CHAPTER 3

––––––––
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––––––––

Easy, Amoria."

The earthy thud-thud of the stout mare's hooves eased from a canter to a trot with Shay's gentle coaxing.  He stood in the stirrups, massaging his tender backside as his mount cooled down.  The few miles from Refuge and the circuit of the vale was just a mild workout for the horse, but Shay's thighs were numb from lack of exercise.  He patted Amoria’s muscular neck soundly.  Her warm sweat dampened his hand, and her coat let off little wisps of steam in the cool late-spring air of the high country.  When he raised his hand to brush the hair back from his face, he smelled the pleasant, earthy mixture of animal and leather.  Funny, the things he had learned to enjoy during his time with Avari.

Avari, in fact, had given him Amoria six months earlier, a wonderful gift that Shay did not have a chance to use often enough, as was evidenced by his now-aching buttocks.  The horse tossed her head and snorted her pleasure at the exercise and the caress, then started to prance, as if to say, “Let's not stop, we just started!"  Shay laughed and tightened the reins.

"Come on now!  Easy, girl."

Shay slowed Amoria from a trot to a walk as he guided her toward a cleft in the cliff-face that was the concealed entrance to Zellohar Keep.  Shay took his time and whistled an old tune to alert the unseen guard to his presence.  Dwarves did not react kindly to surprises and, since this duty was a very boring one, the guard could likely be catching up on sleep lost during a late-night game of bone-toss.  Besides, all the dwarves that Shay knew, save one, viewed unwarranted haste as reckless and wasteful, and looked with suspicion on those guilty of such conduct.  Heavens forbid that Shay do anything to besmirch his good name at Zellohar!

"Ho there, path keeper!"  Shay called loudly.  He dismounted slowly, keeping his hands in the open.  "Szcze-kon, Master of the keep Refuge, paying a visit to Zellohar!"

"Aye, Master Shay, and come on ahead!" a sturdy voice bellowed from the recesses of the small crevasse.  "'Tis FenGurrly here."

The dwarf stepped into the light and unloaded his massive crossbow, "'Tis good ta be seein' ye again, sir."

"Likewise, my good dwarf," Shay assured the stout fellow.  He handed over Amoria's lead, which the path keeper quickly hitched to a jutting boulder back in the cleft where she would await her master's return.

"I have come to visit with DoHeney," Shay said as he ducked into the cramped confines of the path's entrance.  "I trust that he is about, and not off on one of his treks."

"I'm thinkin' he's in the keep, Master Shay," the guard said with a tug at his beard and a snort.  "But knowin' that'n, he very well could be off pokin' his nose inta somethin' which it don't belong, if ye understand me thinkin'."

Shay chuckled and waved a farewell as he began the long ascent up to Zellohar.  Before long, the muscles in the front of his thighs began to ache with the strain of the climb.  Although the path had been cunningly wrought and was smooth and clean, it was still steep.  The half-elf stopped for a moment to lean against the cliff face that towered to his left over the path.

"I guess this is what happens when one locks one's self in one's rooms for weeks at a time studying," he observed as he looked out over the valley and the surrounding mountains.  The snow on the mountain peaks glinted in the sunlight, silver against the azure sky.  The air was cool and clean, and did more to restore him than a cup of blackbrew would have.  Shay rubbed his legs, heaved a deep breath, and continued his ascent.  The path seemed to grow longer each time he visited, but it would never be as long as it had been on that winter day over a year ago when he and his friends had fled down it in terror, with an army of orcs, waglocks and gods knew what else at their heels.

Many thousands of dwarf feet had trod this path since the freeing of Zellohar, and very few feet other than dwarven ones, for although Zellohar was now a bustling and busy center of commerce for dwarves, they still kept the location of their home a secret from other races.  Shay honored their secret, and tactfully refused to reveal the exact location of Zellohar to any of his overly curious guests.

Ironic though, thought Shay, that when the trouble did come, it came from inside the keep itself, not up this path.

"Ho there, visitor!" a voice boomed from the parapet above the reconstructed gatehouse, interrupting Shay's thoughts.  "Hold there fer jist a bit!"

Shay froze in his tracks, knowing full well that the four ballistae mounted above the main gate were trained on his chest.  This was the standard welcome to Zellohar Keep; there was nothing to do but grin and bear it.

"State yer name and yer business!" the voice continued, and Shay's sensitive ears recognized the characteristic brogue.

"The name is still Szcze-kon, DelFeeney," Shay bellowed jovially to the gnarled old gatekeeper.  "I had hopes you might recognize me after a year of passing through your gate!"

"I might o' been able ta, Master Shay," DelFeeney growled as he stepped from behind a merlon, "but I keep mistakin' yer pointy ears fer the horns o' a devil!"

A resounding roar of laughter erupted from the parapets, not the least of it from DelFeeney himself.  The old dwarf tilted back his iron helm to reveal rosy cheeks and a prodigious sunburned nose.  He squinted down at the visitor.

"Aye, come ahead, Master Shay," he said.  "Ye'll always be welcome in Zellohar."

"I might have already entered," countered Shay slyly, "if I had not mistaken that warty beak beneath your helm for the nose of a troll!  Why, I thought the keep had been overrun since my last visit!"

The laughter redoubled, this time at DelFeeney's expense.  Shay laughed himself and waved as he strode through the refurbished gatehouse.  The ruined iron gates had been replaced within a month of the dwarves retaking the keep.  The superb craftsmanship of the dwarves was evident in the gleaming black metal of the new gates, buffed to a lustrous gloss and worked with runes that undoubtedly contained some sort of protective power.  Dwarves didn’t normally deal in magic, but they were well-acquainted with rune-lore, and could coax from earthen elements—stone, metal and gems—the innate magic of the earth itself, as Shay well knew.  Beyond the gates he entered the short arched tunnel to the courtyard.  Here, he noticed a newly installed portcullis hanging in the shadows overhead.  There were actually two separate gratings, one at each end of the tunnel.  He tilted his head back and peered into the shadows overhead at the arrow slits and stone spouts that would gush boiling oil down upon any less-than-welcome visitor.

"DROP THE PORTCULLIS!!" roared someone from overhead.  The crack of a mallet sounded, and a split second later, the great barrier plummeted down.  Shay instinctively dove and rolled.

What in the name of all the gods is going on? he thought wildly.  His heart pounding with adrenalin, he rolled into the corner of the gatehouse, knowing all the while that no shadows here were deep enough to hide him from archers overhead.  Desperately, he dug in his pocket for ingredients for a defensive spell.  Why would the dwarves want to harm me?

Shay sprang to his feet and glanced up.  The tons of metal, he noted, had fallen only a foot.  Huge safety spikes were set in grooved tracks along the walls for just such a mishap.  But this was no mishap.

The half-elf's ears flushed cherry red as he dusted off his cloaks and glared up at the howling laughter on the parapets.  DelFeeney was laughing so hard he was doubled over, pointing and squinting through tear-streaked eyes, trying to negotiate the steps down to the courtyard without falling.  Shay realized suddenly that, whether they admitted it or not, most dwarves were more like DoHeney than he had thought.  He wagged a finger at the old dwarf, and accepted a hearty slap on the back in good grace.  It was, after all, only a joke—at least until the captain of the guard showed his face.

"What in the name o' The Delver's greedy guts is goin' on here?"  The bellow came from an old, pudgy dwarf bolting out of the guardhouse door.  "I gave no order ta drop the portcullis!  And what’re ye doin' away from yer posts?  That's disobeyin' orders, ye know.  Why, I could have the lot o' ye flogged!"

"Oh, we was jist havin' a bit o' fun with Master Shay here, Elder MurFindle," DelFeeney explained as he fought to tame his smirk and regain his composure.  "Ain't no harm done.  Them spikes needed ta be tested fer strength anyway.  Looks like they're gonna be jist fine, though."

"My title is Captain!" the elder raged.  "Ye'll use it and git back ta yer posts this instant, or I'll have the lot o' ye up on charges ta the King!"

"Glaerr fraghnnen," Shay heard mumbled behind him as the small crowd of dwarven guards dispersed.

Shay bit his lip to keep from snickering at the curse; although the rough equivalent to "stick-in-the-mud" or "fun-spoiler", its literal translation was "boot-full of feces."  It was one of the first phrases of the dwarven language that he had picked up from DoHeney, who had said it in the midst of a dwarven construction crew.  Shay had demanded a translation before tending to his friend's resulting broken nose.  His smile at the amusing memory elicited a snort from the captain.

"And what business do ye have here this time, wizard?" MurFindle asked skeptically, not bothering to keep the burr of dislike from his voice.

"No business, as such," Shay said with a short bow, "and nothing that would concern your worthy attention, good Captain MurFindle.  I simply seek to chat with my friend, DoHeney."

"Aye, I thought as much," the elder dwarf scoffed.  "Ye may as well go ahead then."  He waved Shay on toward the courtyard's inner doors and turned to go himself.  Half-elven ears are keen, however, and they served their owner well.  "I suppose wizards and thieves belong together."

Shay stiffened, the words stabbing between his slim shoulders like an icicle.  There were few people that Shay actually disliked, but MurFindle had just made his list.  Naming him a wizard was no insult, despite its intent, but calling DoHeney a thief was beyond tolerance.  DoHeney was a hero to his clan for his crucial part in freeing Zellohar from the foul Nekdukarr, Iveron Darkmist.  In fact, it was because of DoHeney’s penchant for snooping around, and his knowledge of Zellohar Keep, that they had detected Darkmist’s impending invasion in the first place.  But the elders of the abandoned Boontredk Warrens had lost a great deal of power in the move back to their ancient keep, and were not about to shower DoHeney, Shay or any of the others with kisses for aiding their demotion.  Yet while Shay had held his temper in the past, today he refused to let the insult pass.

With a flare of anger, he whirled toward MurFindle.  Words arcane flowed from his mouth in a torrent, harsh and biting as his hands contorted and a small bit of goose down dissolved into shimmering dust between his fingers.  The dwarf screeched in a very undwarf-like manner as he was suddenly lifted from the ground by an unseen force.  He screeched again when he saw Shay striding toward him, slipping his hammer from his belt as he approached, a stern look of reproach on his face.

"Now, MurFindle, I cannot really take offense at being called a wizard, since that is what I am," Shay fumed as he nudged the levitating dwarf with the haft of his weapon.  What he really wanted to do was bat the dwarf so hard that he flew beyond the edge of the parapets, but he restrained himself. "But to name my friend, DoHeney, one of the Liberators of Zellohar, a thief," he boomed, "is one thing I just cannot abide!"

“If he warn’t a thief, then what was he doing skulking around Zellohar in the first place?”  MurFindle retorted, apparently under the mistaken impression that the dwarven guards under his command might come to help him.

But the other dwarves all knew it was King DoHurley's wish that all the Liberators of Zellohar be addressed and treated with respect befitting their deed.  Instead of coming to his rescue, their stares stabbed MurFindle like a row of pikes.

"Where were you, MurFindle,” Shay continued in a loud voice, “during the battle for Zellohar?  Back in Boontredk Warrens, hiding amongst the children!  These dwarves,” he swept his arm to encompass the courtyard and all within, “all marched and fought, and many died.  What gives you the right to insult any of those who put themselves at risk?  Nothing!” the half-elf scoffed, nudging the dwarf again.  “Nothing!”

Shay whirled and strode toward the keep’s entrance.

Well, so much for my good name in Zellohar, Shay thought with rue, cursing his overreaction.  Not that he expected trouble; MurFindle might complain to the king, but Shay and King DoHurley were friends, and there was no love lost between DoHurley and the previous elders of Boontredk Warrens.

But, he thought with a quick smile as he let the levitation spell drift from his mind, I do feel a bit better...

His smile broadened for an instant as MurFindle shrieked and landed with a resounding thump.

Zellohar Keep enveloped Shay in its refurbished splendor, painting his features with awe at the astounding renovations that the dwarves had wrought since the ancient keep's liberation.  An ant's nest would have seen less activity in the past year, the thousands of new residents toiling uncounted hours to scrub, chip and polish away the last traces of the century of mistreatment by Iveron Darkmist's vile army.  The result was even more awe-inspiring than Shay's first visit.  His first impression of the keep had been great size, lost grandeur, a pitiful remnant of a great society.  Now Zellohar was truly a wonder to behold, the pristine gloss of the floor and the delicate intricacy of the sculptures urging a smile from his troubled lips.

Realizing he was gawking like an idiot, he adopted a more dignified expression.  He nodded greetings to the earnest faces of dwarven tradesmen, merchants and scurrying youngsters, his heart swelling with pride at the thought that he had aided their return to their ancestral home.  He passed the yawning entrance to the lower levels.  At first sight of its formidable black doors open, he and his friends had quailed, and soon uncounted beasts had flooded from the portal, beasts after their blood and their lives.  Now the passage was open once and for all, never to be locked with the cornerstones again, and busy with foot traffic.

"Master Shay!" a booming feminine voice bellowed from down the hall.  "Why din’t ye send a message that ye'd be payin' us a visit, now?  Why, I should bend ye o'er me knee and give ye a right good walin' fer that!"

UrMae, a stout dwarven matron who years ago had taken in and raised an orphaned young dwarf named DoHeney, strode toward Shay like a juggernaut.  After the fall of Zellohar, she had taken a good number of orphaned children under her formidable wing, and Shay was her most recent and reluctant acquisition.  She was actually a very lovable sort, nearly as wide as tall, with glinting grey eyes, rosy cheeks framed by silver braids of both hair and her carefully groomed mutton-chops, and a grip that could bend a horseshoe.  For UrMae was not just, nor even remotely, another pretty face.  She was DoHeney's legendary Gran-mammy, and one of Zellohar's foremost priestesses.

"Ye look thin!" she observed as usual, staggering him with a clap to the shoulder and pinching his middle; he would have a bruise there tomorrow.  "Ain't that mam o' yourn been feedin' ye?  How can she stand ta see ye so gaunt and wasted?"

"I am not thin, UrMae," Shay assured her for the hundredth time.  "I am part elven, my slender frame is—"

"Bah!  I won't hear none o' it!" she cut in, fixing him with a motherly glare that would have put fear in the heart of a Fargmir.  "Yer thin, I say, and that's that!"

"All right, UrMae," he conceded, "I am thin.  But actually I am glad we met.  I have come to—"

"Ye come ta see that lazy gran-son o' mine, and ye din't want ta be searchin' half the keep fer his worthless hide."

She smiled thinly, and something in her expression told him that, although she loved DoHeney deeply, he had done something to raise her ire.  But ties of blood are strong ones, and dwarven families are not easily sundered.

"'Tis a good thing I spied ye, indeed," she continued, guiding Shay away from the portal to the lower levels, "fer he's in the one place ye'd ne'r think o' lookin'."

"You mean he is in his—"

"Aye, he's in his chambers.  And ye'd ne'r guess in a thousand years what he's been doin' in there fer the last fortnight."

"He is not—

"Nay!  I knew ye'd ne'r guess it," she interrupted again, a habit that caused Shay no end of anguish, especially since she always seemed to guess his exact thoughts.  "Ye'd jist as well see fer yerself, I suppose.  Go on ahead now, an' I'll fetch somethin' ta fatten ye up a bit while yer visitin'."

She turned to go with a wave, but Shay heard her voice well after her stolid figure disappeared in the crowd of stout shapes.

"Can't have one so skinny as that walkin' around this keep!  Why, he'd likely blow away in a wisp o' breeze and float under a locked door, or slip betwixt the cracks in the stonework.  Maybe DruEllen's got a roast on the spit..."

Shay shook his head and continued down the great main hall, then took the last branching corridor to the left before the great feasting hall where they had found the dragon bones.  He glimpsed the new decor through the open portal, admiring how the polished bone had been fashioned into both throne and dais.  He made his turn and let his mind wander to his friend.  DoHeney was rarely, if ever, to be found in his chambers.  Surely nothing was bothering the irrepressible scoundrel.

CHAPTER 4

––––––––
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––––––––

THUD—THUD.

What in the name of Tem the Balancer is DoHeney doing in there? Shay thought as he approached his friend's door.

THUD—THUD.

Shay started to knock, then thought better of it.  Perhaps if he waited a bit, the noise would stop.  Perhaps it was not DoHeney at all...

THUD—THUD.

The sounds were even louder, and Shay grasped the door latch, lines of worry etching his brow.  It sounds as if he is beating his head against the door.  Perhaps I can help...

THUD—THUD.

The latch vibrated in Shay’s hand, expressing the violence with which the door had been struck.  Clearly, something was wrong.  Disregarding the twinge that told him to give DoHeney his privacy, he thrust open the door.

THUD—

Shay caught the glint of flying steel, and managed to turn his head just enough to let a razor-edged dagger pass a hair's breadth from his cheek.  It clattered against the far wall of the corridor, undoubtedly damaging the blade's hone, but nothing like the damage it would have done to Shay's eye had he not reacted.

"Holy Mother o' Earth and Rock, Shay!  Are ye all right, lad?" DoHeney exclaimed from across the room.  He sheathed his remaining weapons and approached hastily.

"Nothing damaged but my nerves, DoHeney," the half-elf confessed, brushing his hand across his cheek.  Several daggers  pinned a square of parchment to the stout oak door.  "And what vile deed did this harmless piece of parchment do you, that you feel it needs the attention of your daggers?"

"Eh?  Oh, that."  DoHeney flushed red and sheepishly removed his weapons from the door, making them disappear in the folds of his vest.  "'Twas nothin' at all, Shay, me friend.  I jist felt the need fer a bit o' target practice."

"I saw you pith a striking snake-man through the eye with one of those daggers during our trip through the Black Swamp," Shay reminded, snatching the parchment as DoHeney reached for his last blade.  "I would not think a stationary foot-square sheet of parchment would be a challenge from only five paces.

"Er, well, I was jist writin' down somethin' and my mind drifted and I—Here, gimme that there paper, ye blasted elf!"

"Half-elf, remember?" Shay teased, holding the sheet out of DoHeney's reach while trying to decipher the scribblings.  The dwarf's penmanship was atrocious, and Shay had only been studying dwarven script for a few months, but the layout was in stanza form.  "By Tem's hand, DoHeney!  This is poetry!" he exclaimed just as the dwarf's fist plunged into his stomach.

The air left Shay with a whoosh, and he bent double with surprise more than pain.  DoHeney's nimble fingers snatched the parchment from his grasp before he could draw his next breath.  Shay straightened himself slowly, staring at his friend in astonishment.  In all the time he had known DoHeney, he had never seen the dwarf offended by anything.  And, unlike Avari, who had tried to kill Shay on occasion, this was the first time DoHeney had ever laid a hand on him in anger.  Evidently this was something about which the dwarf felt strongly.

"So what if it is poetry?"  DoHeney scowled defensively, rolling the parchment and tucking it away.  "Jist because yer own kin are such artsy-fartsy masters o' song and verse don't mean a dwarf can't necessar'ly put rhyme ta words on occasion!"

"I, uh, am sorry, DoHeney," Shay managed as he straightened his cloaks and massaged his tender middle.  "I did not know you were poetically inclined.  I did not intend to make light of your efforts at prose, and would be honored if you would let me read a bit of it."

"Well, I..." DoHeney stammered.  "It's not rightly done yet, ye see.  I was jist havin' a spot o' trouble, and was workin' it out in me own way, ye understand, when ye barged right in and near got an eye patch fer yer nosiness."

"I am sorry about that," Shay apologized, "but it sounded as if you might be hurt, and I thought I had best intervene."  He paused, favoring DoHeney with his most ingenuous mien.  "I really would like a look at your work, DoHeney.  Perhaps I could help you overcome whatever is blocking your flow."

"Oh, I ain't got no problem wi' that, lad.  One o' UrMae's raisin muffins ever mornin' and you're right as rain!"

"I meant the flow of words, DoHeney," Shay said as he rolled his eyes.

"Oh, that!" he brightened.  "Well, mayhaps ye can be o' help at that."  DoHeney retrieved the perforated scroll and handed it, a bit reluctantly, over to Shay.  "Now mind, it's still unfinished."

"All right," Shay said, eagerly unrolling the scrolled page.  "Things are rarely perfect on the first draft, to be sure.  Now what is this title, ’Beware The Dark Sausage’?"

"No, no, lad!" DoHeney sputtered.  "That's 'Scourge' not sausage, ye blasted fool half-elf!  Can ye imagine anyone writin' a rhyme about a sausage?"

The two looked at one another in stunted silence for half a breath, then broke into hysterical laughter.  Shay's arms folded over his still-tender stomach and he sank into a cushioned armchair as DoHeney's face turned as red as a beat.  They gasped for breath and their laughter subsided a bit, Shay handing the scroll over to his friend while he wiped away tears of mirth.

"I have to admit," he sighed, slumping in the chair, "my command of your language is still far from adequate for the interpretation of poetry."  He sat up more, straightening his clothes once again and trying to appear sincere.  "Please recite it for me.  That way you can provide the proper emphases."

"Aye, that may help a bit," DoHeney agreed, "but mind ye, it's bound ta lose somethin’ in the translation.  All the rhyme and meter are gonna be shot straight to Hades."

"I know," Shay assured him carefully, "but content is more important than either, and that will remain unchanged."

"Very well then, here ye are...  And no snickerin'...

––––––––

Beware The Dark Scourge

––––––––

Twilight's shadow falls from the heavens.

A gentle blanket

for those of the night.

Or is it merely the dark of earth overhead?

A comforting ceiling

for those of the depths.

But dark of deep, or starless night,

may bring no comfort,

or refuge from The Dark Scourge.

For the dark of The Scourge

is the hunger of nothingness,

and darkness for all.

––––––––

Well, what de ye think?"

Shay tugged his goatee, mulling over the curious poem.  That such thoughts would originate from any dwarf, even DoHeney, struck him as strange.  As a race, the dwarves were most at home in the darkness of the deep caverns.  Even dwarven children are unafraid of the dark.  So why would DoHeney write a poem so obviously concerned with terrors of the dark?

"Ye don't like it," DoHeney said flatly, "I can tell."  He rolled the parchment violently as Shay stammered a rebuttal.

"No, no, DoHeney.  It is not that I do not like the poem.  In fact, it is very good.  It shows much effort on your part and a good attention to suspense and compulsion.  It is simply that..."

"What?" DoHeney barked in uncharacteristically short temper.  "Ye think it's stupid to be writin' about things lurkin' in the dark, don't ye?"

"Not stupid, DoHeney," Shay assured him, "just unusual.  If this poem had come from my hand, or one of any other surface-dwelling race, I would have thought it a perfectly fine concept.  After all, who is not afraid of the dark?" Shay paused before answering his own question.  “Dwarves.”  He tugged his goatee furiously.  "What brought you to write this, anyway?"

"Beats the stuffin' outta me!"  DoHeney shrugged.  "I been feelin’ kinda jumpy lately, like there’s an unstable rock hangin’ over me head.  I guess I’m jist bored outta me skull 'round here, an' thought I'd try me hand at somethin' new.  There have been a few decent verses turned out by me kinfolk, ye know."

"Oh, I have no doubt," Shay agreed seriously.  "But is there any more to it?  It seems...unfinished."

"Aye, an' that's the very thing that had me so dern frustrated!" the dwarf spat, his hand grasping in the air as if reaching for something intangible.  "Anyone with half a wit in their head can see it's unfinished.  It's jist that, ever time I try ta put on a second verse, it seems not ta fit.  Kinda like not bein’ able to see around the next corner, if ye understand me thinkin'."

"Well, you have a good bit of talent, if that is your first work," Shay complimented.  "I encourage you to continue your pursuit, perhaps with less blade work."

"An' I'm beggin' yer pardon fer that bit o' carelessness, Shay," the dwarf apologized.  "Why, I near took yer eye—"

"Now there's a fine pair o' heroes!" 

UrMae burst into the room like a thunderclap, balancing a tray heavily laden with food in one hand, and a cask on her opposite hip.  Shay rose to help, but was only bustled out of the way by her blitzkrieg advance.  She placed the platter on a wide table atop a mess of parchments and quills, and dropped the cask into DoHeney’s lap, all the while scolding nonstop.

"There ye sit by a dyin' fire, an' not doin' a thing about it.  Shay, stoke that up a bit afore it’s totally cold.  An' look at this mess in here!  Why, I know it was cleaned this very mornin'!  DoHeney, I raised ye better than this.  It’s time ye stopped all this mopin’ around an’ did somethin’ constructive.  Now the both o’ ye, git yer skinny kiesters o'er here an start puttin' some o' this food away while I tap the cask fer ye.  I'd let ye do it, but ye'd likely hurt yerself."

DoHeney shrugged helplessly as she whisked the cask from his lap, and noisily dragged his chair to the table.  He was already mounding roasted meat, sautéed onions, mushrooms, and fragrant cheese onto dark crusts of hearty bread before Shay had obediently brought his own chair to the table.  It was blissfully quite for the moment it took UrMae to tap the cask and draw two foaming tankards.  She placed the drinks in front of them, tsking at their table manners, then whirled away.

"I know ye've got lots o' hero matters ta talk about, so I'll jist be on.  'Tis enough fer me ta know the two o' ye at least won't starve from self-neglect."

UrMae slammed the door with the same force with which she had kicked it open.  She was gone.  It took Shay a moment to catch his breath after her whirlwind of activity, but soon the quiet was supplanted by contented munching and slurping.

––––––––

Finally sated after two sandwiches and as many ales, DoHeney poured himself a third drink and leaned back in his chair.  Sticking his legs out toward the hearth, he allowed the freshly stoked fire to warm his feet as the yeasty brew warmed his belly.  It felt good to have his friend here, and it felt good to laugh.  For the first time in several weeks, he was able to push aside the vague apprehensions that perturbed his hours, both awake and asleep.  He, who had spent innumerable hours skulking in the shadows, now felt as if something else skulked...and watched.  It was unsettling, and made him feel exposed.  Writing the poem had been his way of trying to understand the feelings, and it bothered him that he couldn’t see it through to the end.  But for now, he would tend to his visitor.

"So," he said after belching prodigiously, "what brings ye up the mountain, anyways?"  He stared up at Shay from beneath his bushy eyebrows.  "Ye didn’t come all this way to read me nonsensical scribblin's."

"UrMae’s delicious lunch, of course," Shay joked, but immediately sobered and ran his hand through his hair.  "Actually, I think I just needed to talk.  I can hardly believe it, but Refuge has been getting on my nerves of late. The administrative tasks and petty squabbles are vexing, although my mother has assumed those responsibilities.  And Lynthalsea refuses to take her studies seriously.  She is always either out chasing through the woods or consorting with the guests.  I guess I am feeling a bit restless."

"Restless!" DoHeney scoffed.  "Why, with all them books and such that you carted out o' that slimy Nekdukarr's study, I thought ye'd be up to yer eyebrows in magical stuff fer years.  Now, I'm the one that's got a true case ta be restless.  Here they plunk me in this bright shiny keep, fix me up with these tidy cozy rooms... Hell, I even got me own maid ta do me cleanin' and cookin’ fer me!"

"I know what you mean..." Shay agreed.

"Aye, then they tell me ta sit an' be a good boyo, an' don't touch none o' the statuary!  I tell ye, it's like bein' in prison er somethin'!"

"I would be satisfied if I could simply concentrate on my work," Shay complained.  "Do you know, I took twenty-four volumes of arcane lore from that damned Darkmist's study, and I have only managed to delve into four of them.  Why, there are books for which I cannot yet even read the titles!"

"Got ye stymied, have they?" DoHeney asked cautiously as he watched his friend take a deep draught of ale.

Uh oh, he thought.  I shoulda known he weren’t here jist ta see me pretty face.

"It is very frustrating, I can tell you," Shay continued, oblivious to the dwarf's concerned mien.  "It is like dangling a haunch of meat in front of a starving man.  There's one incantation in particular that is driving me to distraction!"

"Sounds like ye got a problem there, all right," DoHeney agreed, anticipating Shay's next words.

"What I need, or rather what I would like to ask, is if I could borrow the emerald for a short while.  If I have another power source, I can concentrate on mastering the form of the spell without having to muster all the power on my own.  The diamond alone does not seem to be potent enough.  It is just for this one spell, and I am sure I will not need it for long."

"Oh, I don't think that'd be a problem," DoHeney smiled, trying to do so genuinely, but disappointed that this meeting, like so many of their meetings over the past few months, concluded with this request.  The eagerness in Shay's face when he talked about the gems reminded the dwarf too much of a drunkard pleading for just one more drink.

Ach! He scolded himself.  But what do I know o’ magic!  Shay’s been excited about his studyin’ since I first met him.  Still, the concern persisted.

"I'll have ta tell DoHurley, o' course.  Though the emerald is mine ta do with as I like, as the diamond is yers, I never know when the king might want it fer some bit o’ work about the keep," DoHeney lied as he bounced to his feet.  He drained his tankard and headed for the door, motioning for Shay to remain.  "Why don't ye jist relax here a bit and have another ale.  I shouldn’t be long, though he might be on one o' the lower levels.  I'll send a message if I'm gonna be mor'n a while at it."

Outside the room, DoHeney bent to the keyhole and watched Shay rise to refill his tankard, then set the ale down untasted and start to pace, glancing frequently at the door.  With each turn on his repetitive path, the half-elf absently tucked his hand into the pocket of his robe where DoHeney knew he kept the diamond cornerstone, bound securely in a velvet bag.  Troubled, DoHeney walked slowly down the hall.
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"Now, mind ye, I ain't disregardin’ his part in the liberation o' this fine keep," former-elder MurFindle spouted in his most politically agreeable tone, "but havin' one such as he, bein' the very same vile ilk that was the downfall o' Zellohar in the first place, a foul delver inta arcane and evil magics, walkin' these hallowed halls...  Why, it jist gives me the shiverin' shakes!"

"And he's gone and assaulted one o' us!" blubbered BoRindall, also a former elder, now in charge of food storage, as evidenced by his girth.  "Usin' one o' his stinkin' spells ta hurl my esteemed colleague inta the air, then dash him against the flagstones!  Why, it's a wonder good MurFindle wasn't killed!"

"Aye!" the other three former elders agreed amidst their murmurs of "Filthy sorcerer!" and "The cowardly point-ear!"

"That's ENOUGH!" DoHurley thundered, shaking the very bones of his dragon-throne with his voice.  His own weary bones creaked audibly as he surged to his feet, his one eye wide as his temper flared.

"I'll not argue that Master Szcze-kon is a wizard," DoHurley began, trying to rein in his temper, "though the matter's never exactly been a secret.  And though wizard he may be, he bears no kinship ta that slimy lot that was our downfall near a century ago.  And mentionin' his name in the same breath is more an insult than I'll sit fer."

He tugged his beard in frustration and turned his full attentions to MurFindle, the instigator of this entire farce.

"But jist because he picked ye up and dropped ye from a dizzyin' height o' near five feet—No, don’t deny that’s all it was!  The entire squad o' guards saw it.—and not in defense o' yer insult ta him, mind ye, but rather yer insult ta a fellow dwarf and one o' the Liberators o' Zellohar, ain't no reason ta get yer nose outta joint, MurFindle.  Ye look hale enough ta me, which proves his restraint and good judgment in not killin' ye.  Why, if'n ‘twas me what cast the spell, ye'd likely still be fallin'!"

"But, Yer Majesty!  Ye canna' give one o' his ilk the run o' the keep!  Why there's no tellin'—"

"One o' his ilk?" DoHurley sputtered, cheeks and nose flushing red with anger.  "You keep in mind, MurFindle, that while yer moldy dwarf arse was sittin' safe behind tons o' rock in Boontredk Warrens, it was his ilk, an’ the stout hearts o' elf, human, an’ one o' our own, that had bluster and balls enough ta grab that slimy Nekdukarr by his horny helm and kick his deathless carcass back to Necrol!"

DoHurley snatched up his broad axe and stomped down the steps of the dais.  The four elders shrunk from his path, their hands straying stupidly toward their own weapons, as if they could raise a hand against their own king in his own hall without being cut down by a dozen guards.  But DoHurley had other than mayhem on his mind.

"From this point on, I'll hear no word o' malice from any dwarf o' this keep directed toward any o' the Liberators o' Zellohar."  He held the axe out flat in front of the elders.  "And I will take yer oaths on this blade that none o' ye will, by word or deed, interfere with the comin's or goin's o', or in any way molest or malign, those four who have so selflessly honored us by deliverin' our ancestral home from bondage!"

Silence reigned for several breaths as the four elders stared aghast at DoHurley.  To extract such a vow from them would make it no less than treason to even make a rude noise in the presence of one of those four liberators.  And since their goal had been to have at least the elven members of the four banned from the keep, not only had their plan failed, it had backfired.

"The alternative ta taking this oath is simple," DoHurley finished stonily, "but ‘tis a long walk back to Boontredk."

The four dwarves paled.  Though their positions here were far less prestigious than those they had held in the warrens, none wanted to be master of an empty maze of musty tunnels.

"I so pledge," Murfindle stated solemnly, albeit reluctantly, placing his hand on the blade as he spoke.  "And let it also be known that I never wished ill ta the most honored Liberators o' Zellohar, but was merely counselin' caution at lettin' an elf wizard roam about unattended."

The others voiced similar pledges and assurances.  The King of Zellohar watched in grim amusement as each glanced sidelong at the others to see if anyone would lead a protest, but none did.  Dwarves such as these never had the guts to stand up on their own, only daring to speak out when they were in a pack.  He gave them leave to go, fuming quietly as they slunk from the hall.  He then turned back to his throne, propped his axe against the dragon-claw armrest and sank into its increasingly uncomfortable seat.  He brooded there for a time, then, noticing the impatient guards shifting from foot to foot, he waved them all out.  He needed to think about this, and who could think with half a dozen attendants waiting to hold a hanky if you sneezed?

"I don't know if I agree with Shay's judgment in handlin' that old fart MurFindle, but done’s done," DoHeney said as he stepped from behind an ornate tapestry, blithely trimming his fingernails with a dagger.  "It could be ye jist solved the entire matter."  He paused, returning the dagger to its hidden sheath.  "Then again, ye coulda jist stirred up a whole passel o' snakes."

"How de ye figger?" DoHurley growled, not really surprised that DoHeney had been hiding in the hall during the exchange.

"Them four've been makin' trouble ever since they lost all their highfalutin' mightiness as ruling elders, especially since they lost it ta ye," DoHeney reminded the king.  "And if ye don't watch yer backside, ye jist might find a dagger pokin' out o' it."

"They ain't got the guts ta be so brash," DoHurley scoffed.  “I know MurFindle's style better than ye.  It'd be more his way ta discredit me, makin' hisself look good in the process.  That way he'd have a crack at the throne if I was tossed out."

"Whatever his method, ye can be sure he wishes ye no boon, me uncle," DoHeney scowled, plopping down on the dais steps, then catching his indiscretion, "er, Yer Majesty, I mean."

"Baahh!" the king spat, snatching up his axe and spinning the haft in his gnarled and mutilated grip.  "Majesty, smagesty!  I sometimes curse yer hide fer dumpin' all this mess on top o' me, DoHeney.  Why, I'd give two more fingers fer a decent night o' sleep these days!  All the gripin' and groanin'; so-an-so's cheatin' me, so-an-so's a dirty liar.  Sometimes I'd like to jist kick their squeakin' butts off the parapets!"

"Like Shay near done with MurFindle?" DoHeney snickered.  "I woulda loved ta seen his face.”

"Aye, lad," the king agreed, retaking his seat with a sigh.  "Though yer bringin' up his name—Shay’s, that is—does bring another problem ta mind."

"With Shay?" DoHeney stammered.  "Suren yer not thinkin' o’ takin' MurFindle’s word at any value?"

"Nay, lad," DoHurley waved, dismissing the problems with the former elders.  "I'm talkin' o' our friend's behavior the last few months.  And don't ye look at me like I jist said yer nose had turned blue!  I know ye've noticed it as well, likely before I did."

"Aye, I've noticed it," the worried dwarf admitted, tugging at his beard in frustration.  "But figgerin' on what ta do about it has gotta be the biggest rock ever ta meet a hard spot.  He's been spendin' far too much time cooped up with them gems, if'n ye ask me."

"That's what I think is the very root o' the problem, lad," DoHurley said, lifting the uncomfortable circlet of platinum from his brow and hanging it on his axe handle.  "An’ I think," he concluded, pushing himself from his seat to join DoHeney on the steps, "that we'd better figger a way ta curb our pointy-eared friend's thirst fer magic.  Them gems have been told ta have odd effects even on the minds o' dwarves.  How the two o' them together’ve been bendin' his thoughts, even I canna guess."

"Aye, an’ he’s here ta borrow the emerald again,” DoHeney admitted.  “But tellin' him he can't, or tryin' ta take the diamond from him, would be a bit like tellin' a dragon his treasure was too big fer his greed.  But," he added hopefully, "Shay's more prudent than most magical types, bein' one o' Tem's priests as well, don'cha know.  He's probably able ta handle it."

"Fer a time, perhaps.  But eventually we gotta do somethin' about it," the old warrior resolved.  "Fer, if ye gotta fight a dragon, ‘tis best ta do it before he grows too big.  And growin’ is exactly what Shay's wizardin’s doin' every second he's tucked away in a dark corner with them blasted magic rocks!"

CHAPTER 5

––––––––
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––––––––

Mistress is back!  Mistress is back!"

Excited cries welcomed Avari and Hufferrrerrr home as twilight deepened toward night on the third day after their encounter with the thieves and murderers.  To the west, the sun had already dipped into the sea; the sky along the horizon burned red and orange, then cooled to rich blue overhead.  In the east, above the nearby hills, the brightest stars twinkled, mimicked closer to earth by fireflies that flitted among the trees and pastures of Searest.  The horses grazing on the rich grass looked up with benign interest.  Two mares with recent foals, Searest's first generation, trotted up to the fence to beg for the special treats Avari usually carried in her pocket: crisp apples, bits of rock sugar, or a particularly tasty mouthful of hay.  When Hufferrrerrr roared his greeting, however, the gangly colts scattered, their own legs tripping them up as they tried to flee from this not-yet-familiar beast.  Avari smiled and felt her shoulders and neck unclench as she finally relaxed and drank in the beauty and peace of her home.

A glance behind at the grim train of horses laden with the bodies of the slain murderers, their plunder, and the one living prisoner, reminded her that she couldn’t rest yet.

Bo's huge hooves scuffed to a dusty halt in front of the stable, and Avari leaned down to pat his neck.  Horse and rider alike were exhausted, but at the approach of the familiar smiling faces, she decided that her haste had been worth it.

"Miss Avari, it’s so good to see you home and unharmed!"  A plump little woman tugged at Avari's trouser leg, encouraging her to dismount.  Luellen was the housemaid at Searest, and Avari's self-appointed coddler.  Miss Avari deserved only the best, and Luellen made sure Miss Avari got the best of everything, whether Miss Avari wanted it or not.

Luellen's husband, Bjoral, the ranch farrier, held Bo's bridle while Avari dismounted.  He was the only person Avari knew who could stand next to the great horse and not look totally dwarfed.

"We're suren glad ju're back, Miss.  The missus was gettin' worried, what with ju being gone fer more’n a week."

"Of course I was worried!" Luellen exclaimed.  "And don't pretend you weren't!  Why, Miss Avari, he was so restless at night, he'd be up a dozen times at the window to see if you were coming up the road."

"Thanks for your concern," she said, nodding toward their sullen prisoner, "but I've brought you a bit of work, Bjoral.  Can you fit our guest with a pair of manacles tomorrow?"

"Ja, ju bet I can sure do that, Miss Avari, and have it done before mornin' too, if'n ju say so."  Bjoral favored the bandit with a malicious grin.

"No, no.  Tomorrow will be fine."

Avari turned to help Huffer unload their vile baggage, but found the ranch hands eagerly pitching in, calling out riotous congratulations at her newest victory.  The unlikely title of “Scourge of the White Cliffs” brought an embarrassed flush to her cheeks, but she let them have their fun.

They loaded the dead onto a cart and wheeled it off to a cool cellar; tomorrow the bodies and the remaining bandit would be sent north to Fengotherond.  The tired horses were walked toward the barn where they would be cared for by loving hands.

Avari felt herself beginning an inexorable slide into a state of physical and mental exhaustion.  The smell of the evening meal wafting through the open door of the house set her stomach growling, but before she would allow herself a much-needed meal, bath and sleep, she had one more task.  She walked slowly toward a lone figure standing near the bunkhouse.

"They're dead, Fullen," she told the farmer.  "All except one, and the guard will take care of that in Fengotherond.  Your horses are returned, and will be cared for until we can rebuild your home and you can care for them yourself."

The man looked at her in silence, and Avari recognized in his eyes a weariness and heart-pain even stronger than her own.  After a moment, though, he nodded, acknowledgment and gratitude showing through the pain that etched his face.

"They also had a tidy bit of loot, which should help you to rebuild your farm.  You and your daughter can stay here as long as need be."

"Thank you, Miss," he mumbled, his voice so soft that Avari could barely hear him, "but I think you should keep the gold.  I have no money to reward you with."

"Fullen, I don't want a reward.  My reward—" Avari's voice cracked and she stopped as memories of another burned farmhouse, another murdered farmer—his long, braided red hair and beard disheveled, his wooden leg forever still—flashed through her mind.  After a moment, she continued.  "My reward will be to see you live a long and prosperous life, and to see Pixie Jean grow up healthy and happy.  Believe me, I know how you feel right now.  But I also know you both have the strength to overcome this."  Avari grasped his shoulders and looked into his despairing eyes.

"Please," she begged, "for Pixie Jean's sake, you have to try."

For the first time since the horses had come up the road, Fullen turned and looked at the bodies being hauled away.  The sight seemed to give strength to his wiry frame, and his shoulders straightened.  He nodded slowly and looked once more at Avari.

"Thank you, Miss.  I'll try."  He walked away, still slowly, but taller than he had been.

By Eloss' hand, I hope that's enough, Avari prayed.  Finally, her mission accomplished, her broad shoulders sagged and her breath left her in a sigh of utter exhaustion.  A strong arm encircled her waist, and a friendly voice spoke in her ear.

"I am believing that a wonderful dinner is on the table for us."  Huffer nodded toward the door of the main house.  Light streamed out around the gaunt frame of the cook as she stood there, arms folded sternly across her chest, a long wooden spoon in one hand.  "And I am believing that we will be severely chastised if we keep good cook Mayjen waiting any longer."

As if she had heard him, Mayjen called to them.

"This dinner will be absolutely ruined if you don't come and eat this very minute.  I will not be responsible if it's inedible."

The two weary friends smiled at one another and trudged toward the warm glow of the house, ready for a good meal and a peaceful, well-earned night’s rest.
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Yenjil Thallon, Captain of the Fengotherond Guard, sat hunched over a piece of creamy white parchment, quill in one hand, lost in thought.  Suddenly, he plunged the quill into the ink well like he was stabbing an enemy, and began writing.

––––––––

My Fair Warrioress,

––––––––

Cursing, he crumpled the parchment and tossed it aside.

“No,” he mumbled, “that will never do.  Too close to the heart of the argument.”

Carefully placing another piece of parchment before him, he began again.

––––––––

My Dearest Avari,


Please hear me out.  I miss you terribly, and I apologize for offending you with my ill-chosen words.  I would like to meet with you at your convenience to discuss our situation.  Please write to me with the time and place of your choice, and I will be there.  I eagerly await your reply.



––––––––

Fondest wishes, 

––––––––

Yen

––––––––

P.S.  Have you not received my previous letters?

––––––––

Rereading the letter, he nodded in approval, then groaned as a fat drop of ink fell from the quill onto the message.  He crumpled the letter, tossed it, readied yet another piece of parchment, and rewrote the message.

“Yen!”

The call startled him and he looked furtively toward the door as it opened and a beautiful woman poked her head in.  

“What are you doing in here?” she asked in exasperation.  “We’ll miss the emperor’s introduction at the ball if you waste much more time, and you know how I love to hear him speak.”

Yenjil rolled his eyes when he considered the long-winded speeches the emperor insisted on giving at each ceremonial celebration.  This was the third they had attended in the last week, and he was weary of the polite politicking and courteous back-stabbing that occurred at the events.  He longed to spend a quiet evening by the fire, enjoying a home-cooked meal.  But the woman opened the door farther and posed, one hand on the knob, the other high on the doorjamb.

“Do you like my gown?” she asked.  “I had it specially made for tonight.  Am I not beautiful?”

“Of course you’re beautiful,” Yen confessed.  And she was.  Her flaxen hair was piled atop her head, setting off her long, white neck and shapely shoulders.  The pale blue gown hung precariously from her bosom, and when she breathed deeply, Yen was afraid the garment might fall off altogether.  Her waist was tiny, constricted by a corset with enough stays to stop a sword stroke, and accentuated by the gown’s incredibly full skirt; he’d seen castles surrounded by narrower moats.  She was beautiful, but...  He pictured Avari in her simple gown, as sleek and deadly as a golden sword, and his heart grew warm.  Involuntarily, he glanced to the letter on his desk.

Her eyes followed his and narrowed.

“What is that?” she asked, her voice still gay, but with a false ring.  “Such pretty parchment.”

“Military correspondence,” he answered as he folded and sealed the parchment, and tucked it into the middle of the rest of his letters to be dispatched.  Smiling disarmingly at her, he extended his arm.

“Come, Elestia, let us go attend to the emperor.”

With a gleaming smile, Elestia wrapped her gloved hand around his forearm and allowed herself to be led out, casting an inquisitive glance over her shoulder.

CHAPTER 6

––––––––
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––––––––

Jundag shifted wearily, clenching and unclenching his fists in an effort to keep the blood flowing through his suspended arms.  The manacles in which his wrists were locked were just high enough so he could relieve the strain on his wrists if he stood straight, a position a body could maintain for only so long.  He was just starting to sag when Calmarel finally whirled into the room, dismissed Tredgh, and slammed the door shut behind her retreating servant.  Jundag stood tall, carefully blanking his expression, while in his heart he dared to hope.  Usually, Tredgh remained; Calmarel sometimes required a helping hand when she performed her tortures.  But sometimes...

During his last life—Or would that be incarnation?  Existence?  He wasn’t sure what to call the periods he lived after revivification, before he died again at Calmarel’s or another’s hand—Calmarel on occasion would meet with him alone.  During these sessions, she would still torment him, but they were half-hearted efforts.  Instead, she talked.  She talked to him as if he was a sounding board, reciting her worries or woes, protesting against those she believed plotted against her, lauding the deeds of her clan, or boasting of her own cleverness.  She had never done this before.  Jundag would have laughed at her had he not known that his digression would have been paid back with pain.  So he listened, and he learned.

He had learned that he was in the city of Xerro Kensho, carved out of an immense living column of rock shaped like an hourglass, surrounded by a vast subterranean lake. The clan castles occupied the choice estates high on the outer walls.  Farther down, lesser folk lived among the shops and inns and all the facilities necessary to maintain a bustling city.  Deep inside the hourglass, where the stone was cold and the darkness complete, were the dungeons and arenas, and armories that produced weapons of all styles and employ.  Long ago, Calmarel had told him, great battles between the dark cities were common, but an accord had been reached such that they now expended their energies against their common enemies: the races that inhabited the surface and worshiped the gods of light.

He had learned the hierarchies of the ruling clans, with their matriarchs and patriarchs.  Absolute power came to the eldest child—the heir—except in Calmarel’s case, in which the remarkable acceptance by not one, but two of the Dark Gods had elevated her to equal status with her sister elder, Lysethra.  If Calmarel loved, or at least tolerated anyone, it was her sister, who had accepted co-matriarch status with well-bred grace.

Of course, Calmarel had confided to him in a low voice, as if the walls themselves might have ears, if Lysethra knew that her sister younger had sacrificed two of her favored cousins to Pergamon to gain his good graces in order to escape from her future as a subordinate sibling, the true matriarch of Clan Darkmist might not have been quite so accepting.  Iveron, she confided, had suspected her deed, but had no proof.

Jundag had learned also of her hopes and ambitions to be a mediator.  Only clan matriarchs or patriarchs could perform the rite to become mediator, so her present position was only a stepping-stone to her ultimate goal.  Lysethra encouraged her in this path, and talked incessantly of the prestige her ascension would bestow on Clan Darkmist, for few clans ever produced a mediator.  How much of what she told him was truth and how much was lie, he didn’t know.  But he listened, and he learned, and he waited...

Now Calmarel approached him, and he again noted a wrongness about her.  Her stride lacked its usual languid grace, and her robes didn’t sway and ripple to reveal a length of pale thigh.  In fact—he nearly shuddered but held his control—she almost resembled the spider pendant she always wore, with a dark, bloated abdomen...  His gasp was involuntary, and Calmarel acknowledged his lapse with a sly smile. 

“Hello, my pet!  We have a great deal of catching up to do,” she said as she stoked his cheek with one hand while cradling her bulging belly with the other.

His gasp had elicited a hacking cough, and Calmarel shook her head sadly.

“I’m sorry, my pet.  Your discomfort results from revivification after a long period of death: six months, in this case.  Thankfully,” she added as she ran her long nails down his chest, “your body was kept in a kind of suspended animation, so it shouldn’t affect your strength or...virility.”  She laughed as he pulled himself away from her caress.

“It looks like you have been playing with a new toy while I was dead,” he said as he nodded toward her belly.  “So kill me and let me be at peace.”

Calmarel’s smile broadened.

“Ah, but I’m much farther along than six months.  You should know that.”

Jundag started, and stared into her dark eyes.  He had seen them filled with anger and bloodlust and cruelty; now they seemed almost aglow.

“What do you mean?” he asked slowly.  His mind seemed to tingle, a common feeling after revivification as his memories returned, but he rejected the emerging thought, forcing it back behind the veil of forgetfulness.

"Oh, come now, Jundag," she teased as she stepped closer, pressing her belly against his.  "You can’t say that you don’t remember the tender moments we’ve shared when we’re alone."

It hit him then, and he sagged as his strength fled, uncaring that the manacles gouged into his wrists.  The memory played in his mind; Calmarel flushed from her sadistic play and gleaming with sweat, standing over him as he lay chained to a stone slab, then the touch of her flesh on his, and—

"Oh, gods, NO!!" 

"Really, Jundag," she admonished playfully, though her eyes were hard, "I would have thought you'd be excited.  After all, I went to the trouble of revivifying you again so you could share in this experience."

Despair gripped his stomach and he retched, the bitterness of bile and acid burning his throat.  Calmarel jumped clumsily back, but not quickly enough to avoid being splattered.  Jundag barely felt her touch as she slapped him across the face.

“How dare you!” she seethed, her face  “How dare you react like this to me!  I’ll give you reason to cringe!”

Calmarel glanced around wildly, her gaze focusing on the closest thing at hand.  She grasped a glowing iron from the brazier and turned back to Jundag.

Jundag screamed as she applied the hot metal to his flesh, but it wasn’t just the pain.  Mere physical pain was nothing to the pain that pierced his soul to its core as he realized that the child that dwelt in Calmarel's womb was his.
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Avari bolted upright, choking on her sobs.  Tears streamed down her face as she fought to free herself from the sweat-drenched sheets that clung to her clammy skin.  Her breath came in gasps, her eyes clearing slowly from the dream.

The dream...

The same damned dream.

In surreal slow motion, a slim woman garbed in blackest armor and cloaks strode forward, ebony tresses framing her pale, cruel face like raging black flames.  Around her neck hung two pendants.  One was a grotesque spider with a bloated black abdomen hanging on a barbed chain.  The other was an exquisite blossom of ivory feathers.

With a cruel laugh, the woman savagely jerked on a golden chain, and Jundag crawled into sight.  This wasn’t the powerful warrior that Avari had known, but a hobbled and crippled wreck of a man.  His once-strong hands were a twisted mass of splintered bones, his legs maimed and misshapen, his formerly robust body gaunt and streaked with long, red scars.  But worst of all were his eyes, the white, pupilless orbs of a cave-dwelling creature.

Slowly, painfully, Jundag reached a mutilated hand toward Avari, and called to her.

"Avari!  Help...me, Avari!  K-k-kill me...  Please..."

Avari stretched out, but she could never touch him; he was always just out of reach.  Desperately she strained forward, always failing as he slowly receded into darkness, until all that was left to her was the contemptuous laughter of his captor.

Avari dropped her tear-streaked face into her hands as sobs wracked her broad shoulders.  She hadn’t had this dream in months, and had thought that she finally had put the horrors of Zellohar behind her.  After several long minutes, she threw the blankets aside; she’d never get back to sleep.  A chill spring breeze blew through the open window, raising goose bumps on her damp, bare skin.  She pulled on a thick quilted robe and slipped her bare feet into a warm pair of sheepskin slippers.  From the color of the starlit sky outside her window, dawn was still hours away.

Slipping out of her bedroom, Avari padded down the hall to the stairs, moving quietly so as not to wake any of her employees who shared the expansive house with her.  Descending the curved staircase to the main floor, she absently trailed her hand along the polished banister.  She had watched Tinarre, a woodling and her masterful carpenter, shape this banister from a single branch of a massive, gnarled oak.  Miraculously, he had taken only the one limb from the tree, coaxing it free with his hands, then treating the scar with a thick, healing tar.  It was only one example of the skill and care that had gone into creating her new home, and she thanked Eloss that she had found such talented, loving folks with which to surround herself.

At the bottom of the stair, Avari tiptoed across the common room and down the hall to her study.  As soon as she entered, carefully closing the latch so the click wouldn’t wake anyone, she took a deep breath, closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the cool wood of the door.  Feeling her shoulders finally relax, she turned around and walked to the wide window that was set in the back wall, rested her hands on the thick frame and gazed out at the moonlit view.  The short lawn behind the house ended abruptly at the White Cliffs; an unwary walker would plummet four-hundred feet to the ever-changing ocean below.  Although the sea tonight was calm, during the winter storms salt spray cleared the top of the cliffs to lash against this very window.

One ocean, with so many different faces, she thought with a pang in her heart.  Just like some people.  

She tried to peer across the ocean to the dark horizon, toward the island she had once called home.  There her father lay in his eternal rest.  She had loved that home when he was there, but she knew she could never go back.

Her thoughts of her father drew her from the window to the stone hearth, where she stoked the banked embers of yesterday's blaze into a bed of glowing coals, then placed a log of cured oak among them.  She held her hands toward the growing flames while gazing at the two swords that hung above the mantel.

The lower sword, with its sturdy blade, plain scabbard and leather-wrapped hilt, had been her father’s until his untimely death, and it had served her well in her quest to avenge him.  The upper sword was as different from the first as she was from DoHeney.  The dwarven-made Gaulengil was five feet long from tip to pommel, with a hilt of braided silver wire.  The broad blade, with its diamond-cut emerald set into the tip, was hidden within the black scabbard.  The weapon had chosen her as its agent of justice, to be wielded against the vile creatures that had overrun Zellohar Keep, against the Nekdukarr, Iveron Darkmist.  It, too, had served her well, saving her life and the lives of her friends many times over.  All except one: Jundag’s.  The anguish of that failure, amplified by the nightmare, clutched painfully at her heart.

On impulse, she reached for Gaulengil.  Carefully lifting the scabbard from its pegs, she stepped back and held the sword toward the fire blazing merrily on the hearth.  The flames glinted off the crosspiece, seemingly setting it afire, though it was cool in her grasp.  With her left hand, she slowly drew the scabbard from the razor-edged blade, and the emerald’s enchanted radiance tinged the air.  Placing the scabbard on the mantel, she took another step back and assumed the proper two-handed grip; the familiar warmth of the sword’s power and personality spread up her arms and throughout her body.

Avari reveled in the weapon's strength and grace, sweeping it in a few slow arcs, then held it near the flames to admire its beauty.  The steel gleamed, and the firelight danced through the emerald at the sword’s tip.

*Aaaaavvvvvv*

A faint scream on the wind; Avari whirled, holding the blade at the ready.  It was still full night, and no hawk or osprey was apt to be aloft and screeching at this hour.  Taking a deep breath, Avari peered out the window, thinking that perhaps she had heard the death cry of an owl’s prey, but all she could see was her own uneasy reflection in the glass, backlit by the firelight.

"I’m getting paranoid," she muttered.  She was chilled now, whether due to the cold air by the window or her own night terrors, she knew not which, and she returned to the hearth to warm up.  She reached up for Gaulengil’s scabbard with her left hand.

*Aaaaavvvvaaaaarrrrriiiii*

She leapt away from the hearth.  This call had been distinct; her name had issued forth from the flames.  Avari leaned closer, but now heard only the crackling of the fire.  She held Gaulengil at the ready; between the fairy stories her father had told her and the real-life horrors they had encountered in Zellohar Keep and elsewhere, she didn’t discount the chance of an attack from even the most unlikely quarter.  But her scrutiny was met only by the pop and snap of the blazing log.  No specter rose from the fire to challenge her.  No spirit of some long-dead wood sprite cried foul at the burning of the oak.

"Not only paranoid, but delusional as well."  Avari shuddered and was again reaching for the scabbard to resheath the sword—perhaps reading for a while would help clear her head—when she felt a tug on her right hand.  She looked down, and this time she actually saw Gaulengil move toward the fire, tugging her hand with it.  Sometimes she forgot the weapon had a mind of its own.

Uncertainty overwhelmed Avari.  She had experienced such tugs or pushes from the weapon before and knew that she could trust its judgment, but what was it trying to do?

Slowly, warily, she complied with the blade's pull, moving it closer to the fire.  As it neared the blaze, the clear depths of the emerald were obscured by a faint swirling haze, and she heard a muted cry.

*Avvvaaarrriii*

Startled, she nearly dropped the weapon, but tightened her grip instead.  Gritting her teeth in defiance, she pushed Gaulengil closer to the fire until the emerald was bathed in flames.

*AAAAAVVVVVAAAAARRRRRIIIII*

Jundag's face, his features twisted in agony, shone within the emerald.  Avari couldn’t tell if the flames that licked at his skin were those behind the gem, or part of the vision.

She dropped the blade in horror, back-pedaling as the steel clanged against the hearthstone.  Avari stumbled over a chair, but she fumbled to her feet and backed against the far wall, her hands grasping the bookcase behind her as she stared in terror at the blade, now silent on the floor in front of the hearth.

She didn’t realize she was yelling until she heard the pounding of feet outside the door and Hufferrrerrr and Brishalla, her foreman, burst in with a roar and a shout, weapons drawn.

Hufferrrerrr immediately came to her side, while Brishalla stalked the circumference of the room, brandishing his great curved scimitar.   Avari barely saw them; she couldn’t tear her gaze from the emerald in Gaulengil’s blade.  The gem now looked benign, pouring forth its normal green glow, augmented by the orange flicker of firelight.

"I'm going crazy," she whispered so softly that Hufferrrerrr had to lean in close to hear her words.  "By the gods, I pray I'm going crazy..."
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“How dare you call another woman’s name when I am the one who carries your child!” Calmarel snapped as she paced before a battered and bloody Jundag.  The heat of her anger rivaled the heat of the coals in the brazier, which she had put to good use in disciplining her wayward captive.  It infuriated her to no end that his mind was on that woman, when his attention should be focused solely on her.  

After all this time, you would think he would show some—  She dismissed the thought as an unaccustomed pang wrenched her.

“I will teach you,” she seethed under her breath, “to attend to me, and only to me.”

She raised her arm, and brought her many-thonged whip to bear once again.

––––––––

Jundag gasped for breath and gritted his teeth.  The pain nearly overwhelmed him, but it at least made him forget for a moment the anguish in Calmarel’s claim.  Closing his eyes, he focused his thoughts on a happier time, storm-stranded in a barn warm with the heat of the animals and fragrant with the smell of hay.  In his arms lay a woman—young yet bold, strong yet vulnerable—a woman he could grow to love.

The pleasant image shattered as the barbs of Calmarel’s whip tore through his flesh, and he cried out.

“AAAAAVVVVVAAAAARRRRRIIIII!”
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Lysethra gazed through the portal and trembled.  Not physically, of course, not with the mediator and the rest of the clan rulers watching; never would she give them the satisfaction of seeing her distress.  But deep inside, her heart and soul quailed.  For beyond the portal were dragons.

Dragons of all sizes and hues flew by, pouring forth all manner of flame and ice and acid as they attempted to breach the citadel’s shield.  Innumerous smaller lizard-like beings flew among the dragons, apparently egging them on.  Lysethra knew that they were beyond the shield and therefore harmless, but the sight was disconcerting nonetheless.  She wondered if the mediators had planned it thus.

The matriarch of Clan Darkmist stood before the portal from Xerro Kensho to the citadel.  The portal itself unnerved her.  The huge stone gateway was mage-built, inscribed with magical runes alien to Lysethra’s eye; as a priestess, her powers were divinely bestowed, and she had no need to construct crude spells and read esoteric languages.  Each of the dark cities had its own portal through which materials, slave labor, soldiers and wizards passed back and forth as their duties required.  This was the first time that the councils of each city, the patriarchs and matriarchs of the ruling clans, would visit the citadel.

Lysethra felt the keen prick of the mediator's pitiless gaze urging her through the portal; even as the clan nobles competed amongst themselves, so she imagined the mediators of each of the dark cities competed, and the mediator of Xerro Kensho would be judged on the manner in which her nobles acted today.  Without hesitation, and despite her misgivings, Lysethra stepped boldly through the portal, her head held high, even as an enormous dragon flew seemingly straight at her and let loose a fiery blast.  She swallowed a cry of alarm and managed to casually flick her long black hair from her shoulder in a contrived act of apparent disregard.  From the corner of her eye, she saw her peers hesitate—still standing beyond the portal in Xerro Kensho—and Druellae Gorgoneye actually recoil from the advancing dragon.

That, she thought triumphantly, will cost you dearly.

Lysethra strode toward the mediator as if she had not a care in the world, but inwardly shivered in delight at her nod of approval.   She positioned herself to the right and slightly behind the mediator to await the rest of the matriarchs and patriarchs of Xerro Kensho.  Surreptitiously, she glanced along the shield wall toward the nearest portals from the other dark cities, and noted that the other mediators were apparently having similar problems coaxing their spoiled nobles out of their comfortable and familiar abodes and into the exotic environs within the citadel shield.  Some openly yelled at and berated laggards who hesitated too long before stepping through the portal.

How crass, she thought contemptuously.  The mediator's implacable mien and strong, proud stance, which usually irritated Lysethra to no end, now seemed to represent the best of Xerro Kensho.  From her close position, however, Lysethra could see the tics that expressed the mediator’s annoyance: knuckles gripped white behind her back, tension in her shoulders beneath her dark robes, and a fleeting twitch to her upper lip.  Finally, after several long seconds of hesitation, the mediator’s patience finally snapped.

"Get out here now!" she hissed quietly, maintaining her outward composure.  Lysethra felt the power of The Five lash out in a palpable wave from the mediator beside her, and thanked Xakra that she herself was not a target of that wrath.  The remaining council members stumbled through the portal like they were drunk, and had to hurry to catch up as the mediator spun with a swirl of her robes and strode toward the citadel itself.  Lysethra smoothly turned and followed close behind.

Lysethra got her first good look at the citadel as they approached.  From this angle it was difficult to see it in its entirety, but the construction plans had been presented to the councils.  The base structure—septagonal in shape to represent the seven dark cities complicit in this enterprise—rose high overhead.  There resided the wizards who tended the protective shield and the citadel with their arcane magics, as well as the thousands of slaves who performed the actual construction, and the hundreds of soldiers who guarded against revolt.  The center of the base structure was open; it would serve as a receptacle for the Void essence.  Seven spires, one from each sector, thrust up from the base and curved inward toward the core.  There dwelt the mediators, each in their own spire, and there would dwell their city councils.  The living quarters were low in the spires.  The upper rises were solid stone enchanted with the most powerful of spells to allow the spires to penetrate the barrier between Pytt and The Void, and draw out the deadly nothingness that was the Void essence.

But beyond the design details, the citadel’s impact on Lysethra was visceral, and her breath caught in her throat as she gazed upon it.  To her it appeared as an enormous black flower, its petals opening to The Void, ready to be inseminated by its stark essence.

How she wished Calmarel could be here now to see it!  But until the spires of the citadel were fused to The Void and the extraction spells stabilized, the wild energy fluxes that occurred intermittently could adversely affect her sister’s pregnancy.  Which reminded her...  Calmarel had never revealed to Lysethra the identify of the father of her child, only dropping hints about his rank and status, marveling at his strength, and boasting of how this mating would bring powerful new blood into Clan Darkmist.  Her sister had visited several of the other dark cities in the past year, and Lysethra glanced toward the other councils as they filed into the citadel; was the mysterious man among them?  

Lost in her speculations as they approached the great archway that led into the Xerro Kensho sector of the citadel, Lysethra inadvertently slowed her pace.  Immediately, Druellae of Clan Gorgoneye shoved ahead of her into the coveted position behind the mediator.

Oh, no you don't! Lysethra thought as she stepped ahead quickly while still maintaining her decorum; the mediator would not appreciate obvious strife among her ensemble while within sight of the other mediators and their councils.  Druellae gasped in surprise and anger, reaching reflexively for her snake pendant of Seth the Defiler. 

The mediator stopped so suddenly that Druellae nearly ran into her rigidly straight back.

"If you shame me further, Druellae," the mediator said without turning her head, her tone menacingly calm, "I will have you expelled from the shield into Pytt as an example to the others."

Druellae thrust her hands into her cloak, seething with rage but clearly unwilling to confront the mediator, and shrank to the back of the line.  Lysethra shot a triumphant look behind her and marched under the arch a mere three strides behind the mediator.

CHAPTER 7

––––––––
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––––––––

It’s just not right!" Mayjen barked as Avari strode past her and off the porch.

Avari ignored the aggravated cook and rubbed her sleep-starved eyes, then looked around at the mockingly pleasant spring morning.  She approached the two mounts awaiting their departure, taking Bo's reins from Hufferrrerrr while trying to ignore the worried stares of her employees.  She had been up all night making plans, and should have taken some time to sleep, but she knew that rest would not come until she had some answers.  And Mayjen was not letting the fact that Avari had made up her mind sway her tongue.

"You haven't even been back two days from your last bout of traipsing off into the woods, and now you're going off on some mysterious journey to see that elf wizard!" she continued, crossing her thin arms in resolute disapproval.  "And you're taking my husband as well!"

Avari's shoulders stiffened at the accusation.  She was jerking Bo's girth straps tighter, biting back her temper, when a light touch on her shoulder brought her up short.  Tinarre stood beside her, his sharp green eyes glinting out of nut-brown features as he smiled reassuringly.

"Take no pain in her words, Miss Avari," he smiled.  "She is merely worried for both our sakes.  I will calm her, and we will be off."

"Thank you, Tinarre," she sighed, managing a weak smile.  "Please tell her that you’ll be in no danger.  I won’t have—"

"I know," he said with another smile as he turned to console his temperamental wife.

The others all crowded out of the house and lined the porch, many frowning in disapproval.  Some were upset that she was leaving again so soon.  Others were upset with her selection of only Hufferrrerrr and Tinarre as traveling companions; most of the men and several of the women had volunteered to accompany her, but she had made up her mind.  Besides, Tinarre was only coming as far as Refuge; if her search for answers took her farther afield, he would return with information on where and how long she might be gone.

Avari approached Brishalla and solemnly extended her hand, which he grasped in his own.  The drooping ends of his long black moustache twitched, as much of a smile as he ever displayed.

"Travel well and safely, Mistress Mine," he murmured in farewell, bending slightly at the waist in the traditional desert nomad salute.  "And rest assured that all will be well here when you return."

"Thank you, Brishalla.  I'm sorry to dump all this on your shoulders."

"Now you be careful, Mistress," Luellen cooed, grasping Avari in a hug even before the foreman had let her hand free.  "Here's a special something I baked for your trip," she said, pressing a carefully wrapped package into her hands.  "I know how you tend to skip meals, so just nibble on one when you've nothing better to do."

"Thank you, Luellen, I will."

One by one, her employees—her friends—shook her hand, patted her shoulder, or embraced her.  It took all her strength to smile and assure them that she would return soon.

Farewells over, Avari mounted Bo and twisted to tuck the package into her already bulging saddlebags.  As she turned forward once again, her knee pressed against Gaulengil’s black scabbard.  In that moment, Jundag’s agonized face came to her, and she shuddered.  She had had trouble thinking of anything else since her dream and visions two nights ago.  After much soul-searching and discussion with Hufferrrerrr, the only choice she saw was to seek the truth; either she was losing her mind, or Jundag was alive.  If the former was true, then perhaps Shay could aid her, heal her mind.  If the latter was true, then she would find Jundag, not matter what it took.  Once she had made her decision, a feeling of quiet resignation had taken over; she might not yet have the answers, but at least she knew where to start looking.

With a forced smile and wave, she toed Bo into a turn and kicked him into a trot, followed by Hufferrrerrr and Tinarre.  From behind, she heard the calls of “Goodbye!” and “Safe journey!” from the beloved members of her household, and dragged her sleeve across her eyes to dry the tears that threatened to overflow.  Looking at the peaceful fields that lined the road, and the horses that capered alongside the fence, her heart ached as she wondered if she would ever see her cherished Searest again.
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The summons to the mediator’s private quarters conflicted Lysethra.  A summons generally meant a reprimand; how many times had she and Calmarel knelt before the mediator to receive her furious castigations?  Too many times not to cringe when the messenger brought her the parchment with her name written across the seal in the mediator’s bold hand.

Although, she considered as she tapped the message against her thigh while she waited to be announced, usually it was Calmarel’s fault.  The thought angered her for a moment, but she dismissed the feeling and focused back on the present situation.

The hall in which she waited was communal space for the Xerro Kensho nobles, acting as a meeting area or reception hall as necessary.  The mediator had convened her council here twice since they had arrived to discuss progress on the citadel.  The room was beautifully built, as befitted the status of the mediator.  Dark curtains along one wall hid a balcony that overlooked the core of the citadel.  The other three walls were highly polished black stone, hung with tapestries depicting the natures and the hells of the five Dark Gods.  Lysethra shivered in horrific pleasure as she gazed on the likeness of Xakra—venerated patron goddess of Clan Darkmist—in her spider manifestation, feeding on the damned souls that writhed in her webs.  She grasped the sacred amulet that hung around her neck and bent her head in reverence.

The door before her opened, and a servant bowed her into the mediator’s presence.  Lifting her chin just high enough to appear noble but not haughty, she strode forward.  The mediator stood across the room behind a huge stone desk.  Lysethra stopped before it and bobbed her head in subservience.

“Mistress Mediator.”

The mediator turned and looked at her a long moment, then smiled.  Lysethra was on guard; she could not remember ever seeing the mediator smile without next ordering a death or dismemberment.

“Matriarch Darkmist,” the mediator said smoothly.  “Lysethra.  Please have a seat.”  She indicated a chair, and took her own seat behind the massive desk.  The only item on the glossy surface was an ancient leather-bound book with bronze hinges and clasp.

“I want to congratulate you,” she continued, “on your performance at the portal.  You demonstrated the true strength expected of a noble of Xerro Kensho,” here her lips twisted into a sneer of disgust, “unlike others...”

Lysethra permitted herself a small smile, pleased at the praise and recognition, but wondering where in the Nine Hells this conversation was headed.

“This act,” the mediator went on, “continues to raise Clan Darkmist in my estimation.  I know we had some...disagreements not long ago, but after your resolution to the problem of your brother, Iveron, I realized that you have matured.”

Lysethra again smiled and bowed her head.  They had reported to the mediator that Iveron had been destroyed, conveniently omitting that it had been a band of surface dwellers who had accomplished the task.

“Your sister...” the mediator’s tone was now contemplative, “has also managed to avoid any...outbursts lately, behaving more as a noble and a matriarch should behave.  And I have come to a decision that I think will benefit us all.”

Lysethra tensed.  The mediator pushed the book across the desk top, but left her hand atop it, tapping her long, dark nails lightly on the cover, as if considering.  Finally, she withdrew her arm and leaned back in her chair.

“This is the Book of Rites.  Please give it to your sister and tell her to start studying the Rite of Ascension.  Once she has birthed her whelp, the council will convene to oversee her rite and initiation.  As a mediator, she will dedicate herself to the construction of a settlement on the newly cleansed surface world—a sister city to Xerro Kensho.  Each of the seven cities will do likewise.  In the beginning, of course, Calmarel will consult with me, but by and by, she will earn her independence.  She is being honored before her time, of course, but we have need of a new mediator, and she is more ready than any other.  And you...well, I think that you are quite ready and perhaps eager...” the mediator raised her eyebrows and quirked the side of her mouth in a sly smile, “to assume your role as sole matriarch of Clan Darkmist, as well as additional responsibilities as my representative and right hand in Xerro Kensho.”

Lysethra was speechless.  However much she had hoped for higher recognition of Clan Darkmist by the mediator, this was far beyond what she expected at this point in time.  Though she never admitted it to her sister, she had always doubted that the mediator would allow Calmarel to complete the Rite of Ascension, ruling that she was too headstrong and unpredictable.  But now...  Lysethra envisioned the future and could barely contain her excitement.  Clan Darkmist was about to achieve such a distinction as her ancestors had never even dreamed: herself as matriarch and second to the mediator of Xerro Kensho, and Calmarel as mediator of a new city.  What powers they would control!

“Thank you, Mistress Mediator,” she said solemnly.

Lysethra stood, took the book and bowed deeply to the mediator.  At her superior’s condescending wave, she turned and walked slowly from the room.  Only after the door was shut behind her did she pick up her pace, and by the time she reached her own quarters, she was nearly running.

Koyrull chuckled as she rose and moved to the cabinet behind her, taking out a bottle of blood-red wine and pouring herself a measure.  As much as Lysethra had tried to hide it, her delight at the mediator’s words had shone through her attentive visage.

How easy, Koyrull thought with satisfaction, she will be to manipulate once her headstrong sister is gone.  For she, too, believed that the Rite of Ascension might prove to be too much for Calmarel.  Although the upstart was powerful enough, she lacked the humility necessary to appease the Dark Gods.  Should she fail—as her father had failed—Koyrull would shed no tears.  And should she succeed...well, her task of building a new city on the surface world would keep her busy for a long, long time, under Koyrull’s thumb but out of her hair.

The mediator laughed aloud, then gulped down her wine, savoring its warmth and sharp, metallic aftertaste.  Everything was going according to plan.
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“What’s wrong?”

Tinarre ignored Avari’s question for a moment as he slid off his mount's sweat-streaked back.  Twilight’s shadows already crept among the trees, but he could see the glint of a small pond surrounded with lush green grass through the trees, perfect for the horses.

“Nothing is wrong, Mistress,” he called over his shoulder.  "I am simply stopping for the night.  We are near the last ford of the Greshen River, and the road worsens beyond it.  Even though I can see in the dark, our horses cannot."

Tying his horse’s reins to a tree limb, he looked back toward the road.  Avari was still mounted, an annoyed look on her face.  The wind had pulled wisps of hair from her braid and it stood out around her head.  In the dim light, she looked akin to the leotaur beside her, both with flowing manes and four-legged bodies, so naturally did she sit her horse.  But where Hufferrrerrr looked merely tired from the hard pace they had kept throughout the day, Avari also looked soul-weary.

The woodling could see that she was approaching a breaking point.  He, along with Brishalla and Hufferrrerrr, was one of the few who knew the real reason for her hasty travel.  So he had volunteered to travel with her, in hopes that he might aid her as best he could.  Although right now, the glare she was giving him indicated plainly that she did not welcome his suggestion.

"If we walk the horses through the night, we can be in Faxx by morning," she averred.

"I am thinking this is of being a good place for me to find something for our dinners," Hufferrrerrr said quickly as he trotted into the clearing and slipped out of his heavy pack, winking at Tinarre.  

"You could hunt parallel to the road and catch up with us when you get something," Avari persisted.  "Then we can stop for dinner and some rest, and still manage a few extra leagues."

"Mistress," Tinarre said soothingly as he approached her, "the horses need rest.  Hufferrrerrr and I need rest.  We can leave at first light, and we will lose less time than we would if one of the horses stumbled in the dark and was lamed."

He watched as fleeting changes in Avari’s facial expression revealed her conflicting emotions, then sighed in relief when her shoulders slumped.  She could have just ordered him back on his horse; he would not have refused her direct command.

"I'll rub down the horses while you get a fire going," she said as she walked Bo to the clearing, dismounted, and began fumbling with the buckles on the saddlebags.

"Very good, Mistress," Tinarre said.  "I'll brew a pot of tea to ward off the night's chill."

Discreetly, the woodling watched her while she unburdened the horses, then toweled them off and brushed their damp coats.  She worked slowly but efficiently, and he could see her relax into the routine.  He had often noted her love of the horses, especially Bo, and caring for them with her own hands seemed to ease her mind.  As she was finishing up, a screech split the peace of the night, and Avari stared with wide eyes toward the black scabbard that lay across her pack.

“Well,” Tinarre said with force joviality as he bustled about the blazing fire, “it sounds like Hufferrrerrr has procured our dinner!”

“What?”  Avari whirled, her eyes wide with panic.  Then she calmed, forcing a quick, nervous smile.  “Oh!  Yes, I guess that’s what it was.”

Tinarre brought a cup of steaming tea to her as she spread her blankets by the fire and sat down, leaning back on her saddle to gaze at the fire.  She accepted the cup and blew on the hot liquid before taking a sip.  He watched as she finished the first cup, and he quickly poured a second.

By this time Hufferrrerrr had returned, a dressed rabbit in hand.  Soon it was staked over the coals, the meat sizzling under watchful leotaur eyes.  Tinarre tended the broth he had made with the vegetables they brought, stirring it carefully while keeping one eye on Avari.

"It is being a beautiful night," Hufferrrerrr said, craning his neck up at the stars.  "A good night for being on the trail."

"A good night for ghosts," Avari murmured.

"For seeing them, or for being one?"  Tinarre asked quietly.

"I guess that's the question, isn't it?"  She gulped the remnants of her second cup of tea and tossed him the cup.  "But I've got to face this ghost.  I can’t keep running from it."

Avari stood, wobbling on unsteady legs, as if the long day’s ride had tired even her well-trained limbs.  She reached down and gripped Gaulengil by the hilt, lifting the crosspiece up to eye level, its scabbarded length pointed toward the heavens.

"If there really is a ghost to face," she admitted, a slight quaver in her voice.

She carefully slipped the scabbard from the blade and dropped it, then turned toward the fire with the sword hilt clutched in both hands.  Slowly, almost reluctantly, Tinarre thought, she pushed the emerald tip of the blade into the flames.  The woodling tensed, ready to move should something untoward happen.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Hufferrrerrr’s tail twitch, a sure sign of agitation.

Silence hung heavily in the air.  After a long minute, a smile spread across Avari's face, and both her companions relaxed.

"Well!" she exclaimed, pulling the blade from the flames and wiping the soot from it with the hem of her shirt.  "So mush for that ghoshd...er...ghost, I mean."  Her smile grew cheerful, almost giddy with her discovery.  "All I've got to worry about now is being crazy."

Tinarre gasped as she drew the blade across her forearm, felt his gut recoil as the blood seeped into the silvery metal of the blade.  He had heard of the sword’s hunger, but had never seen it feed.  The display didn’t seem to faze Hufferrrerrr, and Avari continued her nonsensical rambling.

"An' I know jusht the elf to help me with that li'l proggmum...er, progbum, frogbum?  No, no.  I mean frog legs.  Yeah, I'll have frog legs for dinner!"

She stooped for Gaulengil's scabbard, nearly pitching headlong onto the sword’s sharp crosspiece as she overbalanced.  Hufferrrerrr caught her, helped her slip the blade into its home, and lay her onto her blankets once again.

"Oh, thanks, Hufferrrerrr."  She smiled, her head lolling as she stared at him with unfocused eyes.  "Hey, I said yer name right!  Waddaya know."  She rolled over and was snoring in moments.

Hufferrrerrr growled and knelt beside her.  "What in the name of the Lord of Cats is being wrong with her?"  He checked her forearm to make sure the cut was only superficial.  "It is being like she has been drinking of the fire juice, but she has had only tea!"  His yellow eyes flashed accusingly toward Tinarre.

"What manner of a concoction have you been brewing, woodling Tinarre?" he asked suspiciously.

"Just an herbal mixture that Master Shay taught me when he visited last fall," Tinarre admitted.  "Mayjen sometimes has trouble falling asleep, and it helped her.  Our mistress will sleep deep and well, and will wake rested."

"Hrrrmmm."  Hufferrrerrr twitched his whiskers as he examined the snoring woman.  "I am supposing that there was being no harm in helping her to sleep a night's worth," he finally agreed, drawing a spare blanket over her.  "But please to be telling me the next of time of what you are planning.  I was worried that she had gone to the stark ravingness of nuts."

"Do not worry, Hufferrrerrr," the woodling assured him.  "She is not mad.  Lack of sleep can do strange things to one's mind, my friend."

"Hrrrmmm," the leotaur rumbled as he settled in beside the fire.  "Besides, there is now being more of the dinner for you and me, I am thinking."

Their quiet laughter joined Avari's snoring, and made the cool spring night seem a bit warmer.

CHAPTER 8

––––––––
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An errant zephyr blew into the study through the gap between the shutters, and motes of silvery dust swirled through the scintillating rays of green and white light that were the room's only illumination.  Lamps spaced at intervals along the walls glared down cold and dark, like bronze vultures.  On another night their cheery, yellow glow would have warmed the shelves and tables crowded with books, scrolls, orderly rows of bottles, flasks and bowls, mortars and pestles, vials and scales, bits of bone and chips of crystal.  Yet tonight their light was absent, their oil unlit.  Tonight the master's workshop was illumed only by the light of magic.

Atop the broad desk, two ornate gold stands cradled palm-sized gems—an emerald and a diamond—in delicately precise embraces.  The metal crackled and glowed with power, directing the essence of the gems down to the silver tracings inlaid into the top of the desk.  The focal point of the tracings, a circle of purest gold, blazed with green-white lightning.  Within the circle lay Shay’s hand, fingers outstretched to maintain contact with the golden circumference.  Static discharges writhed up his arm, infusing him with the magical energy of the gems.

The half-elf slowly shook his head as if emerging from a trance or a deep sleep.  But he hadn’t been sleeping; his mind was sharp and clear.  He blinked his dry eyes, and rolled his stiff neck in circles to relieve the tense muscles.  His temples pounded, a foretaste of an oncoming headache.  But despite the discomforts, he smiled.  Looking down at the book that lay on the desk before him, he read through the complex incantation with ease, appreciating the elegant design of the spell.  When he opened the book hours earlier, he had been unable to even focus on the arcane inscriptions, much less understand them.  It should have taken him years of study to learn a spell of this magnitude.  Yet, with the magical enhancements of the emerald and diamond, he had been able to master it in less than a day.

He rose from his chair, his aching muscles protesting their disuse as he moved to the shutters that swayed slowly in the weak breeze.  He swung the thick oak outward, drawing in a deep draught of fresh, cold air.  It had been afternoon when he started studying; now it was a fine night. 

Morning actually, he thought, noting the position of Eloss' Hand on the horizon, daylight soon.  He should rest...but there was one more spell, just a small one really, that he wanted to look at first.  Running his hands through his hair, he pushed back his exhaustion and surrendered to the impulse.  He closed the shutter and worked the latch, making sure that no more breezes would disturb his study.

––––––––

Lynthalsea looked up at the window from within a small copse of trees.  Thin streaks of green-white light emanated from between the shutters, but faded as the ambient light of dawn grew.  She heard the stealthy pad of steps on the soft loam of the forest floor, and waited expectantly until they stopped close behind her.  Arms wrapped around her, pinning hers to her sides, but she wasn’t startled.  Instead, she dropped her head back onto a broad chest and sighed aloud.

“Up all night again?” asked a soft, low voice, its basso vibrations resounding through her back.

“Yes,” she answered.  “Using the gems.  It’s starting to scare me, how much he relies on them.  He saw their hold on Darkmist, but seems oblivious of their affect on him.”

“That is the way of temptation; you feel that you deserve to have whatever it is you desire.”

“And what,” Lynthalsea whispered, “do you desire?”

A soft growl answered her as the arms released her, and she trotted away into the deep forest where no humans would be, her keen ears tracking the one who kept pace with her, her sensitive nose inhaling the powerful scent of his musk.
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The excitement among the nobles assembled on the balcony outside the Xerro Kensho meeting room was palpable, and Lysethra saw the anticipation echoed among the mediators and councils from the six other dark cities on their nearby balconies.  These balconies faced inward, and below they could see the hollow core of the citadel through which the Void essence would flow.

Necks craned back as each person jockeyed for the best position to observe the upcoming event.  Lysethra stood to the mediator’s right; word had gotten out—Lysethra had leaked it immediately after their talk—that she was favored by the mediator, and not even Druellae Gorgoneye dared protest.

High above them levitated numerous mages completing last-minute tasks and inspecting the runes carved all over the walls of the core.  One by one they floated down into safe positions, and a hush came over the crowds as they prepared for the long-awaited beginning; the triumph of the Dark Gods.

Lysethra felt a momentary disorientation, then realized that the citadel and its surrounding shield was moving slowly upward toward the blackness of The Void.  Everyone held their breath, waiting for the moment of truth or destruction, salvation or failure.  Even the dragons ceased their attacks, flying away as static discharges arced between the shield and the Void barrier.

Then they touched.

Multi-hued lightning burst from the point of contact with a thunderous boom.  Several council members clapped their hands protectively over their ears, but Lysethra’s awe held her motionless, her ringing eardrums unheeded.  She watched the shield shudder as compression waves expanded from the point of contact like rings from a stone tossed into a lake.  The shield bulged inward with the pressure of the dark barrier above, bulged further, but held.  Lysethra grew light-headed, but she could not force her gaze away.  She knew that, until the energy of The Void itself was tapped to empower the citadel's magical defenses, innumerable mages were working together to cast spells to affect a joining without destroying the shield, and the citadel with it.  

She moved her hand to the pocket that held the gem that had destroyed her brother; it never left her person.  Calmarel kept the other.  They had discussed giving the gems to the mediator as a peace offering—their power undoubtedly would have helped to stabilize the citadel shield—but decided to retain them for such a time when they needed a boon.

Lysethra wondered now at their decision.  The shield bulged until it seemed it could bulge no more, and she felt a momentary despair that the long-standing plan might fail due to their covetous decision.  Then black bolts of lightning arced from the tips of the spires with a crash that made the former discharge a whisper by comparison; they had breached the barrier and tapped The Void.  Instantly the shield wall strengthened, its glimmer intensifying as it absorbed energy from The Void.  Energy streams writhed like huge black snakes between the spires and The Void.  The air crackled with a magical energy that tickled Lysethra's exposed skin and raised the hair on the back of her neck.  Her chest heaved as she gulped for air, unaware that she had been holding her breath.  She had just witnessed the beginning of the end for the surface world, and the beginning of forever for the children of the Dark Gods.

"Calmarel," she whispered softly, "even you would have been impressed."  Lysethra took another deep breath and smiled; between the mediator’s good news and the successful tapping of The Void, she had much to discuss with her sister.
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"Without some kind of containment field," Feldspar argued, "the energy flux would destabilize.  In the time it would take to finish the incantation, you'd be a puddle of scorched protoplasm."

"Destabilization would not occur for at least fifteen seconds," Kenrah countered, pointing resolutely to the figures she had scrawled upon one of the myriad parchments littering the table.  "Even my most inept apprentice could finish the spell in that time!"

Two of the other mages surrounding the table nodded sagely.  The other four, including Feldspar, shook their heads.  The discussion was good-natured and undeniably productive, as were most discussions in the Royal Retinue's communal study, but tempers did flare occasionally.  This was the reason that a permanent magic-dampening field had been placed upon the room; no spell could be cast within.  This precaution may just have saved Kenrah's life, for Feldspar was growing increasingly intolerant.

"The trouble is," he countered, "there’s never an inept apprentice around when you need one!"

The others chuckled; in the past, apprentices had been a viable means of testing new spells.  Unfortunately, some thought, the current emperor had put a stop to that practice.

"Additionally, this entropy factor," Feldspar added as he pointed to a long numeral, "assumes optimal conditions.  What if a variant energy pulse invades your sphere of influence?  Then poof!  You're a turnip."

"Or a hedgehog," Zerchia agreed.

"Or a rutabaga," smirked Crellington.

"Or a slug," said Voncellia, lifting her wine glass in toast.  "I lost my best husband that way, you know.  Though I still keep him in a jar as a remembrance."

Feldspar chuckled along with the others.  Voncellia could be either tender or wrathful, but was usually unpredictable, and always quick with a joke.  She also was one of the finest mages in the empire.

Kenrah frowned at the transformation of her incantation into a joke.  She swept the parchments into a pile and organized them with jerky slaps against the table's well-worn surface.

"Well, since you all see fit to feed your mirth instead of giving constructive suggestions," she said as she whirled away with a sniff, "I’ll take my new incantation to Belregash."

Feldspar sighed; Kenrah sensitivity to criticism was well-known, and some persisted in egging it on.

Another good session shot to the hells, he thought as he sagged back in his chair, listening only half-heartedly as several of the others hissed and scoffed at Kenrah’s tantrum, bidding her good luck and good riddance.  But as she reached for the knob of the door, an aged voice rattled from the great leather-upholstered chair shrouded by shadows in the corner.

"Do not be so hasty in your judgment of your peers, Kenrah," the voice quavered as a hand that resembled twigs of knotty oak covered in crinkled tissue wagged an accusing finger.  "Their tongues may bite, but their opinions are noteworthy.  Indeed, there is a great deal of flux in the interstitial medium, but it can usually be—no, must be—predicted and accounted for in your spell design, for a slug is by far not the worst condition in which you could end."

"I'm sorry, Master Braelen," Kenrah said, instantly mollified by the oldster's words, "but instead of laughing at my work, why don't they offer some help?"

Feldspar’s ears perked up; Braelen seldom spoke anymore, but when he did, his advice was always worth paying attention to.  He watched as the ancient mage gripped the arms of the chair and resolutely pushed himself to his feet.  Braelen had been the archmage for three different and successive emperors, and had compiled a library of spells to rival any in the Northern Realms.  His specialty had been interplanar travel and exploration; the mundane world tended to bore him.  In fact, it was through his explorations that he found a way to prolong his life, though by exactly what means he always deferred to explain.  But like any person who craves the intoxication of the unknown, once Braelen had visited all the planes and stretched his powers to their utmost over his long and productive years, his interest in magic waned.  And once the interest waned, the man waned as well.  He resigned as archmage, and now spent his time seated in the leather chair, joining in conversation only when a subject piqued his curiosity.

"Unless these old ears have finally gone deaf, I believe at least one of them did offer some useful appraisal," he said, hobbling toward Kenrah and gripping her arm.

"The forces of the universe are irrevocable," he lectured, "a fact of which my withering body is insurmountable proof."  He grinned and winked at his own self-deprecation.  "Think of them as akin to metal; when heated, it is malleable.  Likewise, these forces, under certain conditions, may be bent and manipulated.  You just need to work those conditions into your spell.

"That whippersnapper Feldspar mentioned the key to your particular dilemma, though in passing."  Feldspar felt inordinately pleased by Braelen’s words.  "A containment field, say, a hair's breadth from your body, would allow the spell to safely evoke.  Then, once the spell was completed, the field could be dispelled."

"But how much time would that add to the casting?" Kenrah asked as she looked dubiously at her calculations.  Feldspar sighed again; Kenrah tended to think that her first drafts were perfect, and was reluctant to make modifications.

"That would depend on the elegance of the containment spell, my dear," Braelen chided with a grin; Kenrah’s spells were seldom elegant.  "Now I've one in my library tha—that would be—“  Braelen’s face paled and grew pinched, and he hung on Kenrah’s arm.  “Excuse...me.  I seem to be—"

The old mage clutched his chest, his eyes wide, and pitched forward onto the table.  Feldspar and several others grabbed him and carefully lowered him to the floor.

"Is it his heart?" asked Zerchia as she dashed for the door.  "I'll go for a healer!"

"I don't think so," Kenrah countered, "his color is—"

"The plane of discord!" Braelen rasped through clenched teeth.

Feldspar impatiently waved a hand at the others, who whispered amongst themselves. "Shut up and listen!"

"D...d...drawing out..."  The ancient mage’s words withered away as his face spasmed in pain and his hands curled into inflexible fists.

"We’ve got to get him to his room," Feldspar said resolutely as he took command.  “Zerchia’s gone for a healer.  Voncellia, you go for a priestess.  The rest of you, help me carry him.”  He didn’t know if medical or spiritual intervention would help, but he knew that the magic-dampening field of the room precluded a magical attack...or magical healing.  “Now!” he snapped as the others hung back.  Now he knew why none of them ever volunteered for field battles; in their reticence, they’d be picked off by the first volley of arrows.  Agitated, yet trying to exude calm, he cradled Braelen’s head in his hands and nodded.  "Lift now."

They lifted the elderly mage as if he were a wisp of fragile parchment and carried him from the room, trampling in their haste and alarm the pages of Kenrah's carefully prepared spell.
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Calmarel entered the room like a dark whirlwind, her hair and robes spinning around her as she clumsily spun and kicked the door closed behind Tredgh’s retreating back.  When she turned back to him, Jundag saw that she carried a thick book in her two hands.

“Are you going to read me bedtime stories now?” he asked sarcastically, knowing he would pay for it later.  Calmarel had not summoned him since his harsh reaction to her news that she was father to her child...until today.  And she had never brought reading material with her; she seemed to relish actions more than words.  But she was excited about something.  Her skin was flushed, and her eyes bright.  Despite her bulk, she walked with a light foot and even a bit of her old swagger.  She laughed loud and long at his remark, and eased up beside him.

“You can’t upset me today, my pet!”  She looked sidelong at him, with a smile that would have looked coquettish on another woman, but looked ominous on Calmarel.  “Do you know what this is?”

“Why don’t you ask me if I care?” he replied, unwilling to play her games, but curious nonetheless.

“This,” she announced as she flourished the book’s cover at him, “is the Book of Rites.  Given into Lysethra’s hand by the mediator herself, so I can prepare for my own Rite of Ascension.  So you see, instead of having the blessings of only two of the Dark Gods, I’ll have the blessings of all five.”

Jundag rolled his eyes and tried to look as if he could not have cared less.  Calmarel had told him of the rite, stressing the great rewards that went along with being a mediator.  But at times he had detected something else; something about the rite frightened her.

“So describe this rite to me,” he challenged her.  “Let me judge if you are capable.”

“Don’t try to provoke me, my pet,” she warned, though her voice carried no threat.  “You will never be the judge of me.  You are my slave, now and forever, if I wish it.  Although,” she smiled up at him, “as my child’s father, I may grant you privileges, if you’re good.” 

Jundag bit back his reply and merely stood mute, watching her.  Calmarel seemed to take his silence as acquiescence, and smiled smugly.  She pulled up a chair and sat heavily in it, opened the book and carefully flipped through the fragile pages.  “All right,” she said brightly.  “Let’s see what’s in store.”

CHAPTER 9

––––––––
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This is it! Shay thought triumphantly, but not without a twinge of apprehension.  His seemingly endless hours of study, his sacrifices of personal comfort and even his health, were about to achieve fruition; he would cast a spell that never in his wildest dreams had he thought possible within the limits of his skills.  Before he had the cornerstones, that is.

That thought provoked another twinge.  He had planned to cast the spell a few days hence, after he had considered all the possible ramifications, but the message that arrived yesterday from Zellohar had advanced his timetable.  DoHeney would pay a visit this afternoon to retrieve the emerald.

I am ready, he concluded.

It had taken him six hours to prepare.  Another hour to achieve the exact pose required, moving his fingers minutely until they were in perfect position, shifting his weight from the heel of his foot to the ball to maintain his stance at the apex of the pentagram inscribed upon the floor.  But now the aches and pains conceived through his meticulous preparations flowed away, replaced by the electrifying sensation of magical energy.

The small study hummed with power, green and white static discharges escaping the bonds of the rune-inscribed pentagram, writhing and chasing one another across the floor like enraged spiders.  The power of the cornerstones, each in their own metal stand, snaked up Shay's legs as garlands of light.  As he silently summoned their power, the intensity of their light increased, and the tendrils of energy rose to coil around his chest and arms; sparks crackled from his fingertips.

Shay moved.  First one foot, slipping it carefully from one rune to another, feeling the change in the magical energies.  Then his arms, slowly shifting their expansive arc to a beckoning gesture.  Finally his other foot, lifting it off the silver rune, feeling the energetic tendrils reluctantly release their grip.  With his toe hovering over its new position, he quickly reviewed the spell he would cast.

Shay took a deep breath...and lowered his toe to the rune of activation.  Immediately, tendrils of energy quested up his leg to mingle with those from his other foot, which stood on the rune of power.  He recited the incantation slowly, rhythmically—

"venduva mostraekum oyao drakonum"

—the tempo of the chant as meticulously performed as the words themselves.

"verianae koyano fodkhraeum moyano"

He increased the beat by half with each new line, changing his gestures to accompany the next phrase as it was uttered.

"daeus mashaerna daeus drakonus

sentientus mondreacus exokaena xerecus

mostraekum aperaenus servetori magianus"

As the cadence built, the magical energies bound by the pentagram intensified, arcing and shimmering and glittering.  Motes of energy coursed through Shay and cascaded from his fingertips into the center of the pentagram, joining the forces already coalesced around the one physical component of the spell: a dragon’s tooth.  Finally he shouted out the final word of the incantation—

"EXICUNDUS!!

—clenching his fists with such urgency that his nails pierced the skin of his palms.  A blinding white flash filled the center of the room, rocking Shay back on his heels with its force.  But as the smoke and dust settled, and his vision returned, he gazed in wonder at what his spell had brought into this world.

There, in the center of the pentagram, patiently waiting to perform his every command stood...nothing!

Shay’s heart plummeted to the depths of despair, then he looked more closely at the center of the pentagram.  Wisps of incense smoke profiled a shape there, curling about its edges as it moved.  Shay waved more smoke toward it and saw the outline of something large—at least a head taller than he, with wings that stirred the smoke as they furled against its back.  The creature was a drakoll, a minor minion of the dragon-god Draco, summoned from the lower hell of Pytt.  His heart soared with his success.

Shay had found the spell in one of the books he had taken from Iveron Darkmist’s study, and realized how advantageous it might be to have an invisible servant to watch over him when he left the keep, leaving him free to pursue his own thoughts without having to keep an eye out for his own safety.  Granted, a drakoll was overkill for his needs, and it really didn’t need it to be invisible, but that was the way spell was written, and Shay was sure he could make this work to his advantage.

As the incense smoke dispersed, the figure faded until it was completely invisible; although Shay had expected this, it was still a bit disconcerting.  But the spell was explicit in its design; the creature was bound to follow his commands.

"You will never harm me," Shay said resolutely.  "You will—"

A rap at the door startled him, snapping his triumphant spirit.  His standing orders were that he was never to be interrupted when in his workshop.  What if the knock had been two minutes earlier?  What havoc might he have wreaked had he miscast the spell?  His anger flared.

"Stand there quietly until I return," he commanded his newly conscripted servant as he whirled toward the door.  He jerked the door open just as the boy beyond was about to rap again.

"What is it?" Shay snapped.

"I, uh, was...  I mean, I..." babbled the hapless boy, apparently taken aback by his master’s harsh manner.

"Stop drooling on yourself, you imp, and spit it out!" Shay realized that he was being callous—the lad was a good worker and always eager to do any sort of menial task assigned to him—but couldn’t seem to find it in himself to be sympathetic right now.  "I am busy, and you are interrupting my work!"

"I...I’m sorry, sir!" the youth stammered, "but I was sent to fetch you.  Mistress Lynthalsea said we have guests, and that you should come right away, sir."

"Guests!  Why should I have to greet guests?  Just another cast-off conjurer without a copper to his name, I would wager."  Shay waved the boy out, his mind already returning to the commands he would give to his drakoll; he would have to hurry if he was to be done before DoHeney arrived.  "Put the old dotard in a room somewhere and leave me alone.  And tell my sister not to have me disturbed at the slightest provocation!"

"But, sir!" the boy ventured boldly, stopping the closing door with his boot.  "Mistress Lynthalsea said it was urgent.  A Miss Avari has arrived, with a woodling and some manner of beast I have never seen before.  She says she must talk to you, and that it's urgent."

The mention of Avari brought Shay up short.  What would she be doing here without first sending a message?  All was well with Searest at their last communication.  Avari did not tend toward exaggeration, though she was undeniably spirited when she had a cause to pursue.

"Sir?" the boy asked.  "Shall I tell them you're coming?"

"Yes," Shay said slowly as he continued his musing, "I suppose I had better."  He glanced over his shoulder.

"Tell them I will be down shortly," he said.

"Very well, sir," the youth said, bowing and hastily retrieving his foot before Shay slammed the door shut.

Shay walked back toward the pentagram, wondering what kind of scrape Avari had gotten herself into this time.  She was impetuous, he had to admit as he recalled their first meeting, her off to avenge her father’s death with no more idea of the world outside her little farm than a newborn babe.  More somberly, he recalled when she had gone hunting alone and been attacked by a foul minion of Darkmist’s.

All the more reason to have a protector, he reasoned as he looked to where his new servant waited.

"My additional orders to you are threefold:  First, you will remain no more than five strides away from my person.  Second, you will remain unnoticed, unless I command otherwise.  And third and last, you will protect me from harm...be it intentional or accidental."  Shay quickly added the last clause as he considered the forced service of the drakoll.  It would not do to command it to protect him from attacks, only to fall off his horse and bleed to death while the creature waited for its release.

"That should do for now, I suppose," he concluded.  "Make a discreet noise if you understand these commands."

A whuuf like the pump of a bellows emanated from the center of the pentagram.

"Excellent!" he said.  He snatched up the gems one at a time, deposited each in a velvet bag, and slipped them into separate pockets of his robes.  As he turned, he caught sight of himself in a mirror—robes damp with sweat, his hair disheveled and clinging to his forehead.  No wonder the messenger boy had looked frightened.  "A quick tidy-up and we will go see what our impetuous young friend has gotten herself into."

As he opened the door, the drakoll moved, lightning quick and utterly silent, flashing past him with the barest breeze to get through the door before it closed.  Shay smiled, supremely pleased with the success of his spell, and headed for his chambers, his new bodyguard padding silently, invisibly and obediently behind.
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Where is Shay? Avari wondered furiously as she paced the keep’s courtyard, gnawing on a ragged fingernail.  What’s taking him so blasted long?

She barely noticed the others present—Lynthalsea and Irielnea, Hufferrrerrr and Tinarre—except when one of them told her to calm down, which only agitated her more.  They had also tried to get her to come inside, but she couldn’t stand the thought of being cooped up right now.  It would be stifling.  Besides, how could she enjoy the comforts of Refuge when Jundag might be out there, imprisoned and tortured?  Curiously, she had slept like the dead every night during the trip here: no dreams, no nightmares.  But nervous energy burned in her like a bonfire, and she had to keep moving to prevent herself from screaming in frustration at the delay.

Where is Shay?!

“Well!” exclaimed Irielnea.  “If we’re going to wait out here for Shay, we may as well make ourselves comfortable.”  She called several staff and told them what she wanted, and soon a table had been whisked from a nearby sitting room, and loaves of fresh bread, fruits and cheeses arrayed upon it.  Hufferrrerrr and Tinarre ate heartily, ignoring their mistress’ scornful glances.  Eventually Avari accepted a chunk of warm bread spread with butter and chewed absently while resuming her pacing.

"A fine day for a picnic!" Shay called out as he strode into the courtyard with a swirl of fresh crimson cloaks.

"Shay!" Avari gasped, whirling to grasp him in a fierce hug.  "By the Gods, I thought you'd never get here!  You've got to help me.  I'm—"

"Avari, Avari, calm yourself," Shay soothed, disengaging himself awkwardly from the woman's desperate embrace.  "What in all the realms has you so worked up?"

"I didn't know who else to turn to!" she blurted, heaving a ragged sigh.  Now that Shay was here, she felt her first hint of relief.  He would help her, as he had so many times before.  He would share her burden.  "No one else would understand..."

"Understand what, Avari?" Shay gave her a worried look as he guided her to a chair and gently pushed her into it.  "What could bring you so far in such a rush?"

"It's Jundag," she gasped, the words tearing her throat like claws of guilt.  "He's alive!"

Avari grasped her friend’s hands, her heart beating frantically in her chest as she waited for his response.  But its rhythm faltered when no words of wisdom were forthcoming.  Dismay overwhelmed her when, instead of seeing the light of understanding in his eyes, they went blank, as if some unknown being was behind them, drawing closed the shutters.

He didn’t believe her.
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The smell of roasted meat wafted into Jundag’s cell even before he heard Tredgh’s steps, and he inhaled deeply, his mouth immediately starting to water.  This would be his fourth such meal, and he anticipated it eagerly, even though he knew what it heralded: they were building his strength for the arena.

It seemed to take forever for his jailer to unlock the door and slide the huge platter in.  Jundag pulled it toward him and began to eat slowly, savoring each bite.  When one of these meals first came to him, several lifetimes ago, he had immediately wolfed it down and been sick, so unused was he to decent food.  So he had learned to take his time, enjoy the moment, despite what he knew was to come.

To keep his mind busy, he contemplated the question that had been foremost in his mind: Was Calmarel’s child actually his?  Knowing how she loved to torment his mind, this could very well be a lie.  Though he couldn’t deny that the child could be his—once he had recalled that particular memory, it plagued him incessantly—it would be just like her to torture him with a clever fabrication.

After his meal and a rest, Tredgh retrieved him and brought him to what Jundag thought of as the preparation room.  Here other slaves washed him and dressed him in his usual arena garb: a loincloth, leather bracers and a wickedly spiked belt.  Then he endured the long walk through the tunnel toward the arena.  A rumble of shuffling feet overhead reverberated through the rock.  He squinted as he passed into the cavernous amphitheater, its polished domed ceiling reflecting crimson spell-light the shade of blood from a slit throat.  He chuckled without humor; as a man on the surface world he used to think of happier things—sunsets, roses, beautiful girls, yeasty ale—but his time down here had changed him.

As Tredgh dragged him toward a cage on the edge of the arena floor, Jundag glanced up at the steep rows of seats.  Only a few faces stared down, but that was usual.  With each bout, more and more would arrive until, by the final bout of the day, the stands were crowded with drunk and jeering spectators.

Disgusted and uncomprehending of the cruelty of spirit it took to enjoy the depravities of death-sport, Jundag glanced around at the other slaves and beasts being made ready for the day's festivities.  Nearly every race and type of creature from both above and below the earth was represented.  He could tell which were newly captured by their coloration: recent arrivals still sported tans or hair bleached blonde by the sun.  He glanced at his own skin, now ghostly pale from his long time below ground.  Few were as pale as he.

Once in his cage, Jundag looked around but didn’t see Calmarel anywhere.  She always attended his bouts, so he felt it safe to assume that his was later in the day, as were all the higher ranking fights.  With a small amount of satisfaction tinged with disgust, he considered his rise in the ranks.  At first, he had thought death would be an escape, and so, had allowed himself to be killed.  He had found out how wrong he had been when Calmarel revivified him and tortured him to death three successive times as punishment.  Now, he fought to win.  Jundag settled down, his back to the arena, and waited.

CHAPTER 10

––––––––
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––––––––

Avari fidgeted in her chair as Shay stood over her, his eyes closed, his fingertips lightly resting on her head.  This was taking too long.  Her eyes roved about the comfortable sitting room.  The others were here, including DoHeney, who had arrived not long after Shay had appeared.

“Avari,” Shay said, not bothering to open his eyes, “this will not work unless you relax and focus.”

Heaving a deep sigh, she rolled her shoulders a couple of times, leaned back, and closed her eyes.  Squinting into her own darkness, she concentrated on the visions of Jundag.  His face, his anguish, his call to her...  She shivered, but maintained control.  After several long minutes, Shay removed his hands and took a seat.  Anxiously, she watched his expression.

“Well, the good news is that I detect no signs of possession, and I also detect no defects in your mind, Tem be praised,” he said.  “The bad news is that this gives us no explanation for your dreams and vision.”

“If I'm not mad, that narrows the explanations!” Avari protested.  “Jundag is alive.”

"Avari, it is simply not possible," Shay said as he got up and began pacing in front of the wide hearth.  "There is no reason why they would go to the trouble.  What could they hope to gain by bringing Jundag back from the afterlife?"

"I don't know!" Avari seethed through clenched teeth, barely controlling her temper.  She had placed so much hope in Shay, but his attitude seemed to suggest that she was just wasting his time.  He seemed agitated, as if he had someplace else to go, something better to do.

She reined in her temper and tried to explain yet again.  “The woman in my dream is Darkmist’s sister.  I swear that when we saw her in Darkmist’s summoning chamber, she was wearing Jundag’s ivory pendant.  And she’s wearing it in the dream.  I don’t know much about magic, but I do know that the Dark Gods are associated with death magic.  Darkmist was a Nekdukarr, for Eloss’ sake!”

“Ah!” Shay exclaimed.  “So you see nothing new, nothing that you did not know already.  Dreams often consist of old knowledge put together in new ways.”

“Except Jundag’s torture,” she countered.

“When you put Gaulengil into the flames not an hour ago, the emerald was clear,” Shay said as he pointed to the fire burning in the hearth.

“Well...” she countered, racking her brain for an explanation, “perhaps he wasn’t being tortured then!  Perhaps it’s only—"

“Just when he’s being tortured, and you just happen to put your sword into a fire?”

Shay’s condescending tone infuriated her, and her hand strayed to Gaulengil's hilt.  "If he's not alive, Shay, then how do you explain it?" Avari demanded.  "I know I wasn't sleepwalking or dreaming!"

"Dreams can seem to be quite real," Shay explained, "and my estimation is that you were in the throes of one of these nightmares, and somehow—"

"Awoke in my study with Gaulengil lying where I'd dropped it in my dream?" Avari scoffed, shaking her head in disbelief.  "What's gotten into you Shay?  You never doubted my word like this before."

"It is not that I doubt your word, Avari," he assured her in a placating tone that agitated her more than if he had yelled it.  "It is simply that I see no reasonable answer to your dilemma.  If Jundag is indeed alive, though it is beyond all reasonable supposition, there is nothing we can do about it!"

"Nothing we can do about it?" Avari shouted, clenching her sword's hilt in restrained fury.

"Yes, Avari," Shay reiterated calmly.  "For if he is alive, he is in the midst of the nations of the Dark Gods.  To retrieve him would require an army."

"Then I'll raise an army!" Avari spat, her tone defying rebuttal.

"Nay, lass," DoHeney interjected with a sorrowful shake of his head.  "It'd take a good bit more'n an army ta git that deep inta the earth an' hit them dark-worshipers where they live."

"You see?" Shay said triumphantly.  "Even DoHeney agrees wi—"

"'Sides," the dwarf cut in, producing a dagger and twirling it on a fingertip, "it'd be exactly what the slimy buggers'd be expectin'.  My take is, we sneak in like we did last time."  The mischief in DoHeney's tone spoke volumes.

"But it seems ta me yer wastin' a whole lot o' jaw flappin' here," he continued.  "Ye don't even know if Jundag's truly alive yet.  An' I'd wager half me purse that, with all the magical folks in this place, it wouldn't take a whole lot ta find that very thing out, if ye understand me thinkin'."

"We could get the opinions of some our guest wizards," Lynthalsea suggested.  “And the priests, too.  Oh, Shay,” she said in an exasperated voice in response to her brother’s scowl, “I’m not doubting your skills.  I just think that the more heads we put to work on this, the better chance we have of solving Avari’s problem.” 

"I suppose it would not hurt to seek additional advice," Shay admitted reluctantly.

"Good!" his sister said before he could renege.  "We'll meet with them after dinner and see what we can do."

"Thank you," Avari said solemnly, nodding her thanks to DoHeney and Lynthalsea.  "That's all I wanted in the first place."

Without another look at Shay, she turned on her heel and left the room, Hufferrrerrr and Tinarre trailing close behind.
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Hoots and jeers of derision rang in Jundag's ears as he watched the loser of the last bout being dragged away.  Buckets of icy water washed the blood into convenient gutters, clearing the floor for the next gruesome contest.  He tried stretching to relieve the stiffness of hours of immobility, but was constrained by the confines of his cage.  The announcer's voice boomed off the arena’s walls, and Jundag caught the name of Darkmist.

It was time.

As he exited the cramped cage, his attention was captured by the creature entering the arena.  It was roughly the size and shape of a large man, with muscular limbs and a thick torso protected by a shirt of finely wrought chainmail and breastplate.  Where the armor did not conceal, scales as black as a moonless night covered its body.  Its face was short and angular, with a wide, thin-lipped mouth and sharp horns protruding from its cheekbones and just above its temples.  Spurs jutted from its knees and elbows, and a long, black tail writhed like a snake from beneath its short skirt of mail, divulging the beast's demonic origin.  He occasionally saw demons in the audience, but had never seen one as a combatant.

This is to be my opponent?

After facing huge ogres, hukkoll, and even a troll in the arena, this seemed a less-worthy foe.  Unless there is more to this strange demon than meets the eye, he thought as he reconsidered his opponent.

A spear butt in the ribs herded him into the combatant circle, the stone floor cool and damp against the bare soles of his feet.  He heard the announcer call out his name and rank—“Jundag, Champion of Clan Darkmist”—then continue.

"Voultredk, Champion of Clan Gorgoneye."

Clan Gorgoneye—the bitter enemies of Clan Darkmist.  Jundag had fought against Gorgoneye champions before, winning slightly more bouts than losing.  But unlike all of the other opponents, this one wore no collar.  This was no slave.

Perhaps, Jundag thought warily as his opponent displayed what he assumed was a smile, exposing rows of sharp teeth between thin lips, this is more than just a stupid beast.

"The rules for this bout will be as follows," the announcer bellowed, catching Jundag's attention.  This was something new.  Usually the "rules" consisted of a simple "kill or be killed" with provisions for being struck unconscious or crippled.

"Time will be kept by the glass," the announcer continued, holding aloft a small sand-filled hourglass, "and melee will begin and end with the gong.  Each successive round will be twice the length of the previous round.  At the beginning of each round, the combatants will choose a weapon to be used for that round only.  Melee will be restricted to the circle.  Leaving the combat area or striking a blow out of timed melee will result in the following round being fought weaponless by the violator.

"Combatants," roared the announcer, "choose your weapons!"

Attendants carried in identical racks of weapons, placing one behind each combatant.  Jundag turned and took a look at the array of armament.  A few pieces were recognizable—variations of halberds or hooked pikes, misshapen axes or spiked bludgeons—but others were completely alien to him.  He felt a momentary dismay, then sloughed it off as he remembered a long-ago lesson he had given to Avari: anything can be a weapon.  In fact, he had been carrying a very useful jawbone with him when...  He dismissed the distracting thought and set himself to evaluating his weapons.  Unfortunately, there was not a simple sword or hand axe among them.  He quickly picked out two by eye that he thought he could handle with some proficiency, deciding to save those for later, longer rounds.  There were four or five others he thought he might not cut his foot off with.  But the most promising was a stout shaft of leather-wrapped black wood armed with three serrated metal blades, each nearly a foot long, set at equal angles from one another, rather like a three-bladed axe.  That, he decided, he would save for an emergency.

He glanced over his shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of his opponent's choice, but was met by a stare that resembled two glowing red cinders.  His opponent was watching him with the same strategy in mind.

"Make your choices, or this round will be forfeit!" the announcer growled.  The audience called and heckled, and Jundag could see money changing hands as bets were placed.

He turned back to the rack, placing his hand on a spiked bludgeon, then hesitated.  His ears caught the slightest rattle of chain from behind, and he quickly scanned the armament before him, noticing two different weapons with lengths of chain.

He snatched up a long, hooked pike with a serrated blade, then whirled and advanced into the circle.  The dark demonoid glared from the other side of the circle, hissing in displeasure at the tribesman's last-minute tactic.  The pike Jundag carried would be a good defense against the weapon chosen by the Gorgoneye champion—two blades affixed to the ends of a ten-foot length of chain.  

Jundag swung the pike to test its balance, and grinned at the dark warrior opposite him.  Focusing on the task at hand, he blocked out the hisses and cat calls from the crowd.  As the deep gong sounded the start of the first round, Jundag advanced on his opponent cautiously, moving the pike from side to side.  The demon began whirling the bladed ends of the chain, and slowly edged along the circle’s circumference.

The catcalls increased in vigor and vehemence.  The crowd had come to see blood spilled, and if the fighters would not supply it, by the Dark Gods, they would.  Debris began to litter the floor of the fighting circle.  Rotten food, dung, and even a few stones arced toward the combatants.

Jundag was performing a series of feint-thrusts to provoke the demon when something flashed at the edge of his vision.  He twisted his body, narrowly avoiding a fist-sized stone that was aimed at his head.  His opponent leapt in a high twirling arc, pirouetting in midair and lashing out with the chained blades at viper speed.

But Jundag had been raised amongst the quickest vipers of the northern lowlands.  He twisted and thrust his pike, while noting the supernatural height and speed of the other's leap.  The blade of his weapon sang as it slid across the chain, but the hook did not catch.  The attack was past in the blink of an eye, and Jundag bore a shallow cut along his cheek as a lesson.

The demon’s next attack came the instant its foot touched the floor, and was even faster than the one before.  It swung one of the blades out the entire length of the chain, straight toward Jundag’s head.  But Jundag ducked and thrust the pike upward, whipping it in short circles to wrap the chain around it.  Then he dropped the head of the pike toward the demon, and was rewarded as the blade carved a deep gash in the demon’s thigh.  

The demon leapt back, hissing at him.  Jundag smiled cruelly at its hesitation; this beast was not as fearsome as he had supposed.  But his smile faltered when he looked at his opponent’s wound—the bleeding had stopped, and the flesh was healing over, a tremendous advantage in a fight to the death.  His own wound was minor, but it stung, and he knew that every drop of blood he lost would weaken him.  Now it was the demon’s turn to smile, exposing its rows of sharp teeth before it launched its next lightning attack.
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"Is there any change?" Kenrah asked the high priestess of the goddess Demia as she exited the sick chamber.

"None whatsoever, I'm afraid," Marania answered solemnly.  "He remains comatose, and seems to grow steadily weaker.  I have tried everything, but Demia does not see fit to heal him.”

“Perhaps we should find a deity,” Feldspar said, tired of the priestess' haughty attitude, "more open-minded to the maladies of mages."

Marania shot him a venomous look, then continued.

“If Demia cannot rectify his condition, it may be that his illness is not from within.  Perhaps he is being magically attacked?” she suggested, then shrugged off the scornful looks the wizards cast at her.  “Regardless, it seems that the problem is not within my sphere of influence, but derives from something that disturbs the very fabric of his being."

With that pronouncement, she swept from the room in a swirl of red robes.  Feldspar scowled at her receding back.

“Well,” Zerchia said in a rather hopeless tone, “we’ve consulted with clerics from all of the local temples, but none has done any good.  What do we do next?”

“May as well consult with a priest of one of the Dark Gods.” suggested Crellington sarcastically.

“The Dark Gods,” murmured Feldspar.  What did that remind him of?

Kenrah turned to him with an incredulous look on her face.

“You think we should consult with worshipers of the Dark Gods?”

“Before you consult with them, you’ve got to find them,” said Voncellia. “They may allow their temples in Tsing, but I don’t think you’ll find any in Fengotherond.”

Feldspar ignored the discussion among his colleagues as he attempted to organize his own thoughts.

"Well," said Kenrah, “we should at least update Master Belregash on Braelen’s condition.”

This pronouncement was greeted with groans all around.  The emperor’s current archmage had a well-earned reputation of being aloof, and most of the Royal Retinue—Kenrah excepted, she being the youngest and most impressionable of the retinue—tended to avoid him.  Although Feldspar agreed with the general consensus, he also thought that some of their attitudes resulted out of jealousy.

“All right, then,” said Crellington, "Zerchia, Kenrah, Feldspar and I will have a chat with Master Belregash.  If—"

"Count me out," Feldspar said.  "I'm going to the library to do some research.  I suspect that something in Braelen’s past may shed some light on his present condition."  He exited the room before the others could protest.

An idea was developing in his mind, but he needed more information before he presented it to his colleagues.  If answers were to be found, they would be in the library, not with the archmage.  Somehow, somewhere, he had to find a way to help Braelen.
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Blood and sweat flew in a fine mist as Jundag flung himself out of the path of his opponent's sweeping stroke.  The demon hissed and stabbed its broad-bladed halberd at the tribesman's torso, but steel sang in his defense.  The three-bladed axe was slower, but its weight deflected his enemy's blade with little extra effort—which was good, since Jundag had no energy to spare.  This was the fifth round of combat and Jundag was beginning to believe that it was going to be the last—and that it might not end in his favor.

The voices of the crowd roared in his ears, and he thought that on occasion he heard Calmarel calling out: encouraging him to win, threatening him if he didn’t.  He blocked out the noise and focused on saving his life.

Though he had fought well, accumulating only a dozen minor gashes, each wound bled and stung, weakening him little by little.  Meanwhile, every cut he inflicted on the demon healed itself in moments.  So as Jundag slowed with fatigue and blood loss, the demon maintained its relentless attacks, leaping in arcs just short of flight, then bounding forward to slash, stab or tear.  His only hope was to inflict a death stroke, but the demon was far too quick to be caught in path of the axe’s heavy blades.

But I am stronger! Jundag reminded himself stoically, though he presently was at a loss for how to apply that advantage.  The opportunity came when the demon tried a low swing at Jundag’s waist, only to have the curved blade of the halberd catch on the serrations of the axe blades.  The demon’s eyes widened slightly, and Jundag knew it was time.

He jerked savagely, pulling his startled opponent off balance, then releasing his grip on the axe.  As the weapon clattered to the floor, he clamped his fingers around the haft of the demon’s halberd, just below the blade.  The demon thrust with all its weight, but Jundag pivoted around the blade and lashed out with his foot, cracking it into the demon's nose.  The beast reeled, its eyes blinded by the black blood that spurted from its nose, shaking its head in shock.  Heartened by his opponent’s distress, Jundag pushed his advantage, slackening his hold on the halberd's haft and reaching for the demon's throat—it was his first, and possibly last, mistake of the bout.

Jundag realized too late that the beast had only feigned disability.  As Jundag closed his fingers and squeezed the scaly flesh with all his strength, he felt the demon jerk its weapon, and the halberd’s curved blade as it pierced his back.

His breath left his lungs with a hoarse cry, not as much at the pain as in disgust that he had been so lethally deceived in his moment of triumph.  He let loose the demon’s throat and grabbed the halberd’s haft once more.  The demon grinned, jerking and twisting the weapon, working the razor edge in farther.

Pain unbearable exploded as steel grated against bone.  Jundag looked down to see the tip of the blade protruding from his belly, the rest of the sharpened metal enveloped by his own flesh.  His knees felt weak as he watched his blood pool at his feet.  The pain was excruciating, but it was nothing he had not felt hundreds of times under Calmarel's ministrations.  At the thought, he pictured her face, even as he heard her screech in frustration from the stands where she would watch him die—yet again—before revivifying him so he could live this hell over and over.  A flame of defiance sprang from his pain, and that flame ignited his anger.  As the anger burned away the agony, Jundag summoned forth his last vestige of strength.

Just one step, he prayed.  Lowering his head in presumed defeat, Jundag feigned a stumble, then lunged backward.  The demon jerked hard, as if to slice the tribesman in half, but in order to keep its balance, it placed its foot in a pool of Jundag’s blood, right where the tribesman had hoped.  The beast slipped, pushing on the blade instead of pulling, and the blade slid free of Jundag's flesh.  Overbalanced, the demon sprawled into Jundag’s vice-like embrace.

Jundag howled rage and pain, squeezing with all his might as the halberd clattered to the floor.  The demon screamed as its breastplate buckled and its ribs sagged and cracked under the strain.  It gnashed at Jundag’s neck and shoulder with it sharp teeth, slashed the tribesman’s cheek with its horns.  Jundag savagely head butted the demon’s jaw, and was rewarded with the sound of bone snapping.  He shook his head to clear his vision, glanced around, and pushed forward.

Just one more step!

The demon realized his opponent’s tactic and exploded in a frenzy of kicking and gouging, howling its own rage and fear.  Jundag gave one last powerful shove with his legs and they toppled.  At the last moment, he released his embrace and let their combined weight bear them down, directly onto his discarded axe.

Lying flat, one of the axe's three blades always pointed up.  The serrated steel stabbed cleanly through the demon’s back, slicing through its armor like paper, and pierced its body to dent the inner surface of the breastplate.  Jundag felt the punch of the metal on his bare chest, but it would only leave a bruise.

Jundag rolled off the dead demon, his agonized gasping the only sound in the suddenly silent arena, as the crowd tried to comprehend his unexpected victory.  Pressing one hand into the gaping wound in his back to staunch the bleeding, he struggled to his feet, and nearly fell back to his knees as the arena exploded with sound.  The entire chamber trembled beneath his feet, and the noise a physical assault.  So loud was the din that Jundag barely heard the proclamation of his victory.

Slaves scampered into the arena and dragged away the body of the demon, sluicing the blood from the floor with buckets of icy water.  Jundag snatched one of the buckets and splashed the chill liquid onto his face and neck, then indulged himself by dumping the entire bucket over his head.

The icy shock brought him back to reality.  He felt no remorse for the demon’s death and no triumph in his victory.  Glancing into the stands, at the hundreds of faces shining with greed and bloodlust, he felt only disgust.  One face stood out from the crowd: Calmarel.  Her eyes were fixed on him, her teeth gleaming in a broad smile.  Oddly, her mien showed neither greed nor lust, but something else.  Pride, perhaps?

Jundag dropped his gaze and staggered toward the exit, where Tredgh waited with manacles.  The cold iron clicked around his wrists, and he staggered into the blessed quiet of the tunnel, his strength finally giving way to pain and blood loss.  At the door to the healing room, halfway down the tunnel, he eagerly pushed the cool stone aside, knowing that relief from his pain was only moments away.

He shuffled in and stopped.  Normally four guards were positioned in the corners of the room.  Today, only the haggard-looking healer was present, impatiently motioning for Jundag to lie on the stone slab.

Adrenaline shot through him despite his wounds and weariness.  Casting down his eyes and slumping his shoulders, he limped forward.

He leaned on the slab, then rolled facedown onto the cool stone surface.  The treatment was swift and none too gentle.  After brutally probing the wound in his back, the healer cast two quick spells, and the pain receded. A third more intricate spell was cast, and even Jundag’s headache disappeared.  Strength coursed through his body, but he maintained a weakened facade.  He rolled off the slab at the healer’s command, then clutched his stomach and groaned, stumbling as his feet hit the floor.

"He's got more hurts," Tredgh said crossly to the healer.  "You furgot sumthin'!"

"I forgot nothing!" the healer snapped.  "If some injury remains, let your mistress take care of—"

The healer's words were cut short as shards of bone, tissue and shattered tusks sprayed across his face.  Jundag had whipped the chain of his manacles around with such force that he had swept Tredgh’s head right off his shoulders.  The half breath it took the healer to recover his composure was too long to save him.  The chain crashed into his throat, crushing his trachea and snapping his neck like a dry stick.

It took Jundag only seconds to recover the keys from Tredgh’s belt, free himself from the manacles, snatch up the torture-master's bludgeon and dagger, and slip out the door.  Voices toward the arena sent him deeper into the tunnel.  Relying on Calmarel’s descriptions of Xerro Kensho, he headed down steep passages, away from the city and into the deepest caverns.

CHAPTER 11

––––––––
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––––––––

It is such a pleasure to meet you!" the mage gushed as he dabbed his brow with a silk handkerchief, then extended his hand.  His grip was as limp and moist as a dead fish.  "Mistress Lynthalsea speaks so very highly of you, I half expected you to be ten feet tall and chiseled from stone!"  Avari was too tired and in no mood for false flattery from this overdressed twerp, mage or no.

"Not stone, Master Borgland" she said, exerting just enough pressure with her grip to make his eyes bulge, "but sometimes, I admit I don't know my own strength."  The mage retreated with a polite—albeit pained—smile.

"But the life of a warrior is so dangerous," said an elderly woman.  "Certainly not the type of life a lady would willingly choose."

"I'm not a warrior anymore, Miss..."

"Marris," the woman said with an ingratiating smile.  "Just Marris, please."

"Marris," Avari finished.  "But no more dangerous than your own profession.  Why would a nice lady such as yourself become a mage?"

"Hummph," Marris scoffed and gave Avari with a sour look.

"Marris had a...er...problem...with a certain scroll," Lynthalsea explained gently.  "She used to be several years younger and male."

"I lost credibility," Marris said forlornly, "and thought that here, with the help of others, I might be able to puzzle out this curse and dispel it."

"I don't understand," Avari said as she squinted at Marris, trying to see the man beneath her matronly features.  "If your powers are just as...well, powerful, then what difference does it make what you look like?"

"Aside from drawing strange stares when I notice a comely chambermaid, not a great deal of difference, I suppose," Marris agreed reluctantly.  "Though I still miss being a man.  Women are so physically weak and pitiful when it comes...to..."

Marris’s voice trailed off she regarded Avari’s annoyed stance and incredulous stare.

“Well,” Marris shriveled, “I guess not all women are weak."  Murmuring too softly to be heard, she moved away.

Avari moved back against the wall, thankful to be alone for a moment.  Refuge certainly had attracted some interesting guests.  She glanced around the room and noted the three other mages Lynthalsea had invited.  Prael was a quiet, older gentleman swathed entirely in red.  Revria seemed surprisingly young to be an accomplished mage, until Avari learned that her physical age fluctuated from girl to old woman and back again each day, the result of an anti-aging spell gone awry.  Last was a dour, balding, middle-aged man with nervous eyes and shaky hands named Voytek—at least, that was his name at present.   Lynthalsea had explained that a magical attack long ago resulted in frequent personality shifts, but never the same persona twice.  Fortunately none of his identities were particularly violent or troublesome, and all retained his substantial skills as a mage.

One newcomer towered over most everyone else in the room, including herself.  Avari estimated his height at nearly six and a half feet.  He was broad shouldered yet slim, and curiously liquid in his movements.  With his back to her, all she could see was flowing white robes trimmed in gold and a thick mop of hair the color of spun copper. She leaned toward Lynthalsea, who had just brought her a glass of apple wine.

"Who is—?"

"Why is he here?" Voytek whispered harshly.  "You said you needed the help of mages, Lynthalsea.  So why did you invite a priest?  Do you expect someone to need his attentions, or is it just because you and he—"

"Brok is proficient in methods of acquiring information, Master Voytek," Lynthalsea said politely, though Avari thought she detected a hint of annoyance in the elf’s voice, "which is precisely why we are here tonight."

"Oh, I know you like him, Lynthalsea!" Voytek accused, wringing his hands with discomfort, "so I won't bring up anything personal, but he is so...well, you know!  He's—"

"Less than half a step behind you, Master Voytek."

The deep voice brought both the nervous wizard and Avari around with a start; Avari’s nerves were already on edge, and the large man's approach had been completely silent.  But Brok’s appearance startled her even more.  His skin was covered with short, silky hair of the same hue as the hair on his head.  His nose was broad and square, its tip black and glistening.  His face was narrow and somewhat elongated, imparting the impression of a particular breed of guard dog she had seen in Fengotherond.  Prominent canine teeth overlapped his lower lip as he smiled and patted the distraught wizard on the shoulder, apparently enjoying the discomfort his touch caused before the wizard scurried away.

"Excuse me for intruding," he apologized, "but I had to meet you, Miss Avari.  I must say, in all of Lyn's stories of your prowess in battle, she failed to mention your beauty."

"I, uh..."  Avari took the proffered hand, managing not to cringe as she grasped the strangely foreshortened digits.  Brok's fingers were one knuckle shorter than a man's, with rough black pads at the tips and narrow, claw-like nails.  But his grip was firm and his manner sincerely friendly.  "Thank you."

"My name is Brok, as I'm sure Lyn has informed you," he said with a broad smile and a wink to Lynthalsea.  Though his teeth still showed, the smile seemed genuine, and Avari returned it.  This close, she detected the scent of rose petals and spice that seemed to waft from the folds of his robes when he moved.  "I am a follower of the Goddess Thotris, Mistress of Beauty, which explains my residence at Refuge."

"Don’t be so modest," Lynthalsea chided, stepping smoothly to Brok's side and encircling his massive forearm with her slender one.  "He is Refuge's most prominent priest, and among the most favored of his deity.  Unfortunately, the elders of his church—"

"Let us just say that my half-jackalek heritage was too much for them to tolerate."  He shrugged.

"I see," Avari said, though she found herself disagreeing with the church officials. And Lynthalsea obviously finds him attractive, she thought.  A sudden twinge pierced her heart as she considered the special relationship these two apparently had, but she shook it off as Brok spoke again.

"If I may be so bold," he said quietly, "before we start here, might I examine the weapon of which Lyn spoke?"

"Gaulengil," Avari said as she instinctively touched the hilt of the blade by her side.

"Lyn says it is highly enchanted and responds only to you."  He held up a hand in an assuring gesture at Avari’s wary gaze.  "I assume Master Shay has already petitioned Tem to determine if there are curses or hexes or the like, but the grace of Thotris may provide a different perspective."

“Shay never asked to examine it,” she said, casting a glare to where Shay spoke with some mages.  Lynthalsea laid a hand on her arm, and Avari forced herself to relax.

"I'm willing to try anything," she admitted.  She drew Gaulengil from its scabbard and held it across her palms toward Brok, but cautioned him not to touch it.

"Not to worry," he assured her before passing his holy symbol, the golden hand mirror of Thotris, along its length while chanting quietly.

"Well, well," he said when finished, tucking the golden medallion away and rubbing his jaw earnestly.  "This weapon is quite magical indeed, Miss Avari.  If I had not already known that it possessed a personality, the strength of it would have startled me.  However, I detect no malice whatsoever.  It is quite pure of heart, if you understand that concept."

"Gaulengil has saved my life many times," Avari said simply.  “I trust it completely.”

"Mmmm, yes.  The bond between an enchanted weapon and its wielder strengthens over time, and the edges of the distinct personalities can become blurry."

Avari felt the stares of the rest of the guests in the room like a prickle on the back of her neck.  It annoyed her at first, but she had to admit that a six-foot tall woman holding a five-foot long enchanted sword with a green-glowing gem in the blade would attract attention most anywhere, and these were mages, profoundly drawn to magic.  Besides, they were here to help her.  When she thought of it that way, she relaxed.

Brok glanced sidelong at the hearth.  "Lyn tells me that you experienced this vision while the blade was close to a fire."  At Avari's nod he continued.  "Flame can serve as a medium for communication.  Generally some type of catalyst is required, but if there is a strong psychic bond between two people...”

Brok’s knowing look made Avari blush and avert her eyes.  But truth be told, she and Jundag had become quick friends and companions during their short time together, and may have become much more if...  She looked up as he continued.

“It may prove fruitless, but perhaps you will take a seat by the hearth and prop Gaulengil near the flames while we all discuss this.  It could yield great insight for little effort."

"I do not see any harm in it," Shay agreed as he suddenly appeared at Avari's side.  Gently taking her elbow, he guided her to a cushioned chair beside the fire.  Avari considered balking, as it seemed that Shay was trying to steer her away from Brok.  But her fatigue had returned, and with all the spiritual and magical skills in attendance, she felt sure that she would now get some answers to her questions.  She even looked more kindly toward Shay; she had been rather demanding earlier.

The rest pulled chairs close so they could hear, and Avari recited her tale once again.  Gaulengil rested against her leg, its tip extending toward the fire, and she found herself caressing the smooth metal of the hilt; for some reason, it comforted her.  And as the light outside the windows faded to black, she patiently answered question after question to satisfy the insatiable curiosities of her audience, and the hours slipped by like the waters of a quick-flowing stream.
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Jundag moved like a dark and deadly wraith through the shadowed tunnels of lower Xerro Kensho.  He had darkened his pale skin with dirt and soot; his weapons were stained by the blood of those he’d slain to get this far.  He’d avoided encounters as much as possible in his quest for ever deeper caverns, but moved fast and killed silently when contact was unavoidable.  His victims had supplied him with a finely wrought sword and a spiked hand axe, as well as cloaks and fire-making tools.  His goal: the subterranean passages that twisted through the deep earth beneath Xerro Kensho.

The tunnels devolved from well-kept passages into rougher and less-traveled tunnels as he descended.  The twisting, branching byways eventually vexed even his superb sense of direction, but the only direction he truly cared about at this point was down.  Down meant away from the accursed city of the Dark Gods, away from slavery and, most critically, away from Calmarel.  Even if he were killed down here, death under the claws and fangs of a dark-dwelling carnivore was infinitely preferable to uncounted deaths at Calmarel's hands.

The faint trickling of water highlighted his desperate thirst, but also gave him a point of reference.  He felt his way along the tunnel wall, cherishing the feel of a cool, moist air on his face.  At first he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, but he soon perceived the faint glow of phosphorescent lichens on the craggy tunnel ceiling.  The lichens extended down the walls, evidence of a nearby water source.  He picked up his pace; not only did he need water, but an underground river would lead away from the city faster than any tunnel.

He felt the walls recede, their comforting closeness giving way to a larger cavern.  He stopped and listened, but heard no echo of the water's trickle reflected back; over a year in the earth's bowels had taught him that artificial tunnels echoed, while natural caverns did not.  Good; this was not a man-made reservoir.

He inched forward, feeling with his toes to avoid falling into a crevasse.  Now a light mist chilled the air, wetting his skin.  Substantial water flowed here.  He carefully counted his steps and oriented himself to the tunnel for a quick retreat; predators often lurked by watering holes.

A few more careful steps and chill water bathed his feet.  He sheathed his weapons and knelt gingerly, creeping forward on hands and knees.  After a quick drink, he would follow it downstream.  He bent to drink, quietly sucking in the cool water that instantly sated his parched lips and soothed his throat.

"Enough, Calmarel!" snapped a voice out of the darkness.  "You’ve proved you point."

Crimson light flooded the cavern, but Jundag was up and dashing for the exit even before his eyes focused.  A figure blocked his way; he stabbed it with his sword, abandoned the blade and dashed on, on toward the exit, on toward safety.  It was only a few steps, but it may as well have been a mile.

"JUNDAG, STOP!!" 

Jundag’s legs immediately halted, frozen in his tracks by the magical control of the golden collar.  But it was Calmarel's voice that froze Jundag's blood in his veins.  

No, no, no, he chanted silently, as if it could break the spell.

He strained his muscles to their utmost, but could not move.  Amused chuckles and cynical laughter rang out in response to the hoarse cry of anguish that tore his throat as he beheld the cavern's exit only five strides away.  He clenched his eyes shut, cursing his own vain hope that had led him to be so easily deceived.  It had all been a trick, a ploy by Calmarel to torment him in a new and unexploited manner.

"Stop that sniveling!" she snapped as she strode up to him, punctuating the command with a resounding slap across his face.  "Now stand here and be still while I collect my winnings."

He flung open his eyes at the blow, fixing her with a stare that may truly have frightened her, had she been looking.  He envisioned Calmarel's demise a thousand ways.  As she had tortured and tormented him, so he would see done to her.  As he had suffered, so she would suffer.  But not now, his rational mind cautioned.  Later I will have my due...  Later...  Later...

"Truly impressive, Calmarel," said a voice behind him.  "I never would have thought it could be so tenacious."

"Which is exactly why I took your challenge, Bregzill," Calmarel chuckled over the sound of coins jingling from hand to hand.  "And he could have made it farther, perhaps even escaped entirely, if the tunnels weren't blocked to funnel him here.  I'd wager he would have eventually made it back to the surface."

"Bah!  Nonsense!" a second voice scoffed.

"Ridiculous!" spat a third voice.  The speaker stepped in front of Jundag.  He wore the armor and the weapons of a warrior, but had a slight build that suggested little real physical strength.  He raked an assessing gaze over Jundag’s body, noting the girth of his arms and chest, eyeing the scars left by a year under Calmarel’s lash.  "This...thing could never survive in our world.  Why, it can't even see in the dark!"

"Nevertheless," Calmarel argued, "the bet is open for challenge.”  She jingled the bag with her substantial winnings.  “All I won today says my pet could eventually reach the surface if released unimpeded, armed and provisioned as he is now."

The man cocked his head as if considering.  He opened his mouth to speak, one corner turned upward in a heartless smile.  But then he met Jundag’s icy gaze, and the smile vanished.

"No bet," He said, shifting uncomfortably before breaking eye contact.  He turned to Calmarel stiffly.  "I will wager no more on this one, Calmarel Darkmist.  There clearly is more to this slave than meets the eye."

"Your nerve flees you, Grimlord Gorgoneye," Calmarel teased, "without your elder sister here to fill out your shadow."

"Druellae's absence has nothing to do with it!" he spat, whirling and stalking away, followed by the other spectators.  "Were I you, I'd dispose of that pet, Calmarel.  This slave is an unsafe plaything.  It will go ill for you if you keep it too long."

"More ill like this and I'll be filthy rich," she called out before turning back to Jundag.

“Your performance today was spectacular, both in and out of the arena.  However...” she locked her eyes onto his and brought her face close, “you did try to escape.  Mmmm mmmm, very poor choice, my pet.  Now drop your weapons, follow me back to the castle, and don't run away again."

She turned and started walking toward the tunnel.  Purposefully, Jundag fell in step immediately behind her, nearly stepping on the hem of her robes.  Leaning close, he whispered.

"Later..."

Calmarel whirled, her eyes wide with alarm before narrowing in anger

"What did you say?" she asked slowly, dangerously.

"Nothing, Calmarel."  Jundag stared ahead stonily, his eyes frozen in placid subservience, until she grumbled and turned her back.  Then he glared daggers into her back.

Later, he thought relentlessly.  Later...

CHAPTER 12

––––––––
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DoHeney sat quietly in the shadow of the hearth, watching and listening as Avari’s dilemma was discussed among the mages and priests.  Avari herself now dozed in her chair, the firelight bathing her in a golden glow, her face peaceful in sleep.  Hufferrrerrr and Tinarre sat nearby, answering questions as necessary.  DoHeney heard Hufferrrerrr growl softly when his mistress’ sanity was questioned, but DoHeney chuckled and leaned over to him.

“Don’t worry, lad.  Avari’s not gone mad.  At least, no madder’n anyone else in this room.”

The leotaur seemed to take scant comfort from the reassurance, casting a concerned glance at the peculiar personalities present.  But DoHeney’s mind was tranquil for the first time in weeks; focusing on Avari’s problem allowed him to forget his own recent agitations.

O’ course, doin’ somethin’ about it’s gonna be the clincher, he thought.  The dwarf left off his musing and attended the discussion once again.

"Nothing I've heard either refutes or corroborates her story," said the wizard who was Voytek, but now insisted he was Kendrall.  "She’s either telling the truth or is stark raving mad.  That would be a shame; she's such a strong, innocent girl."  The wizard’s personality had shifted from nervous paranoia to gushing love and good will.

"Why doesn’t Brok just cure her of any madness, then see if the visions stop?"  Revria said, currently looking like a ten-year-old girl, snuggled happily in oversized robes.  Throughout the evening she had become younger and younger.  At midnight she had reached the age of five, then begun growing older again.

"The problem," Brok explained gently to the girl, "is that I cannot cure an affliction for which I do not know the source.  If the crux of madness is unknown, an invocation is useless."

"What a silly rule!" Revria said with a pout.

"I already examined Avari," pronounced Shay, “and found no disturbance in her mind, so we might assume the dreams and vision represent a truth, that Jundag is alive somewhere.”  DoHeney focused on the half-elf for a moment.  He had warmed to the subject and was less confrontational now, but still was acting strangely.  He occasionally glanced around the room as if looking for something, then settling back with a satisfied look on his face.  DoHeney wondered if Avari's mind was not the wrong one to be examining, but decided to let it go.  “Prael, you mentioned that a collective scrying centered on Avari and Gaulengil might enable us to view Jundag and his surroundings."

"If he is indeed alive, then yes, it might."  Prael contemplated the steaming crimson brew in his cup.  "But the casters would need a focal point—his likeness, or perhaps something dear to him.  We could try using Avari and her sword.  Of course, we would need a scrying mirror, which—"

Just then, Hufferrrerrr, Tinarre, Brok, and Lynthalsea sat up straight, lifting their heads, some tilting at a curious angle.

"Shhh!" Lynthalsea hissed as she held up her hand.  She turned to Brok.  "Do you hear it?"

The priest nodded, as did Tinarre.  The leotaur rose, growling softly.

"A scream..." Lynthalsea whispered with a horrified look.

"People!  People!" Borgland waved his handkerchief wildly to catch their attention, then pointed toward Avari.

Avari's breathing was shallow and rapid, her hand clutching and releasing Gaulengil's hilt.  Her eyes darted back and forth beneath their lids.

"She's dreaming!" Kendrall exclaimed as he brought his hands to his cheeks.  "Oh, the poor girl, we should wake her and relieve her of this torment!"

"Wait!" Tinarre advised as Hufferrrerrr reached out to touch Avari’s shoulder.  The woodling stepped to her side and bent down to the hearth, cocking his head toward Gaulengil's emerald tip.  "Yes!  That is it!  That is the source of the cry!"

Lynthalsea moved closer to listen and look, then nodded.

"The scream is definitely coming from the sword," she agreed, "but I don't see anything in the gem."

"Wake her," Shay instructed as he also moved closer.  

"I'd be a mite careful, Huffer," DoHeney warned.  "Ye know how she comes out o' sleep all riled up.  Likely she'll take yer head off with that perty blade afore she even knows it."

"Indeed, I most assuredly am being aware of her violent awakenings, Master DoHeney," the leotaur said with a toothy smile, "but Gaulengil will not be allowing her to harm me, as it would not be allowing her to harm you."  DoHeney wasn’t convinced—he had little confidence in the weapon distinguishing friend from foe—and he moved back a step.  He noted that Shay also retreated.

Hufferrrerrr placed a hand on Avari’s shoulder and called her name softly.  The reaction was everything DoHeney expected.  Avari slapped the leotaur’s hand away even before her eyes opened, and swung Gaulengil up in an arc.  Whether due to her own lightening reflexes or the sword’s, the blade stopped before slashing into Hufferrrerrr.  The leotaur had stood without flinching; smiling, he now patted her arm.

That cat, thought DoHeney with a healthy dose of admiration, has bigger—

"Oh gods!" Avari cried out.  "I saw him again!  Oh gods, please..."

"Avari!"  Lynthalsea knelt before the distraught woman, clasping her free hand in one of her own, and brushing the disheveled hair off of Avari’s forehead with the other.  "We heard the cries from the sword while you were dreaming.  If you could place the tip near the fire again, we might—"

"What?" Avari gasped, staring at the sword in her hand like it was a viper ready to strike.  "You heard it?"

"Some say they heard it," Shay said, drawing peeved expressions from Hufferrrerrr, Tinarre, and his sister.  Brok merely smiled.  "Perhaps if you put the blade closer to the flames, the rest of us might hear and see.  Please, Avari."

Avari’s pale lips trembled, and a fine sweat broke out upon her brow.  DoHeney suppressed a shudder; he had seen Avari in the midst of battle, fighting for her life, even facing a dragon, but he had never seen such an expression of sheer terror on her face.  The sword quivered in her tremulous grip as she slowly moved it toward the flames.  Her eyes flooded with tears and she clenched them tight.  Gritting her teeth and firming her shoulders, she mumbled a quiet prayer and thrust Gaulengil into the fire.

*AAAVVVAAARRRIII!!* the gem wailed.  Avari averted her face even as everyone else surged forward.  DoHeney shoved his way in, nearly kneeling in the fire.  Within the flame-wreathed emerald was a vision of Jundag, eyes shut tight, arms outstretched, tendons taut as cables in his neck.  He screamed again.  *AAAVVVAAARRRIII!!* 

"Everyone take a close look at the figure in the gem!" Shay commanded.  "Concentrate on it!  Commit it to memory!  This is our friend, Jundag, as assuredly as I stand before you.  We may not be able to prolong this vision, so be sure you—"

"Look!" Revria screeched, jabbing a finger at the gem.

"What'n the name o' the Delver?" DoHeney hissed as the vision shifted.  Now, before Jundag's face was an outstretched hand—a woman's hand.  Clenched in her fist was a thorned chain from which hung a bloated spider pendant.

"She’s going to—" Brok began, but there was a flash of light, and the gem went dim and silent.

The crackle of the fire was the sole sound in the sitting room.  All assembled fixed their eyes on the sword's gem, but the vision did not return.  One by one, they began to look at Avari; there was no doubting her claim any longer.  DoHeney watched as she collapsed into the chair.  Her anguished expression and wracking sobs tore at his heart.  But he knew she’d come round.  And when she did, they would go and rescue their friend.
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"Is that better, my pet?" Calmarel taunted, returning her spider pendant to her breast and the iron rod to the brazier.  She scrutinized his healing wounds.  Despite the respite, he still hung limply from the manacles, his finely muscled body streaked with sweat and blood.

"I made quite a killing from your performance tonight, especially from that fool Gorgoneye.  However,” she punctuated her words with a slap to his face, “you cost me several loyal servants.  Tredgh, especially.  Do you know how hard it is to train someone like that?  It takes years."

She huffed in annoyance, then glanced back at him.  Her eyes narrowed, and she reached down to pick up her lash without taking her eyes off of him.

“But you know what really angers me, Jundag?  You actually intended to escape!  You know I’ll never let that happen.  I own you, Jundag.  A fact you simply refuse to accept.  I own your body, I own your mind, and I own your soul."  She punctuated each statement with a lash of her whip.

"Later..." he whispered through clenched teeth.

"Oh, spare me the dramatics!" she snapped, hurling the lash against the wall and stepping close to him.  He kept his eyes tightly shut, but she knew he could feel her breath on his cheek, the swell of her belly against his.  She would not be ignored.

"There will be no later!  There will be no escape!"  She ran a finger down his cheek.  "After all I’ve done for you: making you a champion in the arena, using my powers to keep you strong, even carrying your child..."

Still, his expression remained unchanged, his eyes closed.  She turned away in frustration.  Why did he not understand?

CHAPTER 13

––––––––
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Hmmm, interesting...," Feldspar murmured, setting down an enormous tome and searching among the piles of parchments, books and maps that buried the table at which he sat.  "Now where was that reference chart..."

He snatched a yellowed scroll from beneath a thick sheaf of unbound parchment, searched the orderly rows of coordinates and their accompanying notations.  Finally!  He located the reference he sought, scooped up a quill and scribbled down the pertinent information.  He then leaned back, his old bones creaking from hours of sitting immobile.

"I wonder what time it is?" he croaked miserably, rubbing his exhausted eyes and trying to work the kinks out of his neck.

"It is now nearly half an hour past mid morning, Master Feldspar."  The spirit startled Feldspar as she coalesced before him, her wispy form half above and half below the table.  "Is there anything you require?"

"No, no, nothing at all," he blurted, uncomfortable with the spirit's eager subservience, not because he disliked being waited upon hand and foot—oh no, he could get entirely used to that—but because he had known the woman.  Minnarea had been a mage once, one of those who delighted in delving into ancient texts and ferreting out forgotten references, even more than actually performing the magic itself.  In fact, her passion had been the cause of her demise; self-neglect while pursuing her research.  Though now translucent, her gaunt frame, hollowed cheeks and skeletal fingers looked just as they had on the day she died.  For a while her spirit had haunted the library, and rather than simply exorcise her, the emperor had had a high priest bind her to the library as a caretaker and librarian.  The situation actually worked out splendidly; the spirit got to remain in her beloved library for eternity, and the live patrons had someone to help them with their research.

"Unless..." he blurted before she could fade out.  "Are these all the references regarding the Plane of Discord?"

"Yes, Master Feldspar," Minnarea said with a smile, then recited.  "There are two spheres of existence referred to as 'The Plane of Discord' in the literature.  The first is the plane in which Xakra the Tangler makes her lair; the name references her love of chaos.  The second is The Void, which earned the ‘Discord’ appellation in reference to the discordant affect its essence has on matter in all of the other spheres of existence.  Both planes are considered to be part of the Nine Hells.”  She smiled again.  “You have all reference materials on those two planes here”—she glanced at the messy table in evident disgust—“somewhere."

"Excellent," he said.  "One more thing..."

"Any service you wish, Master Feldspar."  The spirit's low bow pushed her ethereal face through the table top.

"Would you have the library messenger fetch me tea and a bite to eat?"

"Oh, no, Master Feldspar," chided the spirit.  "There is no food or drink allowed in the library.  One careless spill could ruin an irreplaceable scroll or book or—"

"I understand, Minnarea," Feldspar said as he waved off a lecture.  "I promise I'll eat out in the hall."

"Very well, sir."  The spirit bowed, then faded from view.

Feldspar rubbed his tired eyes again, sighed, and reviewed his notes.  It seemed that all his hours of research had produced little more than fatigue and a clutter of disoriented figures and unrelated personal accounts.  Braelen had visited both planes at some point during his lengthy career, but his experiences in them seemed brief and uneventful.  On Xakra’s plane he had gathered information from a resident, then returned home, spending only a couple of days total.  His visit to The Void had been even briefer, only long enough to collect a few samples; understandable, considering the essence of the Seventh Hell and its affect on life.

"Wait a moment!"  Feldspar plunged into his references, searching for one particular scroll.  "I know it's here somewhere, blast it!"  But five full minutes of searching drew a blank.

"Librarian!" he barked in frustration.  "Where’s the scroll listing all of Braelen's samples and what he was using them for?  I had it here a second ago, I know it."

"Actually," Minnarea said, poking her head up through the table, "it has been over six hours since you last looked at it.  Here."  Her ethereal hand floated up beside the table bearing a carefully rolled parchment.  "It fell on the floor while you were searching for the destination coordinates."

"Thank you, Minnarea," he sighed, taking the parchment, "I don't know how I'd do this without you."

"You'd probably end up the same as me," she quipped, "searching and searching until you collapsed from thirst and hunger.  I suppose I should tell you your food is here, though it would be nice to have company."  She winked at him.

"Uh...thanks again," Feldspar mumbled, ducking his head over the list of samples.  His stomach growled insistently and he vowed to eat soon; he’d never really like Minnarea, and the thought of an eternity with her was not attractive.  Give him a battlefield over a stuffy library any day.  Running his finger down the list, he started to develop an idea.  The only problem was, he’d have to consult with Braelen to confirm his suspicions.  He hoped his ancient friend was up to a brief conversation.
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The darkness of Xerro Kensho enveloped Lysethra like the arms of a lover, and she paused just beyond the portal for a moment to inhale deeply the familiar scents of home.  The citadel was a glorious achievement, but it was too bright and too cold, and a poor substitute for the city of her birth.  She had been so busy in the citadel, this was her first trip back, and she had much to discuss with her sister.

"Seth!"

At the sound of her name, Lysethra turned and saw Calmarel lashing her way through the crowds of bearers and slaves moving in and out of the portal.

"By Xakra's web, it's good to see you!" Calmarel said as they hugged awkwardly around the younger sister’s belly.  “But you look dreadful!”

Lysethra laughed shortly.  She had noticed in her mirror this morning how haggard she looked—they barely had a moment to themselves in preparing the citadel—but she didn’t need Calmarel to point it out.

“And you, sister younger,” she answered in a deceptively sweet voice, “look like a huge bloated spider.”

Calmarel seemed not to notice the implied insult.

“Don’t I now?” she said as she grinned and cupped her robes tight around her belly.  “The very personification of Xakra!”

Lysethra winced at the blasphemy and looked closely at her sister.  Joking was not Calmarel's usual manner.  A thought occurred to her, and she scowled at her sister with disapproval.

"You shouldn't have come down here.  It's much too far to walk in your condition!"

"So who walked?" Calmarel laughed, guiding her through the mass of workers and supplies to an ornate litter.  Two hulking bearers—one human, one half-ogre—stood chained to the conveyance, awaiting Calmarel's return.  "We can both ride.  It'll give us a chance to talk, since you can’t stay long."

Lysethra helped her sister onto the sumptuously appointed conveyance, then settled in herself.

“Take us home, Jundag,” Calmarel commanded.

Lysethra started, then peered more closely at the human bearer chained to the front of the litter.

“You still have that tribesman?” she asked.  “I thought you'd finally tired of that one.  It’s been more than a year.  Your pets don’t usually last a month.”

Her sister’s fascination with this man had bothered her, but she had believed that Calmarel had finally abandoned him when she started traveling to seek a mate nearly a year ago.  At least, she thought as the litter rose smoothly, she’s found a use for him.  

“I supposed you’ve finally broken him,” she said.

"Oh, no!" Calmarel chuckled.  "He's about as tame as a rogue dragon.  I'm getting get him in shape for the next tournament day.  You won't believe how much I won on him last time.  First he beat that arrogant Gorgoneye champion that Druellae thinks is the Dark Gods' gift to warfare, then he made it all the way to the lower caverns in an escape attempt I orchestrated.  I nearly broke the Gorgoneye coffers!"

"You let him escape?" Lysethra asked incredulously.  She eyed the tribesman's brawny physique as he easily bore the front of the litter.  "I hope to Xakra’s web you didn't let him kill anyone important!"

Calmarel waved off her sister's concern with a smirk.  "Aside from Tredgh and a couple servants, they were all Gorgoneye soldiers.  That pompous Grimlord hand-picked twenty of his best, and my pet killed twelve and evaded the others.  I won a bonus of a thousand gold for each one he killed."

"You play dangerous games, Calmarel," Lysethra warned as she watched the muscles ripple in Jundag’s back, his upper arms nearly as thick as her waist.  "If a noble had been killed..."

"Don't worry, Seth!  The collar keeps him in line.  Besides, half the winnings are yours.  And I know you didn't come halfway across creation to preach restraint to me.  I want to hear all about the citadel."

"You're absolutely right, Cal" she said, dismissing the matter.  “But we can talk about the citadel later.  First, I want to hear about you and our heir.”  She patted her sister's swollen abdomen, then leaned back and assessed her appearance.  Although Calmarel sat somewhat uncomfortably, she looked healthy and hale.  "You're absolutely huge!  Are you sure you mated with a man and not an ogre?  How do you feel?"

For the first time Calmarel’s gay demeanor cracked.

"Oh, just marvelous!" she said sarcastically.  "I mean, apart from the nausea, eating everything in sight, the aching back and swollen feet and the stretch marks, it really is fantastic!  You should try it; there's nothing like carrying around twenty extra pounds and having it push on your bladder and kick you in the stomach all day and night."  She shifted her position restlessly.  "One day, Seth, I'm going to figure out an invocation that will transfer this whole messy child-bearing thing over to the men!"

Now this, thought Lysethra, is more like the old Calmarel.  She grinned at her sister.

"Now that is an idea!  Just make sure you have perfected male pregnancy before I decide to have children."

The sisters' laughter filled the hallways as the heavy sedan chair made its ponderous way up the innumerable flights of stairs to Castle Darkmist.

CHAPTER 14

––––––––

[image: image]

––––––––

Shay hesitated, his hand on the latch to his private workshop.  Behind him, the rest of the company waited expectantly.  No one ever came into his private workshop, and he wished he hadn’t made the offer.  But this was where the scrying mirror that he had taken from Iveron Darkmist’s study was, and he dare not risk moving it; clumsy hands had nearly dropped the priceless mirror getting it here, and he wouldn’t tempt fate twice.

Thrusting open the door, he entered and strode to the corner where the draped mirror stood.  He heard “oohs” and “aahs” behind him and turned barely in time to stop Borgland from picking up one of the metal gem stands from his desk.  The rest of the mages spread out like children in a toy shop, exclaiming over this or that.  

"Please!”  Shay’s entreaty came out a bit louder than he intended, but it had its desired affect.  Everyone stopped and looked at him.

“Please, the mirror is over here.”  He took a deep breath as they reluctantly made their way to the corner.  DoHeney sidled up to him and chuckled, whispering “An’ I thought you was daft, the way ye drooled over Darkmist’s stuff.  Now I can see it’s just a wizardy trait.”

Shay gave his friend a pained smile, then moved quickly to stop the mages from touching his things.

––––––––

"Damn!"

Shay’s curse woke DoHeney.  He had been watching as they prepared for their scrying, but it had taken so long, he dozed off.  Avari sat in a chair at the center of a silver pentagram set into the floor, staring anxiously at the huddle of mages around the mirror.  Stretching, DoHeney got up and ambled over to see what progress they had made.  The mirror misted red...blue...green.

“That’s right pretty,” the dwarf said.  Several pairs of eyes turned to him in annoyance, so he shrugged and shut up.

"Perhaps a bit more of the baser metal," Revria suggested.  An old woman now—it was just before noon—she sat at a table scattered with various open jars and boxes.  In front of her was a wide ceramic mortar into which she sprinkled a touch of zinc.  Acrid smoke fumed from the mortar and she coughed politely.

"No. I am just not very good at scrying," Shay said in frustration, shaking his head and stepping away from the mirror.

"My guess is that something is amiss with the focal point," Prael said, turning toward Avari.  "The positioning of the blade?"

"How about this?" she suggested, repositioning the sword from balanced across her knees to vertical, the hilt in her hands, its gem pointing skyward.

"Perfect!" Prael said.  "Try again, Shay.  The gem of the blade was outside the pentagram."

Shay sighed and repositioned himself at the mirror, motioning to Revria to start again.  DoHeney watched over her shoulder as she wiped the mortar clean, then murmured to herself as she deposited the requisite ingredients.  First the powered metals: copper, then zinc.  The next component, a dollop of viscous acid, sent up a cloud of vapor that made DoHeney’s eyes water.  He nearly gagged when she plucked the last component—the eye of a hawk—from a jar of alcohol and daintily placed it into the pool of muck in the mortar.  As the concoction continued to smoke, Shay stared into the mirror and began murmuring an incantation.  Spread out on either side, the other mages emulated him.

Instantly the mirror roiled with colored mists, then settled to black.  DoHeney crept closer for a better look.  Out of the dark surface a swath of lights glittered faintly, gradually intensifying as the vision strengthened. 

“Ahhhh,” Shay breathed with satisfaction.  “It is not Jundag yet, but we are getting something.”

"What is it?" Avari twisted in her seat, trying to see around the mages without leaving the pentagram.

"It looks like the lights of a city at night, but with the buildings stacked too high," Marris said.  “It’s daytime here, so this must be on the other side of the world for it to be night.”

"It ain't night.”

Several of the mages flicked glances at DoHeney following his pronouncement.  The dwarf ignored them, staring at the view in the mirror as his gut twisted uneasily.

“It's a city o' the Dark Gods," he said quietly.  “Built far underground, inta a giant column o' stone.  There be ancient tales of such cities among me folk.  Tales to scare dwarflings inta behavin': ‘Don’t let the dark worshipers git ya!’  But I never thought ta see one."

"But why can't we see Jundag?" Avari asked.

"We're being blocked." Shay explained.  "It seems that Jundag is in this city, but some force prevents us from focusing more closely.  Everyone, concentrate..."

The mages repeated the incantation in unison, but the vision was unchanged.

“It’s no use,” said Corillian, Voytek's most recent persona, a shy young woman from the sound of his strained voice.  “We don’t have the power necessary to break through the barrier.”

DoHeney waited several long moments, hoping that his instincts were wrong, but to his great disappointment, Shay remained silent.

“Well, Shay,” the dwarf said loudly, startling the mages.  The view in the mirror wavered, then disappeared.  “Mayhaps ye can use them cornerstones ta boost yer power.  Ain’t that why ye’ve been practicing with them, ta cast more powerful spells?”

Shay turned around to glare at DoHeney, but DoHeney glared right back.

“Of course!”  Avari jumped up, and in her excitement kicked over one of the five candles at the corners of the pentagram.  “The gems you got from Darkmist!  Shay, you always said how powerful they were.  You can use them to see Jundag!”

“Something to boost the spell’s power; it sounds like just the thing we need!” Marris exclaimed, her enthusiasm echoed by the other mages.

DoHeney smirked as Shay glanced helplessly around at his colleagues, who were slapping hands and miming breaking down walls; there was no way for him to back out now.  Lynthalsea caught DoHeney’s eye, her brow furrowed with worry.  Ah, lass, so ye’ve noticed his obsession, too.  Brok stood beside her, and bent to whisper in her ear.  DoHeney winked at her and nodded; she seemed to understand, and relaxed a bit.

"Of course!" Shay said in a tone suggesting that he had forgotten all about the gems and was pleased with the suggestion.  He dipped into a deep pocket and withdrew a black velvet bag, which he—a bit reluctantly, DoHeney thought—held out to Prael.  "This is one of the enchanted stones we recovered from Zellohar.  You hold one, I the other, and we will repeat the incantation."

"I really don't think I’m the proper one to handle the gem," Prael objected politely, holding his gloved hands up before him.

"Oh, they are harmless if handled correctly, Prael."

"It’s not that I fear their touch, Shay," the red mage said.  "It’s that I assume that physical contact is required to use the artifact.  And I...  Well, I...

Lynthalsea gracefully stepped in for the embarrassed mage.  “Prael’s condition prohibits him from touching certain things, specifically, anything that is not red in color."

DoHeney thought that Shay looked rather startled—and a little embarrassed himself—at being caught unaware of such a significant condition in one of his guests, given that his sister seemed to be well-versed in the details.

"And all this time I just thought you had no fashion sense."  Borgland laughed, but held out his hand to Shay.  "I will serve in your place, Master Prael."

Borgland and Shay unwrapped the gems, and all resumed their positions.  Borgland’s eyes widened with pleasure as he took the diamond in hand, and the other mages looked on jealously.  Shay nodded to Revria, and they began once again.

The glittering lights appeared as before, but now they shifted and warped, as if viewed through a distorted pane of glass.  Then the scene raced toward them so quickly that DoHeney caught his breath and braced for impact.  But they simply flew through the column of stone as if it were permeable, passing through caverns and hallway as they penetrated farther and farther into the city.  Finally their passage slowed and the view snapped into focus: a long stairway lit by glowing braziers affixed to the stone walls.  Myriad beings—some cloaked, some barely dressed, all pale—walked or ran up and down the stairs.  In the center of the scene was a large litter being borne up the stairs.  And there at the head of the litter, straining under its weight, was Jundag.

Avari let out a low, mournful moan that seemed to reverberate throughout the room; the rest of the company remained silent.  DoHeney was the first to voice what they were all thinking.

“By the Delver’s dirty toenails, would ya look at them scars.”

A sob caught in Avari’s throat.  “To them he's just a beast of burden!  An ox to whip..."

"I think not, Avari." Brok’s voice was calm, soothing.  "He has undoubtedly endured great injuries, but despite the scars, the wounds are well healed.  Also, he looks quite strong and otherwise healthy; one cannot remain so under a steady regimen of neglect.  But he does appear to be quite...soul weary."

“Look at his eyes,” she said quietly.  “They’re so...hard, so desperate.  That’s not the Jundag I knew...”

“Aye,” DoHeney agreed, “the lad’s seen some hard times.”  He shook his head regretfully.  How could they have known?  They had seen Jundag die; usually, fallen comrades don’t rise again.  Bloody dark-worshipin' scum, he thought in disgust.  They don’t know to leave the dead alone. He squinted at the scene in the mirror, looking beyond Jundag’s shoulder to the litter.

“Can we see who’s the lad’s haulin’ about there?” he asked.  

Shay nodded.  The view shifted.  Leaning back against the cushioned brocade seatback was a woman with pale skin and ebony hair.  A hint of a smile crooked her lips as she placidly stroked a large spider that crawled across her hand.

"That's her!" Avari cried.  "That's the woman at Zellohar!  Darkmist's sister, remember?"

"How can you be sure?"  Shay’s tone was skeptical. “It was over a year ago that—“

"Nay, lad, that's the one all right, as sure as yer ears have a point on 'em," DoHeney confirmed, recalling the encounter with Darkmist’s sisters in the Nekdukarr’s summoning room.  He squinted as something caught his eye.  "Look at the amulet hangin' 'round her neck!  I saw that a time or two on Jundag, and it seems that I remember—"

"That's it!" Avari surged to her feet, barely remaining within the pentagram.  "Jundag’s medallion!  She was wearing it at Zellohar, and she’s wearing it in my dreams!  And that spider pendant, too!"

"That is the symbol of Xakra, the Tangler," Brok said, squinting at the image.  "But the thorned chain around her neck is the icon of Pergamon, Lord of Pain."

"She worships two gods?" Shay asked.

"It is not unheard of, Master Shay," Brok said.  "Some say that the leaders of their cities hold favor from all of the Dark Five."

"It's just like in my dream,” Avari continued, “except that it didn't glow like—"

"Uh oh," Borgland interrupted as he stared at the spider pendant that glowed ruddy red.  "I think we've been discovered, Master Shay.  We'd best make a hasty retreat, lest our unwary subject—That's it, she's noticed!  Terminate the spell!"

Shay spoke a quick word of cancellation just as the woman’s lips began to move.  Immediately, the view faded.  Only their own pale visages stared back at them from the mirror.

"By The Maker's brass balls, I need a drink!"  DoHeney exclaimed.  He spun away from the mirror.  "An' me thinks ye all could use a little jolt, seein’ as ye did all the work.  Besides, we got a lot ta jaw about, so we might as well get in the mood."

"Yes," Shay agreed, retrieving the enchanted diamond from Borgland and sequestering both gems carefully away in his robes.  "I could most definitely do with a drink, and we most assuredly have a great deal to discuss.  Ladies and gentlemen, if you would accompany me, my cellar is at your disposal."
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Calmarel swore under her breath, her invocation dying on her lips.  Someone had been spying on her—her spider pendant was never wrong—but whoever was peeking in on her had noted her discovery and terminated their scrying.  Who could it have been?  Her mind raced with the possibilities...

"Jundag!  Back to the castle, quickly."  The litter lurched as the tribesman heaved it around to point back the way they had come.  "Careful, you dolt!"

She heard him mumble something, but abstained from rebuking him; she had more important things to worry about.  Calmarel wracked her brain as she considered potential spies; one name kept popping to the top.

Grimlord Gorgoneye?

She had embarrassed the warlord badly during the last tournament.  His loss undoubtedly would also place him in a difficult spot with the Gorgoneye matriarch when she returned from the citadel; losing that much gold on a bet brooked unspeakably poor judgment.  Perhaps he was handling his humiliation by planning to assassinate the one responsible.

That must be it! she thought confidently.  It’s what I would do, though not in such a clumsy manner.  But the mediator will never let him get away with murdering a member of the council...  A twinge of unease pricked her mind.  The mediator was busy overseeing construction at the citadel.  Petty inter-clan squabbles might be overlooked in the shadow of such overwhelmingly important matters.

For one of the few times in her life, Calmarel felt the growing nausea of panic.  She was in no condition to defend against an attack, and Lysethra was now back at the citadel.  Her best course would be to retreat into Castle Darkmist.  There she could martial her defenses, surround herself with loyal clansmen, and have her wizards perform a few careful scryings of their own to see just what her rival in Clan Gorgoneye was up to.  In her present condition there was no such thing as being too careful.
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"How is he?" Feldspar whispered, edging quietly through the door into the sick room.

"Much the same," Kenrah said, stifling a yawn.

She and Voncellia sat in armchairs near the foot of the bed, haggard but attentive, as an acolyte from one of the temples hovered over Braelen.  A tiny incense brazier hung inches above the old mage's face, emitting anesthetic vapors that drifted gently down to ease his rest.  Feldspar was no healer, but Braelen’s ashen skin and labored breathing seemed worse.

We’ve not much time, he thought worriedly.

"I think the key to this malady lies in the spell Braelen used to extend his life" he said quietly, "though I’ll need to see his actual notes to be sure.  They should be in his personal spell books, but,” he glanced back through the door into the study, at the bookshelves packed with hundreds of journals and spell books handwritten by Braelen himself, “I’ve no idea where to start looking.  I’ve got to speak with Braelen!”

"Excuse me, sir, but you cannot disturb the patient."

Feldspar turned to look at the acolyte, a young man not even capable of curing his own acne yet, though apparently quite confident that, as the healer-on-site, his word was indisputable.  But the brashness of youth was no match for Feldspar.

"Don’t you dictate to me, boy!  The only way to possibly save Master Braelen is for us to get the information we need."

The acolyte quailed slightly, then recovered and crossed his arms.  "My mistress said that no one should intervene—"

"Then go tell your mistress!” Feldspar said, flapping his hands toward the door.  “If she thought he could be saved through entreaties to the gods, she’d still be here herself.  All you’re doing is keeping him comfortable until the end.  What we want to do is prevent the end.  Understand?"

The youth glared obstinately back at Feldspar, then glanced at the sick bed.  Whether it was the boy’s own assessment of the situation, or fear of the three powerful and obviously agitated mages now standing in front of him, Feldspar didn’t know and didn’t care, but the acolyte stepped aside with a curt bow, moving to the corner to observe the proceedings.

Feldspar nodded, pacified by the young man’s acquiescence.

“Do you need him to speak?” Kenrah asked as they moved to the bed.  “Or will his thoughts suffice?  I can read his thoughts without actually waking him, though he will need to be less-heavily sedated.”  She motioned for Voncellia to remove the anesthetic incense, then sifted through the pockets of her robe and pulled out a slim rod of gold.

Feldspar smiled at his colleague.  Kenrah could be temperamental and often lacked prudence, but she had an unerring knack for always having the right spell on hand.  "His thoughts should be fine," he said, “better, in fact.  If he can provide the answers I need, I won’t have to spend hours riffling through books and trying to decipher his handwriting."

Kenrah twirled the rod along her fingers as she whispered the incantation.  The rod vanished in a twinkle of light and a shimmer of multi-hued dust that settled onto the comatose mage.

"Go ahead, Feldspar."

Feldspar leaned close, placing his mouth near Braelen's ear, "Master Braelen, this is Feldspar.  I need to ask you some questions, but don’t try to talk.  Just think the answers."

Braelen’s eyes fluttered but did not open, and his breathing shallowed.  Kenrah nodded—Braelen heard and understood—so he continued.

"You mentioned the plane of discord.  You were referring to The Void and not Xakra’s home plane, correct?"

Kenrah nodded again, "Yes, that’s correct."

Feldspar felt a thrill of satisfaction; his hunch had played out.  "Good.  You used Void essence in your spell to disrupt the continuity of the aging process, correct?”

Kenrah nodded.

“Excellent.  So, the Void essence must be fluctuating somehow, perhaps a cyclical—“

“No!” Kenrah said, shaking her head vehemently.  “He seems quite adamant that this is not a simple intraplanar fluctuation.  He calculated the tides and natural inconsistencies of The Void's boundaries and worked them into the spell.  The disturbance has to be interplanar.  Something is drawing Void essence out of The Void.  He can feel it."

“But how would one do that?” Voncellia wondered.  “It would take vastly more complex magic than one person—“

“He says there are two places from which the disturbance may originate,” Kenrah interrupted.  “The Void is bordered by Lair and Pytt.  The Void would have to be approached from one of those two planes."

“Yes,” Feldspar remembered.  “Braelen sampled The Void from Lair; he noted it in the journal I read in the library, along with the coordinates.  Thank you, Master Braelen.”  Feldspar laid a comforting hand on his old friend’s shoulder.  “Rest easy.”

He motioned to the acolyte to replace the soothing incense, and the wizards backed away from the bed and out into Braelen’s study.  The rest of the Royal Retinue had gathered, and he briefed them on what they had learned.

“It’s amazing,” he said.  “Even comatose, Braelen’s mind is sharp.  What’s wrong?”  Feldspar raised his eyebrows at Kenrah’s somber expression.

"He's worried," she said, “like I've never seen him."

"Understandable, don't you think?" Voncellia commented.  “Considering his condition—"

"No, he’s not worried about himself,” Kenrah argued.  “He's worried about us, he’s worried about the Realm.  Hell, he's worried about the entire world!  I think this disturbance is much worse than we can even imagine."

CHAPTER 15

––––––––
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––––––––

Lynthalsea bid good afternoon to the refuge guests as they filed out of the wine cellar.

“Thank you so much for your help with the scrying,” she smiled.  “It made all the difference.”

“We could stay,” Borgland offered, glancing eagerly back into the room, where the tension was palpable.  "I'm sure we could—"

Prael pushed him forward, but Lynthalsea could hear his entreaties even as she quietly shut the door.  Turning around, she steeled herself for the upcoming confrontation that she knew there was no way to avoid. 

Avari was pacing again, weaving her way between the racks of bottles, casks and kegs like a caged animal.  The tall woman’s half-full glass of apple wine sat forgotten on the table in the center of the room where Shay and DoHeney sat, drinking from tankards of ale, glaring at each other over the rims.  Brok sat in the shadows behind Lynthalsea’s chair, lending her his quiet strength.  As soon as the door closed, the argument started.

"I don't understand you, Shay.  You've never been afraid of a fight before.  Why are you against an attempt to rescue Jundag?"

"I am not afraid, Avari," he snapped.  "I am being pragmatic.  The chances of success are virtually nil and the danger is enormous, not only to those involved, but to the entire realm.  An incursion into the nations of the Dark Gods could end in war."

"Slim chances didn't stop you from going into Zellohar to try and retrieve the gems," she said accusingly.

"In that instance we were risking only ourselves, and were trying to stop a war," Shay pointed out.  "What you propose here is to risk the lives of hundreds or thousands to save one man.  How do you think Jundag would feel if we started a war just to rescue him?"

"I'm not talking about a war, Shay."  Avari stopped behind a cask and clutched the top edge.  Probably to keep herself from wrapping them around Shay’s throat, Lynthalsea thought.  "All I propose is that a small group try to find and rescue Jundag.  These dark worshipers; they can’t be so paranoid that they think of a few intruders as an attack on their nation!  Maybe...we could go in disguise!"

“Did you not see the scrying?  With our suntanned skin, we would stand out like orcs at an imperial ball.”  He clenched his jaw and stared at them each in turn.  Heaving a sigh, he said, "I can see I have no hope of talking you out of this, so I will wish you all well and offer whatever aid I can give from here."

Avari looked as if Shay had slapped her across the face, and DoHeney choked on a mouthful of ale.  Lynthalsea had barely known Jundag, only spoken with him once, but she understood her friends’ reactions.  Her hackles rose.

"I can supply you with healing potions, food, magical assistance, whatever you need.  I can even scry ahead of your party and warn you of impending danger."

"I thought you’d come along, Shay."  Avari’s bluster was gone; only the pain of his refusal remained.  “We need you.”

"I have no desire to commit suicide, Avari," he answered, his face a stony mask.  "I am too busy here to go traipsing off into the midst of a nation of dark-god worshipers and get killed, or worse yet, taken prisoner.  As I said before, I will aid your effort in any way I can before you leave.  Now if you will all excuse me, I have studies that require my attention."

Lynthalsea could take no more; she didn’t even recognize the person sitting there as her beloved half-brother.  She surged to her feet, leaning over the table to glare at him.  "How dare you!" she spat.  "What do you mean, you’re too busy here?  All you do is sit in your workshop, studying your magic and playing with those damned gems!  These are your friends, Shay, not guests you can turn away when they fail to pay the rent!  They asked for your help, and you’re turning your back on them!"

"I am not turning my back on them!" he snapped.  "I simply refuse to be pulled into a hopeless situation.  Why, they do not even know where they are going or how to get there!"

"An’ that’s one reason I'm askin’ for that there magical emerald back from ye, Shay," DoHeney said, his eyes dark but calm as he drained his tankard and hoisted himself from his seat.

"What?" Shay gasped; now it was his turn to look shocked.

"I'm thinkin' yer right that we don't know exactly where we're headed," the dwarf explained, "and I'm thinkin' that them scummy Darkmist sisters still got the other gems with 'em.  So naturally I aim ta use the emerald ta track 'em down and find Jundag that way."

"Of course!" Avari said, striding over with a grin to give her friend a clap on the back.  "The gem will lead us right to them!  Then we can kill that slimy bitch and rescue Jundag!"

"Aye, lass," DoHeney smiled crookedly, then returned his attention to Shay.  "But I'll be needin' the gem first, ye understand."

"Taking the emerald into a city of the Dark Gods is madness, DoHeney!"  Shay slipped a hand into his robe, but didn’t pull out the gem.

Lynthalsea caught her breath as she saw a dagger slip into the dwarf's hand, carefully blocked from Shay’s view.  She clenched her jaw; surely DoHeney didn't think Shay would become violent?  She opened her mouth to protest, then realized that she honestly didn’t know what Shay might do to keep the gems.  Her worst fears were coming to a head.  She tensed, prepared to leap between Shay and DoHeney should the situation escalate.  Shay looked at the faces around him, then for a brief moment, his eyes widened, before the expression on his face blanked.  Slowly, he pulled the velvet-wrapped bundle from his pocket.

"The gem is yours to do with as you please," he said as he held it out to DoHeney.  "But consider that the emerald is just a magical direction finder in your hand, whereas in mine it is a powerful weapon.  Although it is against my better judgment, I will come along to safeguard the stones.  After all, I am the most learned in their properties, and can best wield their power."

Avari’s jaw sagged and her eyes reflected her confusion.  "You'll come along?"  Her tone was skeptical but hopeful.

"I will come along, Avari, to prevent the two cornerstones from falling into evil hands.  There is presently a delicate balance of power in place; we have two gems and they have two.  If they get ours, they will undoubtedly press their advantage.  That we cannot allow.  And who knows; if the opportunity presents itself, we may be able to recapture the ruby and sapphire!"

"I thought ya might see it that way," DoHeney said heavily.  "It’ll be good ta have ye along, Shay.  But there's one more thing ta do before breakin' up this party."

He plucked the velvet bag from Shay’s hand and withdrew the emerald.  Turning his back on Shay and the diamond, he moved his hands in a slow arc, first side to side, then up and down.  He stopped when the gem glowed most brightly: toward the east and at a downward angle.

"Yep, that’s what I thought.  It points in the general direction o’ Zellohar.  Makes sense.  That Nekdukarr probably attacked Zellohar ‘cause it was near ta his city.  I betcha there’re tunnels under the Keep that’ll lead us there.  It might not be easy, but nothin’ is.  Tomorrow we can talk with DoHurley about gettin’ some guides, dwarves who’ve traveled the deep passages and maybe knows the whereabouts of a dark-gods-worshipin’ city."  He rewrapped the stone and handed it back to Shay, who quickly deposited it in his pocket.

"Well!" Shay said, "we have a great deal of preparation to do, so I suggest we get right to it.  Let us plan to see the dwarves early in the morning, shall we?"

He swept from the room, followed by Avari.  Lynthalsea looked at DoHeney and saw her own suspicions reflected in his eyes.

“That was a rather abrupt change of heart,” Brok said as he laid a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“Too abrupt,” DoHeney said, “but I couldn’t see him passin’ up a chance ta get them other two gems.  That boy bears watchin’.”

“Yes,” Lynthalsea agreed with a sinking heart. Just how far, she wondered, will Shay go in this foolish quest for power?
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“I know you don’t want to do this, Voncellia,” Feldspar whispered harshly.  “Neither do I, but it’s the only way, unless you’ve got a scrying mirror hidden in your robes somewhere.”

“On our salaries!” she protested.  “How could I afford a scrying mirror?”

“Then we have to ask Belregash.”  Feldspar was already in a foul mood at the thought of having to consult with the archmage, and Voncellia’s whining wasn’t helping.  “And we have to act together—we’re the Royal Retinue, for the gods sakes!  We should have some rights.”  He ignored Voncellia’s snort of derision and banged on the door.

They waited several minutes before Belregash opened the door, obviously agitated, delicately patting the corners of his mouth with a silk napkin.  The archmage was tall and well-built, with long, curly blond hair and a comely face.  Feldspar knew that the archmage was older—much older—than he looked, and wondered what spells he used to maintain his youthful appearance.  Too bad you didn’t use Void essence, too, he thought.

"I am dining," Belregash said irritably as he eyed the group of mages.  “What business could you possibly have that cannot wait until morning?”

"Master Belregash,” Feldspar began, “our need is great.  Braelen is assailed by a disturbance in The Void.  We need to use your scrying mirror to inspect the borders of The Void to determine where the disturbance originates.”

The archmage looked at him incredulously as he shifted his stance slightly to block the entrance into his suite of rooms.  "You need to use my mirror?  Why don’t you call the temples for healing?  Since when does one use a priceless relic to find cures for what is probably a bout of flatulence from venerable Master Braelen’s breakfast!"

"Why you pompous piece of maggot-eaten—"

"Voncellia..." Feldspar warned, waving her down.  It galled him to kowtow to Belregash, but Braelen’s life was at stake, so he swallowed his pride and good sense and continued.

"Braelen is in a coma and near death; the cause is a disturbance in The Void and cannot be cured by any priest.  Our plan is to view the disturbance, discern who or what is responsible, and decide if we can do anything to alleviate its effect on Braelen."

“Using my mirror,” the archmage repeated.  “Do you understand, can you even comprehend, the value of my mirror?  Do you—“

Feldspar’s patience snapped.  “It’s a tool for working magic, gods damn it, not some precious crystal doodad to be stuck away and only admired on holidays!  As the Royal Retinue of the emperor, we are charged with using our magical skills to protect the realm, and...”—the wily mage paused for a moment as a thought occurred to him—“...and we fear that this disturbance may portend great peril for the realm.  We must take all reasonable precautions!”

Belregash narrowed his eyes, recognizing the ploy.  Feldspar curtailed a smile.  Denying the Royal Retinue the means to investigate a potential threat to the realm was a good way for Belregash to lose his position of power.

"So you feel the realm may be at risk," he said slowly. With great reluctance, he backed away from the door to allow them access.  "Very well, you may use the mirror, but you will use it here in my chambers so I can corroborate the outcome."

"Of course, Master Belregash," Feldspar agreed with a smile.  "We welcome your opinion."

"Spare me the pleasantries, Feldspar," the archmage scowled.  "Just get on with it so I can get back to my dinner."

Belregash's chambers were elegant, with sumptuous furnishings, beautiful silk throw pillows, expensive objects d'art and a balcony overlooking the city's richest quarter.  But the arch mage’s pride and joy was his collection of artifacts that he kept on gold stands under leaded glass jars.  What a waste, Feldspar sighed.  What a fool to keep tools that might aid the realm in a thousand ways locked away...

"Stay here and don't touch anything.  Everything is magically protected."

The archmage strode from the room and quickly returned bearing a foot-high mirror on a golden stand.  He placed it on a low table before a red-velvet divan and motioned the others to come near, though he did not offer anyone a seat.  Once they had gathered around, he activated the magical item with a word that Feldspar made sure to commit to memory.  Crellington sat on the divan before the mirror; the retinue had previously decided that his skills were most apt to produce a successful scrying.

"The development of this style of mirror,” Belregash intoned didactically, “provided an improvement on the old-fashioned scrying mirror, which required an admixture of spell components and a full incantation to invoke. After speaking the word of activation, which I have done”—he briefly glared at Feldspar—“you merely concentrate on your subject and it should appear."

"We know how the thing works, Belregash," Voncellia sneered.  The others ignored him as they turned their attentions to the limitless depths of the mirror.

“Let’s look at the border with Lair first, Crellington,” Feldspar said softly.  The view swirled, but the image quickly cleared.  A desolate landscape resolved: vast plains of broken rock, hills littered with scree, and deep chasms that cut across the ground like ragged scars.  Overhead loomed The Void, black as the night sky, but completely starless.  An ogre lumbered into sight.  Kenrah cringed.

“Let’s hope we don’t have to go there,” she whispered.

Crellington shifted the view, covering what seemed to be miles and miles of distance, but they saw nothing that might be intersecting the two planes.

"Well!” Belregash said to Feldspar with a smile.  “I guess your hunch was wrong!  The Void looks quite quiescent from here, so if you are done, I—"

“We’re not done,” Feldspar said, not bothering to look at the archmage as he waved his hand at the mirror.  “Let’s look at Pytt now, Crellington.”

This view was more pleasant—clear skies close at hand, towering clouds shot through with lightening in the distance—though The Void still hung heavily above.  Just at the edge of sight and near the interface of the planes, flocks of birds circled.

“Move closer,” Feldspar said, but Crellington was already hurtling toward the distant spectacle.  As they closed on it, the presumed birds resolved into dragons, and they all leaned away.

"By the Gods!  What is that?" Voncellia gasped as an enormous dark structure loomed into view.

"It's a fortress," said Crellington.  "And look at the spires; they appear to actually be touching The Void!"

"That's impossible!" Belregash protested, peering over their shoulders.  His mien changed quickly from disinterest to professional curiosity.  "It must have a shield to keep the structure intact."

“And to keep the dragons away,” Feldspar said dryly as he watched attack after attack thwarted on the barely visible barrier.  “They don’t seem to like it.  Let’s see how close we can get.”

Crellington moved closer until the he could go no farther.

"What's wrong?  Why did we stop?" Voncellia snapped, glancing over her shoulder at Belregash.

"As I suspected," the archmage said in an annoyingly self-assured tone, "the structure is shielded.  The spires seem to pierce the barrier between the planes.  Likely some mad wizard is trying to tap the power of The Void, much like our esteemed colleague Master Braelen has done in the past."

“Braelen took only tiny samples of the essence,” Feldspar countered.  “This is on a massive scale.”

"Feldspar’s right!" Kenrah said as she peered more closely.  "I think I can see...  Yes!  Look!  There are hundreds of workers climbing all over the structure.  Isn't that a rock troll?"

"Whoever is doing this certainly has a lot of resources at their disposal," Zerchia said in awe.

"All right then!" Feldspar said as he clapped his hands together.  "We know where the problem originates.  Now we need some discreet surveillance to determine the enemy’s express strength and purpose, and—"

"What are you babbling about?" Belregash cried, snatching the mirror from the table and stepping away from the group with a curt laugh of disgust.  "Enemy?  Surveillance?  So what if some stupid wizards are trying to tap into The Void?  They’ll undoubtedly be destroyed and—ta da!—end of disturbance."

"Knowledge is the best defense!" Feldspar argued.  "We’ve got to know what they’re up to, which means someone has to travel there and at least discern their intentions, if not intervene.  This may have far-reaching implications, Belregash.  What if an adversarial nation is using the power of The Void for conquest?”

The archmage sneered at him.  “You have been on too many battlefields, Feldspar.  You’ve got battle-shock.  An interplanar trip would take more than a month to accomplish, given the spells you would have to learn and the intermediate planes you would have to travel through to—”

"Not necessarily," Feldspar interrupted as he stood and stepped up to the archmage.

"What?  How else would you propose to—"

"You,” Feldspar said as he pushed his face up to Belregash’s, “have a means for quick interplanar travel."

"If you mean the Starstone, forget it!" Belregash spat as he threw open his door and ushered them into the corridor.  "As archmage, I have the ultimate say in how our resources are used in defense of the realm, and there is no way I am going to let a bunch of worrywarts use my most prized artifact for a pointless trip to The Void on an implausible suspicion, and that’s final!"

Belregash slammed the door to his chamber, and they all sensed the spells of locking that he cast.

"What burns my butt is that he probably hasn't used the thing in a hundred years!"  Voncellia scowled at the door as if she wanted to blast it to smithereens.  "He wouldn't know the difference if we put a rotten egg in its pla—"

“That’s it!” Kenrah said, only to be silenced as Crellington put his hand over her mouth.  Slowly, they looked around at each other as the implication of her suggestion sunk in.

"Well, nothing can be done about it!" Feldspar said loudly; there was no knowing if the archmage might be listening in.  "Let’s wait it out in the study.  Come on, I'll treat you all to a glass of wine."

Following Feldspar, the Royal Retinue made for the magical security of the study.  Once sequestered where no spell could spy on them, they all sat down to plan how they would steal Belregash's Starstone.

CHAPTER 16

––––––––
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––––––––

HAIL THE LIBERATORS OF ZELLOHAR!"

The great hall resonated with the roar that followed the dwarven herald's announcement.  DoHurley, King of Zellohar, sat on his throne of polished dragon bones, smiling broadly as DoHeney, Shay, Avari, and Lynthalsea slowly walked toward him between the masses of cheering dwarves.  DoHeney had requested an audience, and DoHurley had hurried to organize this reception.  The four knelt when they reached the dais.

"Bah, get up, me friends, get up," he scoffed, waving them to their feet as he descended the steps to shake their hands warmly.  It had been several seasons since he had last seen Avari, and he thought she looked a bit thinner, though her handshake was as strong as usual.

"Yer messenger said ye had a need ta see me.  I hope yer not offended by the little gatherin' I put together ta welcome ye."

"Not at all, Your Majesty," Shay smiled with a bow.  "Though we might wish for happier circumstances.  We are here to ask your aid."

"And ye shall have it!" DoHurley bellowed, sending the crowd into cheers of supportive pandemonium once again.  But before the noise waned, Shay raised a forbidding hand that brought the cheering up short.

"Hold your enthusiasm, good dwarves," Shay implored in an ominous tone, "for you know not yet to what you offer your aid.  In fact, good King of Zellohar, we request guides to accompany us on a journey that can only be described as beyond perilous."

Knowing Shay’s penchant for dramatics, DoHurley now looked more closely at the others.  Avari had dark circles under her eyes, Lynthalsea looked worried, and even DoHeney’s face seemed pinched.  Glancing beyond them, he saw their odd entourage: a lion/man creature, a woodling, and several wizard-looking folk.

Uh oh, the king thought, though he maintained his grin.  What am I gettin’ meself into here?

"And where might ye be goin' that requires such caution and dwarven guidance, Master Shay?"  DoHurley asked as he ascended the dais steps and plopped himself down on his throne.  But as Shay's mouth opened to answer, Avari stepped ahead of him and awkwardly knelt on the first step of the dais.

"I’m not good with words, DoHur—excuse me, Your Majesty,” she said.  “But honor and friendship required that I start this journey, and my fellow Liberators have been kind enough to join me.  But we four weren’t the only liberators of Zellohar.  There was another..."

"Ye mean the tribesman," DoHurley said as he nodded in remembrance of their tale.

"Yes," Avari replied.  She swallowed hard, trying, it seemed, to keep her emotions in check.  "Jundagarro from the Northern Lowlands.  He was with us when our first entered Zellohar, while it was still in the hands of the Nekdukarr Iveron Darkmist."

Hissed curses swept through the dwarven assembly at the name, but Avari persisted.

"We saw...or thought we saw...him die.  He saved our lives by attacking Iveron Darkmist, though gravely wounded already.  If not for his bravery, the rest of us would certainly have been killed or captured, and the cornerstones lost forever."  Whispers threatened to overwhelm her soft voice until she stood and continued.  "But we’ve discovered that Jundag’s alive!"

"Impossible," DoHurley murmured, though he couldn’t dispute the resolve of the four standing at the foot of the dais.

"Jundag has been tortured for more than a year by worshipers of the Dark Gods, and I’ve pledged to spend my last breath trying to free him."

The crowd erupted behind her.  A few calls of support rang out as some dwarves pledged themselves to her cause, but even more disclaimed her story, crying out that an assault on the nations of the Dark Gods would plunge the dwarves into an unsolicited and unwelcome war.

“How quickly they forget,” murmured the king.  DoHurley scratched his beard mightily as he tried to think beyond the din, assessing his options.  Squinting his one eye, he looked again at the Liberators, noting their serious miens, the determination in their eyes.  Why, even DoHeney's jaw was firm with resolve, not a hint of mischief glinting in his eye.  It was obvious; they would proceed with or without his aid.  DoHurley made his decision.

"SILENCE!" he roared.  He stared at the Liberators one by one.  Avari looked as if she was holding her breath.

"Ye can have guides fer yer journey.  But..." he said quickly to head off the rumbling complaints that threatened to rise again—he could see MurFindle and his ilk opening their mouths—“they’ll have ta be volunteers, and they’ll not be allowed any closer than within sight o’ any city o' the Dark Gods.  Ye’ll be on yer own once ye get there."

Some grumbling continued, but less vehemently.

"Such support was all we hoped for, good King," Shay said, bowing low.

"Thank you!" Avari exclaimed, clutching Gaulengil to her breast. 

Delver help 'em, the king thought, wi' whatever they’re gettin’ inta now.
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"AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!  By Xakra’s Web, make it stop, Seth!  Make it stop!"

"Shouldn’t you be calling to Pergamon?" Lysethra joked.  The deadly look her sister shot her sobered her, and she wiped the hair back from Calmarel’s damp forehead.  "You're close now, just a few more minutes.  Breathe deeply and try to relax.  Wait for the next contraction before you push again."

"Wait?  Like Hades I'll wait!" her sister raged.  Calmarel's temper had been ill seven hours ago when her water broke and the first contraction began; time and pain hadn’t improved it.  "Just get a pair of pincers and pull the damned thing out!"

"Calmarel!  Relax!  Breathe!"

Lysethra's words were backed with Xakra's power.  Calmarel’s breathing steadied, her limbs stopped trembling and her pinched face eased.  She nodded to her sister in thanks.

"I swear, Seth," she puffed between breaths, "this is the last...time I'm going through this.  I'll never trust another...male as long as I live.  That damnable man...put too large a child inside me...and now...the blasted thing won't come out!  I’ll pay him back for this pain!"

Lysethra smiled crookedly.  Her sister's ranting had become more vehement and less lucid as the hours dragged by, and Lysethra had found that the only thing to do was humor her.  She thought it interesting, though, that one who reveled in inflicting pain was so weak when she was on the receiving end.

Calmarel’s breaths started coming faster again, and her eyes glazed over.  This looks like a big one, thought her sister.

"Okay, Cal, you’ve got to push again," Lysethra coached.  "This could be it.  I can see the top of its head.  Now push!"

"AAAAA...  AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"

"That's it Cal!  Once more!  PUSH!!"

"AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!"

"Excellent, Cal!  The child is out!" Lysethra announced proudly, holding the squalling babe up for the new mother to see.  "Our heir is healthy and angry.  She's giving orders already, do you hear?  Ha, what a voice!"

Lysethra clipped and tied the chord and handed the babe over to one of the priests for cleaning.  Closing her eyes and extending her hands over Calmarel, she called on Xakra to heal any damage caused by the birthing.  Finally, she took the cleaned and swaddled baby from the priest and laid it in her sister’s arms.

"At least she’s finally calmed.  I don’t know how long I could stand that—Xakra's Web!" Lysethra exclaimed as her heart caught in her throat.  The baby had opened her eyes; they were bright blue.  It was the color, Lysethra imagined, of the sky on the surface world.  She didn’t know, of course, as she had never seen it, but she had heard stories.  How odd!  The thick mop of jet-black hair was typically Darkmist, as was the narrow face.  But Darkmists had black eyes; as black as their little souls, as their granddame used to say.

“What’s wrong?” Calmarel cried as she turned the baby to peer into its face.  For a long moment she stared at it, wordless.  Behind them, Lynthalsea heard the priests mutter things like “bad omen” and “flawed”.  A curious dread overwhelmed her; what would it do to her newfound favor with the mediator, should it transpire that Calmarel’s baby was defective?  Not to mention Cal’s chances of ascending as a mediator.  She started nervously when Calmarel suddenly exclaimed.

"It’s a sign from Xakra!"  The younger Darkmist thrust her baby out toward her sister and the priests.  “A sign that our quest to conquer the surface world will be a success!”  The words tumbled out quickly, as if the inspiration was so great she couldn’t contain it.  “I’ve been chosen to build a new city on the surface world, and Xakra has blessed my child with eyes as unique and distinct as she herself will be.  My heir... our heir”—Calmarel looked deep into Lythsethra’s eyes—“will be the greatest Darkmist to ever live!  She’ll inherit an entire world, above and below!  Our clan will rule like none before it!"

“I have seen,” ventured one of the priests hesitantly, “children with eyes of pale blue or grey.  Nothing this dramatic, but—"

“Are you suggesting,” Calmarel said slowly, dangerously, “that my child is anything other than perfect?  Obviously, as I am favored by two of the Dark Gods, my child can have no comparison to the get of others of lesser significance.”

“Yes, Matriarch, but—"

“And if I hear a hint otherwise, I’ll be getting back into shape by whipping the perpetrator out of shape!  Is that understood?”

Lysethra smiled at the confrontation and gently pushed Calmarel back into her pillow.

“No need to suspect treachery, Cal.  The babe simply has a unique trait.  Not everything is a gift from the gods.”

The priests quietly melted away to clean up.  Calmarel shifted the baby in her arms and lifted it to her breast, where it began to suckle eagerly.

“Where is the wet nurse, Cal?” Lysethra asked.  “Surely you’re not going to care for the child yourself.  You have more important things to do, like help me at the Citadel.”

Calmarel raised her eyes to her sister; they seemed to glow with a satisfied light that was foreign to Lysethra.

“Not yet, Seth.  I want to get to know her first.”

“Fine...I suppose.”  Lysethra was at a loss for words.  Calmarel was the last person she had ever thought would become maternal.  She shrugged; it likely was a phase she’d get over as soon as the child’s diaper needed changing.

“Well, I need to get back to the citadel.  Make sure you rest and regain your strength so you can join me.”

Slowly, Lysethra left the room.  The baby was obviously healthy, and Clan Darkmist now had an heir.  That was the important thing, even if the heir wasn’t her own child, as it would have been if she was sole matriarch.  She wondered vaguely about the father again—would Cal tell him that he had a daughter?—then dismissed the thought and forced her mind back to her duties at the citadel.  Time was running short.
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Yenjil looked helplessly around the ballroom, desperately bored.  As this was the emperor’s birthday celebration, there would be no chance to slip out early tonight.  Across the room he spied Feldspar looking downright surly in his red satin robes, and made his way through the crowd.

“If you wore those on the battlefield,” he whispered as he leaned toward the wizard, “you’d make a terrific target.”

Feldspar scowled at him, grabbed a crystal goblet of wine from a passing servant and downed half its contents.

“Why do people celebrate birthdays?” the older man asked.  “They only get more painful as you age.”

“Birthday cake,” Yenjil replied promptly.  “And presents.”

“Like the emperor needs anything,” Feldspar complained.

“You seem to be in a particularly foul mood tonight,” Yen observed, prompting another scowl.  “Is there a problem?”

Feldspar gulped the rest of his drink and grabbed another.

“Politics.”

“Ah!”  said Yenjil.  “The bane of my life.”

“Well, politics may cost Master Braelen his life!” Feldspar hissed furiously.  “And I don’t know what to do about it!”

Yenjil finally got the story out of his friend, even if he didn’t understand it all: The Void, scrying mirrors, castles in the sky, dragons, and something about a star and a stone.

“So,” Feldspar concluded, “we’ve decided to steal it.  Although I shouldn’t have told you that, since you’re captain of the guard.  You may have to arrest me soon.”

Yenjil was startled.  “What are you stealing?”

“The Starstone!” the wizard hissed impatiently.  “Haven’t you been listening?  It’s the only way to get to The Void without taking months, and Belregash refuses to loan it to us, even though he has no use for it at all, and the realm could be at risk.”

Yenjil racked his brain for a way to keep from having to arrest his friend on the spot.  “Can’t you consult with the emperor?” he asked, though he already knew the answer to that question; Feldspar’s manner had not endeared him to the emperor.

“Oh, Yenjil!” Elestia’s velvet voice interrupted as she glided to his side and wrapped her arm around his.  Tilting her head coquettishly, she regarded Feldspar as if she potentially found him interesting, but was not yet sure if he was worth her time.

“Elestia, this is Master Feldspar of the emperor’s Royal Retinue.  Feldspar has turned the tide on many a battle for me using his repertoire of magic.”

“Ah, yes, of course I know your name,” she said as she offered her hand.  “You work for that handsome Master Belregash.”

Feldspar, in the process of bowing low over her hand, would have stumbled had Yen not reached out to steady him.

“Oh!” Elestia exclaimed.  “Are you quite all right?”

An inspiration struck him, and Yenjil lowered his voice, leaning close to her pretty ear.  This just might work, he thought.

“Master Feldspar is on the edge of exhaustion,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper, nudging Feldspar to keep him quiet.  “In the process of trying to save the life of a valued colleague, he and the Royal Retinue have discovered a plot that could endanger the realm.  But they’ve run into a roadblock.  You see, Master Belregash has an artifact that he feels is too valuable to loan to them, although it could make the difference between life and death!  Remember when you wanted to borrow that stunning necklace from Lady Wren, but she wouldn’t let you touch it, much less wear it?  That’s rather what Belregash’s attitude is.”

Elestia looked horrified; Yenjil watched as her cheeks flared pink.  Elestia was not one to thwart when she wanted something.

“Well, that’s just not right!” she declared.  “Master Belregash is so handsome, I thought he was a kind young man, as well.”

“Actually, milady,” Feldspar whispered as he winked at Yenjil, “Master Belregash is at least fifty or sixty years older than I am.  It’s amazing what a little magic can do.”

Elestia scrunched her face in disgust and gave a pretty little shudder.  “Well, if Master Belregash goes to such lengths to disguise his true looks, perhaps he has other secrets that he’d rather not uncover.  Who is he to deny the Royal Retinue access to magic that might save the realm?”  She looked highly insulted.

“You’re right!” said Yenjil.  “But Feldspar would never be so crass as to go over Belregash’s head to complain, so...”

“Perhaps someone just needs to put a little bug in the right ear!” Elestia said with a prim smile.  Blowing Yenjil a kiss, she flounced away.  Feldspar watched her go, utterly confused.

“What just happened?” he asked.

“I believe Elestia has adopted your cause,” Yenjil answered.  “She loves an intrigue, especially when she’s in the middle.  Don’t go stealing anything yet.  I’d hate to have to arrest you.”

Feldspar looked after her with a considered look on his face.

“Interesting woman,” he remarked.  “What’s the story?”

Yenjil cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable.  “Elestia is one of the empress’ ladies-in-waiting, and I...uh...apparently caught her eye.  So the empress suggested that perhaps I should think of taking a wife, and...”

Feldspar looked horrified.  “You have to marry her?”

“No, no!” Yenjil protested.  “Not have to, but...well, Elestia is a nice woman, beautiful, intelligent.  A great hostess.”

“But...” Feldspar encouraged.

“But she’s not Avari,” Yenjil sighed.  “I once asked Elestia to go for a ride, and she laughed at me.  Ladies apparently don’t actually sit on horses, they ride in carriages behind them.”

“So I imagine sparring is right out of the question.”

Yenjil barked a laugh without humor.  "Unless it's verbal."

“So...Avari is out of the picture?”

Yenjil’s heart twisted in his chest.  “She hasn’t answered any of my letters.  I don’t know...”

“Avari had a real fire for life,” said Feldspar.  “I miss that.”

So do I, Yenjil thought wistfully.  So do I.

CHAPTER 17

––––––––
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Calmarel leaned over the baby as it lay on her bed, staring into those limitless blue eyes.  Did babies usually open their eyes this soon?  She had no idea.

“But then, you’re not just any baby, are you?” she cooed.  “You’re a Darkmist, and you are destined for power, little one.  You won’t have to beg the Dark Gods for favor.  The Dark Gods will fight each other to win your favor.”  Her conscience chided her for this irreverence, but she paid it no mind.

“Now, if Lysethra was here, she’d scold me for that, but...she’s not here!”  Surprisingly, that thought pleased Calmarel.  Though she and her sister had always been each other’s closest allies, she felt that her sister elder didn’t truly appreciate what this child meant for the future of Clan Darkmist.  For example, the way she expected Calmarel to just toss the baby off to a wet nurse, let someone else raise her precious heir.  Although that was usual—and, indeed, how they themselves had been raised—this child deserved a higher standard.  This child would make the name Darkmist legend.  This child was a product of both the surface and underworlds, with the best traits of each; she would wield power beyond belief.

“Yes!” Calmarel said as she shook her head so her hair tickled the baby, causing her to grab with those tiny, perfect fists.  “You’ll have the intelligence and wiles of your mother, and the strength of your father.  And his eyes...”  Calmarel lost herself in those blue eyes for a moment, then shook off her daze and started sorting through the assortment of coverlets.

“Your father...” she murmured as she tossed one after another after another aside.  Finally, she held up a small blanket of lustrous ebony, spun out of the finest silk gathered from the spiders raised by the acolytes of Xakra’s temple.  Wrapping it around the baby, she held her up and smiled.  “Now you’re dressed to meet your father!”

Calmarel’s smile faltered for a moment, and she kissed the baby to cover her unease, though there was no one but the child there to see.  Breathing deeply, she quelled her nervous stomach, banished the trembling of her knees, gathered her child to her breast, and swept out the door.
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Jundag hung in the manacles, awaiting Calmarel’s arrival.  Finally, a call from the corridor compelled his new jailer into motion, and the creature—even uglier than Tredgh had been—wrenched the door open so quickly it crashed against the stone wall.  The tribesman spotted Calmarel’s sneer as she swaggered in.  She caught her breath as if to yell, then slowly exhaled and turned narrowed eyes to her servant.

“Grelsh!” Her deadly tone made Grelsh shy away as if she had whipped him.  “If you expect to survive this job, you must know whom you serve.  I expect you to learn my habits so well that all is in readiness when I arrive.  I expect you to be so unobtrusive that I think the doors open themselves.  Do you understand?”

The beast nodded until Jundag thought its head might fall off, then slipped quickly through the door when Calmarel ordered it to be gone.  Grelsh closed the door quietly and locked it behind him.  Jundag steeled himself for the session, standing tall and staring straight ahead, his jaw clenched tight.

Jundag sensed—rather than saw—Calmarel standing in front of him, not speaking, not moving, not preparing any of her tools.  He continued to stare over her head, not acknowledging her presence, prepared for a standoff and fully expecting to prevail.  She never had much patience, and—

A quiet gurgle caught his ear, and he involuntarily jerked his head toward the source.  He barely saw Calmarel’s triumphant smile, her glittering eyes watching him.  Instead, he stared as she pulled aside her black robe to uncover a pale breast, swollen with milk.  Clinging to the breast, tranquilly suckling, its eyes closed in contentment, was a pink-skinned baby with jet-black hair.

She’s birthed it, he thought, willing himself to maintain a blank mien.  She birthed a child, but that does not mean it is mine.  She is a queen of lies.  She lies to torment me, and I will not believe it.  The hair...the hair is just like hers, and nothing like mine.  She lies to torment me, and I will not believe it.  The mantra had been on his lips for weeks, and he was convinced of its truth.  She lies to torment me, and I will not—

The baby opened its eyes.  

NO!!! his mind screamed, though his voice was paralyzed.  It is a trick!  An illusion!  But try as he would to deny it to himself, deep down he recognized the truth.  Despair welled in his heart even as tears welled in his eyes, his blue eyes, so like the baby’s.  A poor, innocent babe—his child—destined to live a horrific life, under the ruthless control of a horrific mother.  Tears spilled down his face.  This seemed to please Calmarel, though not in the usual manner.  Instead of taunting him, she said quietly, “Jundag, meet our child.”

A low moan started deep down in his chest—the sound of his heart breaking—and built until it roared from his throat in a crescendo.  The noise startled the baby, which opened its eyes even wider and clutched onto Calmarel’s breast as if for protection.  But more than that, it startled Calmarel.

“Be quiet!” she snapped as she moved a step back, simultaneously stroking the baby’s head to calm it.  It settled in again, suckling, but keeping its blue eyes on Jundag.  Jundag had no choice; the magic of the golden circlet around his neck forced him to swallow his moan, though he nearly choked.

"Now listen carefully, Jundag," Calmarel said evenly.  "Our daughter is destined for greatness.  In addition to inheriting my talents, she’ll have the might of Clan Darkmist behind her.  And she’ll have your will, Jundag.  Your strength and courage.  Your power!"

She closed her eyes, and Jundag saw that she was lost in her own rapture.  After a long moment, she looked at him again, triumph—and challenge, was it?—in her eyes as she looked directly into his.

"Once before, Jundag, I asked you to join me, to wield your might and intensity in the name of Clan Darkmist.  You refused.  But now, this child binds us together, unites our strengths into a single being, so I offer you this chance again.  Join me, and we’ll raise our child together, and she’ll become even stronger, more powerful, than either of us.  Renounce your doomed world and embrace the Dark Gods.  Become great in my shadow, and work with me to bring our daughter to even greater glory!"

She watched him for a moment, a peculiar look on her face.  She looked eager yet also...frightened?  Jundag had never seen such an expression on that cruel face, and was unsure how to interpret it.  He was restrained by the collar, which prevented him from shouting out an emphatic and automatic “No!”  He looked again at the baby, and as if it read his mind, it reached out to him with tiny wriggling fingers.  And it undid him.  Jundag slumped, drained of energy, drained of tears, drained of hope. 

His gaze wavered, moving up from the child’s blue eyes to Calmarel’s black ones.  He knew her to be brutal and merciless, and he couldn’t imagine taking a place beside her.  But how could he abandon his poor, sinless child to be raised by such a beast?  He felt as if his soul was being torn asunder.  His thoughts flailed wildly; how could he resolve this?  Then time was up, and Calmarel spoke.

"You may answer with one word: yes or no."

"NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!"

––––––––

Rage propelled Calmarel up from the dungeons and to her quarters, where she kicked open the door and entered like a whirlwind.

“Get out!” she screeched at the servant who was cleaning up the mess of swaddling clothes strewn over the bed.  When the woman moved too slowly for the matriarch’s taste, she threw an unlit brazier at her retreating back.  Slamming the door, she carefully opened her robes and pulled out the crying baby.

“Shhhh, shhhh,” she soothed as she tiptoed to the crib beside her bed.  She murmured an invocation to calm the child before laying it down.  Tears wet the dark lashes that fringed the blue eyes, but within a few minutes the eyes had closed and the child slept peacefully.  Calmarel watched for a moment, wishing she could so easily slough off the last hour.  She trembled as she secured her door and sealed the room with another invocation; she wanted no intrusions.  Then, despite the early hour, she threw herself on her bed.  The echo of Jundag’s refusal rang in her head, wrenching her heart in a way she had never before experienced, inflicting more pain than even the childbirth.

For the first time in her long life, Calmarel Darkmist lay on her bed and wept.

CHAPTER 18

––––––––
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No, Tinarre, you can’t come,” Avari explained.  “I need you to go back to Searest and let everyone know that I might not be home for a while.”  At the question in his eyes, she quickly held up a warding hand and continued.  “I’m going to assume that this will all work out.  But...if I’m not back in six months, then I’m probably not coming back.  Brishalla has instructions on what to do in that case.  Besides,” she added with a smile, “I’d never hear the end of it from Mayjen if I let you come, and you’ve got two little boys waiting for you.”

The woodling nodded his head and smiled back at her.  “As you wish,” he said.  “Does Hufferrrerrr accompany you?”

The leotaur snorted a laugh.  “Of course!  I am not yet having a female and kittens to return to.  Besides, I am of the finding that Mistress Avari is much more of the problem in keeping out of trouble than offspring!”

Avari swatted him on the shoulder, but smiled gratefully.  She’d become accustomed to having Hufferrrerrr by her side, and the gods knew they’d need all the help they could get on this trip.  She turned back to the table where Shay and Lynthalsea argued with the wizards from Refuge.

“I am sorry, Revria, but you are too unstable to accompany us,” Shay said impatiently.

Lynthalsea shot him an irritated look.  “What he means,” the elf said quietly to the young girl, “is that this will be a dangerous trip, with few chances for rest or shelter, and miles of walking over rough ground.  This would be difficult or impossible for you when you are very young or very old.  Also, we may have to go into the city in disguise, and your shifting age could expose us.  Do you understand?”

“When you put it that way, yes,” Revria sighed.  “I’ll do what I can to help you from Refuge.”

“That’s our girl!” Borgland said as he patted Revria’s head.

“I’m not going!” protested Voytek’s newest personality; Avari had stopped trying to remember all the names.  “I refuse!”

“That’s all right,” calmed Lynthalsea.  “You don’t have to.”

“Borgland, Prael, and Marris, you are all coming with us, correct?” Shay asked in a business-like tone, nodding when they agreed.

“As am I,” said Brok with a smile.

“Well,” said the half-elf, “I’ll be there to heal any injuries that might be incurred, and I have a supply of potions, too, so we do not necessarily need you to—“

“Shay, aren’t you always telling me that you can never be too prepared?” Lynthalsea asked as she crossed to stand next to Brok.  “I think we’ll need all the healing powers we can get.” 

“Besides,” said Avari, “I thought you said that your concern was protecting the gems?  It would be nice to have someone along whose concern was more about us.”  Her tone was a little harsher than she intended, but she was piqued by Shay’s presumptuous attitude.  She met his glare face on, and smugly noted that he was the first to cast his glance elsewhere.

“VerNolen here,” said DoHurley loudly over the awkward silence, nodding toward the grizzled dwarf standing to one side, “has volunteered ta be yer guide.  He was roamin’ the tunnels under Zellohar long before that Darkmist came, and he’s been reacquaintin’ himself with them since we moved back in.  If anyone can help ye find this dark city, it’s him.  But I warn ye, what absolutely must not happen, is fer me kinsmen ta be found sneakin’ around in a city o’ the Dark Gods.  An’ that goes fer you, too, DoHeney!”  The old dwarf shot his nephew a cautionary glance.  “A lot more's at stake here than one man's welfare, me friends.  If a war results from this mess, it'll be restin' on my shoulders and my doorstep, not yer own."

“I may be able to help there,” Brok said.  “Those who worship the goddess of beauty are gifted in the magics of illusion.  DoHeney need not be recognized as a dwarf.”

DoHeney looked a bit startled at this, but DoHurley grunted and looked satisfied.

“All right!” said Avari, her spirit suddenly light.  She’d grown so tired of sitting and waiting and planning; finally, they could take action. “Let’s go!”
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Jundag was puzzled.  He was chained in the preparation room, having been fed, healed of the aches and pains that crept into his bones while he slept, then washed and dressed.  But instead of the scanty loincloth for the arena, he was clothed in a black silk tunic that fell almost to his knees, tied at the waist with a silk belt.

After a long wait, Calmarel walked slowly through the door and stared at him with an expressionless mien.

“Grelsh, leave us,” she commanded without taking her eyes off Jundag.  “I’ll be taking him away for a time.  Keep to your duties in the dungeon, and I’ll summon you when I return.”

“Yeah, mistress,” Grelsh mumbled as he shuffled out the door, glancing back as if uncertain whether this was a test or not.  Once the door closed, she came closer until Jundag could smell the harsh incense that typically lingered on her after a lengthy visit to Xakra’s temple.

“Look at me, and remain still.”

He had no choice but to look into her eyes, where he spied a crafty glint.  Her red lips crooked in a sly smile.

“I know why you refused me yesterday,” she said.  Her light tone confused him; he had expected excruciating pain for his rejection.  “You thought to incite me to kill you, to relieve you of your torment.  But it won’t work, my pet.  I considered skinning you alive to punish you, but I’ve come up with something else...something I think will work quite nicely for my purposes.”

She looked deeply into his eyes as if searching for something, then shrugged.

“You have great strength, Jundag, a powerful spirit that refuses to be broken, despite my best efforts.  But I’ve discovered your weakness, my pet.  It’s love...  A pretty useless emotion to my mind, but I know it’s quite revered on your precious surface world.  And I could see in your eyes that you already love our child.”

Calmarel whispered something and waved her hand over his manacles; they fell from his wrists, but her compulsion still locked his limbs.  Pushing aside her robe, she brought out the sleeping baby and held it out to him.

“Take her,” she said.  “Protect her.  Let no harm come to her, either by accident or by others.  If you thought my previous tortures were painful, just let her get a scratch, and you’ll see what real agony is.”

Jundag was stunned.  Generally his automatic reaction was to resist Calmarel’s commands, but now he gave that no thought, and reached out for the child.  It felt so light in his hands, and so fragile.  She, he thought.  A girl.  Though his experience with babies extended only to holding his younger siblings when he was a boy, he instinctively tucked the baby into the crook of his arm, and was amazed at how natural it felt.

“Follow me,” Calmarel said as she turned and opened the door.  Then she stopped and looked back at him.  “I almost forgot.  You will care for our child, but you will also never attempt to harm me, nor try to escape.  And when we’re in public, keep your eyes lowered; no need to have anyone comparing them with the baby’s.  Is that clear?”

“Yes, Calmarel.”

“Good.  We’re going on a trip.  There’s something I think you need to see.”

Jundag followed Calmarel out into the city.  Silently she guided them downward through the twisting byways.  Passersby bowed and stepped quickly out of their path; clan nobles were not to be interfered with, and Calmarel in particular bore a dire reputation.  Finally they entered a cavernous hall, and he knew where they were.  This was where they had met Lysethra when she returned from the citadel, whatever and wherever that was.

A shimmering portal stood in the center of the chamber.  From a distance, its surface resembled a mirror, reflecting back an image of the dim hall.  But as they got closer, Jundag realized that he could see through the reflection, like looking into a still pool and seeing both his own features and the depths of the pool beyond.  Grey clouds roiled beyond that interface, and bolts of lightening shot forth, only to explode against some unseen barrier in a brilliant blaze of white light that caused all assembled to look away and shield their eyes.

The frame of the portal was inlaid with metals and wreathed with gold-inscribed runes.  And it was large; several rock trolls were lumbering through, hauling huge wagons loaded with supplies.  They seemed to melt into the glass-like surface with no resistance.  Jundag's skin prickled with the magic that emanated from the portal.  Calmarel stopped and slipped a long black cord from her robe, then attached one end of it to the gold circlet around his neck.

"We can't have you straying off unattended where we're going, my pet," she explained.  He must have betrayed his nervousness, for she laughed lightly and tugged on the leash.

"It’s perfectly safe.  Do you think I’d risk my daughter if there were any question of harmful effects?  Come on."

And with that command, Jundag moved forward, gently tucking the blanket over the baby’s head as if the thin silk could protect her.

Shuddering with revulsion, he followed Calmarel through the portal.

CHAPTER 19

––––––––
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Avari sniffed and huffed, attempting to stifle the sneeze that had been building since they entered Zellohar Keep's lowest cavern.  The first whiff of sulfurous reek had released long-suppressed memories of her first time here, when she and her companions had unleashed a dragon’s fury by stealing the cornerstone it guarded.  What fools we were to think we could pull that off, she thought in wry recollection.  But we did!  So maybe this trip isn’t as foolish as Shay says...

She felt ill at ease.  Although the dwarves insisted that Phlegothax was gone from this place, the shadows that leaped and lurched among the long-dead formations of flowstone and calcite disturbed her.  And as they crossed the low bridge, shielding their faces from the heat and fumes billowing up from beneath, she slowed, half expecting to see the dragon still curled around the stone spire ahead, to hear its roar of anger and feel the heat of its dragon-fire.

"Brings back memories, don't it, lass?" DoHeney chortled with a nervous smile.

"Yeah," Avari replied solemnly, "all bad."

"Well, jist remember that ye weren't the one trussed up like a chicken an' floated over a sleepin' beast the size o' a house," he said, nodding toward the spire that had once held the enchanted ruby aloft.  "And remember who was near dropped right atop the beast, thanks to a mutual pointy-eared friend o' ours."

"I assure you, DoHeney, these pointy ears are quite as adept as they always were," Shay informed them from several paces behind.  "And as I said then, when a dragon sneezes on you, it has a tendency to break your concentration."

Low laughter rolled through the small company, easing some of their nervousness, though Borgland glanced around apprehensively and whispered “Dragon?  What dragon?”  Even DoHurley, leading the expedition thus far, was uneasy, his single good eye darting to and fro.  On the far side of the bridge he stopped and motioned all to gather round.

"This is as far as I come along," he said, his words tinged with regret.  "From here on VerNolen will be yer guide.  An’, o’ course, them magical stones yer carryin'."

"Speakin’ of," said VerNolen.  It was the first time he had spoken, and his voice was soft, as if he was accustomed to speaking only in a whisper.  His careful and precise manner also bespoke of long hours slinking through potentially dangerous territory.  Avari approved of him heartily as their guide.

"Speakin’ of," VerNolen repeated, "perhaps ye can use them gems to point us in the right general direction.  There’re several tunnels leadin’ out o' this chamber, and I'll choose the one that points us nearest the mark."

Avari sidled eagerly up to Shay as he withdrew the two swathed gems from his robes, and held out her hand.  The half-elf gave her one, then said "Stand next to me, Avari.  Remove the gem from the bag, then sweep it in an arc."

"I remember how," she snapped as she pulled the enchanted emerald out of its bag, annoyed with his didactic air, as if he were the only one who knew anything about the cornerstones.

The two stood side by side, emerald and diamond both pointed in the same direction.  Slowly, they moved the gems in concert, tracing a horizontal arc that extended into a full circle until they once again faced their original direction.  They stopped and stared quizzically at one another.

"Did you see anything?" Avari asked.

"If you mean, did I see the intensity of either gem change, the answer is no."  Shay's forehead furrowed in thought.  "Let us try it again, Avari.  This time, more slowly."

"Fine."

And they did, but with the same result; the gems' illumination remained constant.  DoHurley, DoHeney and Lynthalsea looked worried, but the rest of the company just looked on expectantly.

"This can't be right!" Avari cursed, pointing her gem independently this way and that.  "Ah!  Here we go."  She turned a quick circle and the emerald flashed brightly, but she groaned in frustration when she realized she was pointing directly toward Shay and the diamond.

"Amazing!" Shay murmured, quickly trying the same, and ending up facing Avari.  "They are only indicating one another!"

"What in the Nine Hells?" protested DoHurley.  "That's impossible!  Ye’ve seen it yerselves!  A cornerstone always brightens when it’s pointed at another cornerstone.  It’s the earth magic that binds ‘em."

“Maybe it’s the angle!” Avari suggested as she moved the emerald up and down while spinning anxiously in a circle.

“Shouldn’t matter, shouldn’t matter,” muttered DoHurley as he shook his head.

“Could they have been destroyed?” Prael asked.

"Anythin's possible, I suppose," DoHurley admitted.  "But I don't know how ye’d destroy one of ‘em.  O’ course,” the old dwarf scratched his beard in thought, “them dark-god-worshipin' scum’ve got two o’ the gems.  If they let 'em touch...”

The unfinished thought hung over them for a moment until Borgland hesitantly raised his hand and said, “If they let them touch, then...what?”

DoHeney clapped his hands together loudly then spread them wide, pantomiming an explosion.  Borgland gasped, and DoHurley glared at his nephew.

“It’s no jokin’ matter, boyo!” he barked.  “Ye seen what happened when one person touched two o’ the gems.  There’s so much earth magic channelin' through them little rocks, who knows what’d happen if they touched each other!  However,” DoHurley calmed a bit, “I don’t think that’s the case.  We’d likely’ve felt the shock waves if the gems’d been destroyed."

"What if they were taken far away?" Shay asked, pocketing the diamond once again and accepting the emerald from Avari.

"Nay, lad," DoHurley grumbled, shaking his head and tugging his beard worriedly.  "Distance ain't no matter.  The magic between ‘em is so strong, they should point to one another anywhere in the world.”

Lynthalsea finally voiced the question that was on all their minds.  “So where in the world could they be?”

“Not in this world.”

“What?” Avari asked, looking toward Shay, who stood quietly by, his head bowed, hands tucked deep within his robes.

“Not in this world, but there are other planes.  Interplanar travel is complex, but not impossible.  We know that Iveron Darkmist was a highly skilled mage.  His sisters obviously also have some magical talents; we saw them disappear into a mist!  I would conjecture that they have taken the gems to another plane.

“So,” he said as he spun on his heel and started back toward the bridge, “we must return to Refuge and attempt another scrying to locate the gems and—“

"Return to Refuge?" Avari said incredulously.  "We've already spent two days putting together this expedition!  If you think I'm going to just abandon Jundag now to go off and chase your magical gems, you're crazy!"

"We have to reassess the situation, Avari," Shay explained.  "We have no idea where Jundag is at this point, and the gems were our only way of finding him.  We must—"

"We know exactly where Jundag is!" Avari objected angrily, slamming her fist into her palm.  "He's in the middle of that damn city we saw in the mirror!  I'm going to get him.  If anyone wants to come with me, then let’s go."

Avari whirled to leave, taking long strides toward the closest tunnel entrance.  The only one to follow her unquestioningly was Hufferrrerrr, but even he looked back at the group imploringly.

"Avari!  Wait!  Please."  Shay darted in front of the advancing woman and raised his hands to stop her.  Stop she did, though she almost trod on his feet.  "You must realize that your chance of succeeding alone is miniscule.  Our only choice is—"

"A miniscule chance is better than none!" she snapped, starting to step around him.

"No, it is not, Avari!" he snapped back.  "We are all in this together, and our best chance is to try another scrying.  We will first locate the gems, then determine where Jundag is.  If they are still together, we can—"

Hot tears of frustration blurred Avari’s vision.  Never would she have believed that Shay would betray her this way.  Time and again, he’d tried to stop her from rescuing Jundag.  Well, that was about to end.

"All you care about are those damned gems!" she accused.  "They’re the only reason you’re here.  You never cared about Jundag!  You're nothing but a power-greedy magician, Shay, trying to learn new tricks!  Let me show you what I think of your magic, you—"

She snatched at the front of Shay’s robes, not really knowing what she was going to do, but needing to vent her rage in action.  Perhaps if she shook some feeling back into his callous soul...  But as her fingers closed on the fabric, a blow of stunning force knocked her arms up and away.  Catching her balance, she glared at Shay, but he looked just as startled as she felt.  Then a faint swirl of vapors, a bare hint of movement caught her eye.  Squinting, she perceived a presence looming over Shay.  Her instincts, which had stood her so well in previous battles, raised the hair on the back of her neck.

As she reached for Gaulengil, the air before her stirred and a massive weight crashed into her.  It seemed to take hours to fall through the air, and Avari distinctly heard a loud crack before blessed darkness blotted out the sudden pain in her head.

––––––––

Shay looked into Avari’s astonished eyes as she abruptly fell back from him.  Then he saw her gaze shift over his shoulder...and he remembered the drakoll.  

“No!!” he cried out as he saw her reach for Gaulengil.  “Avari, don’t—"

Shay's robes ruffled as the unseen beast lunged past him.  Sulfurous vapors swirled, revealing its presence as it smashed into Avari.  A roar erupted from his left, and Hufferrrerrr slammed into the drakoll, plunging a long obsidian dagger into the creature while slashing with his claws.  An unearthly shriek rent the air as the two combatants rolled away from where Avari lay, the leotaur's packs disgorging their contents in a clattering, sprawling mess.  Then Hufferrrerrr howled in pain as great holes pierced his chest and back.  He thrashed and clawed, gouging the creature that no one else could see.  His crimson blood coated the drakoll's six-inch fangs, which opened wide to strike again, screeching an unearthly cry of agony and rage.

"STOP!" Shay screamed, suddenly released from his shock-induced immobility .  "Drakoll, stop at once!"

In an instant, the beast had disentangled itself from Hufferrrerrr's slashing claws and returned to Shay’s side.  Hufferrrerrr rolled to his feet; his left arm flopped useless by his side, his shoulder a mangled mass of torn meat.  Blood ran steadily from the gaping holes in his upper chest and back, but his right hand gripped his sword, and he advanced grimly toward the drakoll, which was visible only from the blood smeared on its maw and torso.

"Hufferrrerrr, stop!" Shay warned, rushing forward to prevent further bloodshed.  "It was a mistake!"

The half-elf stopped short however, when Hufferrrerrr snarled at him, fangs bared.  Behind him, the drakoll growled, and he sensed it tensing for another spring.  Shay’s desperation escalated to panic.  How could he stop Hufferrrerrr’s advance without the drakoll misinterpreting the leotaur’s resistance as an attack?  Nearby, he heard Brok’s deep voice chanting, and recognized the invocation of banishment.  Suddenly he realized; there was only one way to end this confrontation.  He spun around to confront the blood-painted drakoll.

"Drakoll, I free you from your service.  Return from whence you came!"

And it was gone.

Shay paused to catch his breath, then looked up.  Hufferrrerrr stalked stiff-legged toward where the drakoll had been, sniffing as if to catch its scent.  Then, casting Shay a scathing look of betrayal, he raced to Avari's side.  Brok was already moving toward the wounded companions, with Lynthalsea and DoHeney at his heels.  Shay looked toward the rest of the group.  For a moment, all eyes were on him, then most looked awkwardly away, as if embarrassed to meet his gaze.  Shay’s cheeks burned.

“It was a mistake,” he said to whoever was listening.

Brok leaned in to inspect Hufferrrerrr’s wounds.  The leotaur pushed him away, though the movement seemed to cause him great pain, and motioned toward Avari.

"I am being fine!  Please to be helping the Mistress Avari first.  She is not of the awakeness, and may be gravely in injuredness."

"I will attend Avari," Shay said as he quickly approached.  "Please, Hufferrrerrr, you are bleeding.  Let Brok heal you."

Hufferrrerrr growled and positioned himself between Shay and Avari.  "I am not being so fragile as you two-legs!  And I would rather Master Brok be healing my friend."

"I am your friend, Hufferrrerrr, and hers!  Let me help her," Shay pleaded.  "This was all a mistake!  The drakoll was only protecting me from harm.  If Avari had not become threatening, it would never have attacked her."

“Ach, lad!” DoHeney rebuked as he poked Shay in the chest with an accusing finger.  “Ye know the girl’s temperament, and ye know she’s been under a bit of pressure lately.  If this was a mistake, it was jist waitin’ ta happen!  Ye can’t be blamin’ her because ya let loose a beastie on her!”

"We can discuss this later!"  Lynthalsea's words were forced between clenched teeth.  She looked furious, yet tears welled in her eyes, and the look she gave Shay was both daunting and heartbreaking.  She took his arm and pulled him away from their injured friends.  "Let Brok heal Avari and Hufferrrerrr."

Brok's brow furrowed with concentration as he pressed the golden icon of Thotris to Avari's brow.  His lips moved in a silent prayer, and a faint glow lightened his face, the power of the goddess of beauty flowing through him and into Avari.  Her eyes fluttered and opened immediately, and just as quickly clouded over with panic.

"What the...oh, Brok.  What the hells?  I—"

She looked beyond the priest and saw Hufferrrerrr and the terrible wounds gouged in his chest and shoulder, and her mien changed from confusion to horror.  "Good Gods, Huffer!  What in the name of Eloss happened to you?"

"I was somewhat of becoming injured, Mistress Avari," he explained.  He grinned, but the expression turned out as more of a grimace.  "I was being fool enough to attack Master Shay's conjured guardian beast.  It was quite in the formidableness, and managed to be biting me before he could send it back to its homing land."

"Guardian beast?" Avari asked.  She scrambled to her feet to examine the leotaur's wounds more closely.  "My God, Huffer, this goes all the way through!  You shouldn't even be able to breathe with your lung punctured like that!"

"If the bite had been being here," the leotaur interrupted, pointing to his feline torso, "it might have indeed injured a lung, Mistress.  Fortunately, there is only meat and bone in this upper part of my person.  It does hurt more than a little amount, but I am far from dying.  Though, seeing you in the wellness, I would much be appreciating the healings of Master Brok."

"Of course," the priest agreed, moving around Avari to tend the leotaur's wounds.

"I am very sorry you were injured, Avari," Shay apologized as he approached her.  He stopped his advance as she whirled on him, but made himself look into her wrathful face.  "I did not realize my guardian would misinterpret your intentions.  You must be more careful about your temper.  I am not without protections, and not all of them are always under my control."

She gasped.  “You’re sorry?  Apologize to Huffer!  Look at him!  He’s been mauled by your...your guardian beast.  What in the Nine Hells are you doing with something like that, Shay?  Was that something you conjured up with those terrific gems of yours?  If this is how you treat friends, then maybe you need some new friends.”

Her taunt struck to his heart; Avari was one of his dearest friends, and he had no wish to lose her as such.  He swallowed his defensive retort and sought words to mollify her.

“Avari, I apologize to both you and Hufferrrerrr, but as I said, it was a mistake.  Please, listen to me: I truly believe that our best chance for finding Jundag is to conduct another scrying at Refuge.  It—"

“You want to give up!”  Avari set her feet, ready to argue.

“Lass.”  DoHeney shouldered Shay aside and stood in front of Avari.  “As much as I hate ta admit it, Shay’s got a couple o’ points.  Now, jist listen.  One,” he counted off on his fingers, “we know Jundag’s with that slimy Darkmist's sister.  Two, we know she’s got one o’ the cornerstones.  Three, we know the gems’ll show if they’re on this world, plane, whatever, an’ they’re not showin’.  Soooo,” he wiggled his fourth finger, “they’re like as not gone from the city we spied in the mirror, so there’s no sense headin’ right off there ‘til we make sure.  An’ five,” he jerked his thumb to where Brok was still healing Hufferrrerrr, “I’m thinkin’ that cat could use a good night’s sleep after that li'l tussle.”

“And you could stand a little rest and cleaning up, too, Avari,” Lynthalsea said as she gently touched her friend’s blood-matted hair.  “Trust me, we’re not abandoning the search for Jundag, but if we want to get him out alive, and survive ourselves, then we need the best information we can get.”

"Please, Mistress Avari," Hufferrrerrr said as he came over, gingerly probing the stiff new flesh of his shoulder and pointedly ignoring Shay.  "This way, we are having at the least some sort of chances to be succeeding."

"All right," Avari finally relented.  "I'll go along, but only until we find a way to get to Jundag.  Then I'm going after him, with or without your help, Shay."

"Very well, Avari," the half-elf agreed, relieved that she had finally acquiesced.  He turned and followed as DoHurley led the way back up to the keep.

CHAPTER 20

––––––––
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Jundag stood shock-still, staring at the immense structure—the citadel—that towered before him, its spires reaching to an ebon-black sky.  Casting his eyes down, he reeled with vertigo as he realized that the citadel was not on any world that he could comprehend, but enclosed within a bubble that seemingly floated among the clouds.  By comparison, the dragons flying outside the shimmering bubble were a comforting familiarity; he'd seen dragons before.

“Welcome to hell, Jundag!” Calmarel said as she tugged on the leash to move him out of the way of the crowds entering and exiting the portal.  “At least, we’ve got two of the Nine Hells represented here.  That’s Pytt, realm of the dragon god, Draco, outside the barrier that shields the citadel; hence the dragons.  And that,” she said, pointing toward the darkness overhead, “is The Void.  Nothing lives there.  Nothing can live there.  And that’s the whole point of all this.”

Jundag’s confusion grew; the whole point of what?

“Cal!  ” Lysethra called as she hurried toward them.  “I was afraid you might not make it.  The portals will close while the purge is initiated.”

“Not make it?  How could I miss this most wondrous event?”  Calmarel looked around at the crowd and wrinkled her nose.  “I thought the company might be a little more exclusive, though.”

Lysethra waved her hand in dismissal and tugged on Calmarel’s arm.  “Unfortunately, we have to use the same portal as the workers.  We’ll watch from the mediator’s balcony on the spire.  Come on.”

Lysethra stopped and turned as Jundag fell into step behind them; he lowered his eyes.  “Why did you bring that?” she asked, her apparent distaste quickly turning to alarm.  “And why is he holding your baby?”

“Relax, Seth,” Calmarel said.  “He’s under compulsion, so he’s harmless...to us.  I told you about Grimlord Gorgoneye spying on me.  I just want to make sure any little plots he might have fail.  Jundag is the perfect bodyguard; he's deadly, he obeys only my commands, and the Grimlord is terrified of him.  And besides,” Calmarel ran her finger along an evil-looking scar on Jundag’s jaw, “Jundag’s one of my favorite distractions.”

Lysethra looked dubious, but shrugged.  "As long as you clean up after yourself; we’ve no torture chambers here.  Hurry!  We've got quite a walk up to the mediator’s suite, and purge initiation starts in just over an hour."

As they walked, Lysethra delighted in pointing out the details of the citadel.  Jundag didn't miss a word.  Little by little, the function of the citadel and the reason for its location here in the hells became clearer, although the overall plan, which seemed to delight the sisters, still evaded him.

“And this,” Lysethra said as she spun in a circle, her hands indicating the structure around them, “is the focus—where it will all happen.”

They stood in the open center of the citadel, at the bottom of an immense pit, its black stone walls inlaid with gold runes.  Evenly spaced around the walls were seven portals, similar to the one they had used to travel here, but no one passed through these.  High above the pit soared the spires, their smooth surfaces interrupted by balconies that overlooked the core.  Far overhead, green fire wreathed the perimeter of the interface where the spires met The Void.  Hundreds of mages—some flying, some afoot—hurried about with last-minute preparations.

“Once activated,” Lysethra explained, “the Void essence will flow down the core and through these portals, which connect with each of the seven participating cities.  From similar portals in those cities, the essence will be released to the surface world.  The mages estimate that it will take about two to three months to completely purge the surface of all life.  Then the purge will be reversed, and the essence directed back into The Void.  After that, we can colonize the surface at our leisure.  And that is where you come in, sister younger.”  Lysethra’s eyes flashed.  “You will establish the first city on the surface world in the name of Xerro Kensho!”

Jundag’s knees went weak, and he might have fallen if not for the magical compulsion to keep the baby in his arms safe.  Your doomed world...  Our new world...  He remembered Calmarel’s words, and it all became clear.  This plot went beyond invading his world, as Iveron Darkmist had planned—they meant to destroy it.  Hopelessness threatened to overwhelm him, but he angrily shoved it back.  His eyes darted around as he wondered how he might thwart their plan.

How can you interfere when Calmarel controls every move you make? mocked the voice of his despair, sapping his resolve.  He forced his panic aside; he had to pay attention, learn all he could about the citadel.  

“You know,” Lysethra continued as she beckoned them to follow, “participating in this has given me a new appreciation for wizardry.  It takes such effort to learn, but the results can be extraordinary.  I mean, look at Iveron; he was quite powerful and accomplished much with his magics, even more so,” she lowered her voice, “with those gems of his.  You still have yours, don’t you, Cal?”

Calmarel tossed her head impatiently.  “Ivy was a fool!  And yes, of course, I still have mine.”  She patted the side of her robe.  “Though why you insist that we carry them around is quite beyond me.”

Jundag started, but the sisters didn’t notice.  They were ascending stairs in a hurry, along with countless other nobles.  No one took notice of just another slave.  He felt his skin flush with the heat of anger; the gems had started this whole thing.  He and his companions had gone into the depths of Zellohar to retrieve the gems.  He had died so they could get those gems, and now Calmarel and her sister had two of them?  That meant—fear tickled his spine—that perhaps Calmarel really had killed Avari, as she had boasted.  Jundag had convinced himself that it was just another one of her lies, but...how else would they have gotten the gems?

So lost was he in his tumultuous thoughts that he barely felt the tug of the leash as Calmarel pulled him into a large chamber, then out onto a balcony that overlooked the citadel’s central pit.  Lysethra led them through the crowd of nobles to the side of a tall, skeletally thin woman with sharp features and deadly eyes.  The woman flicked a glance over the sisters, then turned back toward the front.  The mediator, he thought, seeing the bows that the sisters Darkmist granted her, and knowing that Calmarel would bow to no other.

Looking around, he spied Grimlord Gorgoneye, saw him look down to the sleeping child in his arms.  Jundag stiffened, then smiled a slow and deadly smile, and was gratified when the enemy noble blanched and moved away.  That must be Druellae Gorgoneye, he thought, noting the woman beside the Grimlord who cast daggers with her eyes at Lysethra and Calmarel.

Suddenly green lightening flared above, and was echoed below from the runes in the pit.  The magical energies began to swirl in lazy cyclones that stretched and twisted toward one another.  Slowly the light intensified and the velocity of the tempest increased.  The very air became so charged with magic that it began to hum, and Jundag felt it prickle his skin.  He cringed at the awe-inspiring display.  All his life he had distrusted magic, and now his entire life was enveloped by it...controlled by it.

Lightning erupted outside the balcony as the cyclone grew into a tornado and rose as a radiant column of light.  Closer and closer the vortices approached one another, finally joining and pressing against the Void barrier.

Then it happened.  The Void barrier at the center of the vortex ceased to exist, and a torrent of Void essence—sheathed in the column of green magical energy—twisted and spun down through the core of the citadel.  Despair gripped Jundag anew as he watched the Void essence flow out to destroy his world.

Calmarel turned to him, glancing warily over her shoulder to where Lysethra spoke with the mediator.  “You see, my pet,” she whispered with a smirk, “why your continued defiance is so futile?  Your world is gone; my world is all that’s left.  So you might want to rethink my offer...”

They remained there a long time while the crowds filed out, watching the ebon Void essence flood down and through the seven portals below.  And with every minute, Jundag felt his world slipping farther and farther away from him.
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“Dear Gods of Light, what’s happening?” Feldspar asked breathlessly as he rushed through Braelen’s study and into the sick room.  Despite his years, he had raced here faster than the young messenger who had been sent to fetch him from the library.  Braelen convulsed on the bed while the other members of the Royal Retinue attempted to still his thrashing limbs.

"He’s failing!" Kenrah gasped.  Across from her, Voncellia held the oldster’s other arm while trying to chant a spell of calming, which seemed to be having no effect.

"Why don’t you do something?" Feldspar snapped at the high priestess of Demia, who stood off to the side.  He was met by a bowed head and a shrug.

“There is nothing to do.”

"I...cannot—" Crellington began, struggling to hold the ancient wizard's legs.  Then, as quickly as they had started, the spasms stopped.

"NO!" cried Voncellia as their friend went limp.  His rheumy old eyes stared off into space, as if peering into one of those faraway planes in which he took such delight during his life.

"It is over," the high priestess sighed, extending her arms over Braelen’s body and bowing her head in prayer.  "He has gone to the Keeper of the Slain."

Kenrah’s sobs wracked her body as she bent her head over the old master's hand.  Feldspar thought to go to her, but he had no comfort to give.  He felt empty, as if Braelen had snatched up his own spirit as his left this world.  Feldspar had watched many men die in battle, but none had affected him like this.  Braelen had not been just a peer and a mentor, but a close friend, and Feldspar didn’t have many of those.

And now I have one less, he thought helplessly.

Kenrah’s gasp caught his attention.  Even as she held the old man's hand, the flesh became insubstantial.  The skin dried and crumbled, the fingers disintegrating into a powder as fine as talc.  Indeed, his whole body crumpled as the uncounted years finally took their toll on the flesh that had been held together by magic for who knew how long.  Finally, only a thin layer of powdery residue was left among the crumpled nightclothes and blankets.  Master Braelen was truly gone.

"I will inform Master Belregash," the high priestess wearily.  

“Why are you even here?” snapped Feldspar.  “You couldn’t help, so why not leave this to your underlings?”

The priestess turned a sharp eye on Feldspar, but her voice remained soft.  “You were not the only ones to esteem Master Braelen.”

Feldspar immediately regretted his anger; he might not have an abundance of friends, but Braelen had many.

Wordlessly, she motioned for them to leave the chamber, and for her acolytes to prepare for the ceremony of passing over.  The mages shuffled out and down the hall to the Royal Retinue’s study to stare at the empty chair where Braelen would never sit again.
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Avari strode toward the massive doors that led out of Zellohar Keep, barely noticing the dwarf who scurried up to DoHurley and whispered in the king’s ear.  Rounding the corner and stepping outside, a blast of icy air slapped her in the face.  Wind whipped through the inner courtyard, lashing through her thin clothes.  Cursing, she dug in her pack for her cloak and pulled it on, but it was meant for warmer weather, and couldn’t repel this chill.  Even Hufferrrerrr, whose body was covered with fur, was pulling on a cloak.  Gods, it was cold!  The spring equinox had been weeks ago, and the weather had been beautifully warm when they arrived here just two days ago.  Now it looked more like a mid-winter blizzard was brewing. 

She squinted out into the courtyard and saw the dwarven guards huddled in the guardhouse, peering out at them.

"This air is being most of the frigidity!" Hufferrrerrr called over the roar of the wind.

"'Tis unnatural, I'm thinkin'!" DoHeney barked, squinting up at the slate-grey sky that darkened to black above the cliffs behind them.

"It certainly is unseasonable!" Shay agreed.

"Ne'r have I seen the wind blow inta the courtyard like this!" DoHurley said, looking up at the sky worriedly.  "Even a winter storm usually gives us a bit o' warnin'.  An’ the sky usually ain't so dark this early in the day."

"Well, if we need to get to Refuge, we'd better get moving before it hits!" Avari said impatiently, her long strides leading them toward the gate.  "I don't want to be on that narrow trail if it starts to sleet or snow."

Their shouts of agreement were nearly lost in the wind, and the party followed through the great iron gate and to the head of the narrow path.  A tempest coursed up the ravine, tearing at their clothes like unseen hands.  The mages from Refuge huddled in terror, looking likely to topple off the cliff, so DoHurley insisted that they all be linked by rope tethers, the weaker folk between the sturdy dwarves.  Regardless of the bindings, they pressed close to the wall of the mountain as they descended, lest the wind pluck them off the path like leaves from an autumn branch.

The descent seemed longer than ever; they had to focus on every footstep just to stay on the trail.  Finally they reached the valley floor, but it didn’t seem much warmer down here.  Avari turned to speak to Hufferrrerrr, and stopped, mouth agape, pointing to the sky behind them.

"What'n the name o' the Earth Mother?" DoHurley said as he stared aghast at the swirling black cloud that seemed to flow upward from within the Ironwall Mountains to tower over even the highest peaks.  "It's gotta be the mother o' all storms!"

An enormous bolt of black lightning exploded from the cloud, followed immediately by an unearthly crackle of thunder.  Instead of a flash of light, darkness strobed across the sky.

"That's no storm!"  Prael called out over the wind.  "No natural storm, at least."

"Devil's work!" spat VerNolen, and the rest of the dwarves began to mutter and twist their fingers in a manner that Avari recognized as dwarven signs of warding.

"Not devils, but the Dark Gods, I fear," Shay yelled above the wind.  "It is too much of a coincidence; just as we discover that the cornerstones have left this earth, a mysterious storm materializes, an obviously magical storm.  DoHurley, could this be a sign of the cornerstones’ destruction?”

“Nay, lad!”  The old dwarf’s tone was confident.  “Them gems don’t do magic, they jist are magic.  Someone else’s gotta do the doin’, if ye know what I mean.”

“Well, I think whoever is doing this is using the gems.  I know of no other source of power sufficient to conjure such a storm.  And since we know that the Dark God worshipers have two of the cornerstones...”  Shay’s words trailed off ominously.  “What I do not understand is why they would take the gems to another plane in order to wreak such black magic on this world.”

"Mayhaps they’re tryin’ ta freeze us ta death," suggested DoHeney halfheartedly as he rubbed his hands quickly up and down his arms to warm himself.  Immediately a sick look twisted his face and he blanched.

"Shay!" he gasped in horror.  "Me poem!  It's the Dark Scourge from me poem!  I can feel it!  It'll kill us all!  Everythin’!  The whole world!"

DoHeney’s writing poetry? was Avari’s first thought.  But the panic in the dwarf’s voice raised goose bumps on her flesh that had nothing to do with the wind's chill.

"Calm yourself, DoHeney,” Shay said.  “It is foul magic, to be sure, but it is no cause to—"

"We'd best git ya ta Refuge!" DoHurley shouted as he waved his guards to encircle the group.  "We gotta find out what in the name o' the Delver this storm is and how ta dispel it afore it’s too cold ta move."

The group started across the vale en masse, save for a lone figure who strode ahead.  Avari’s thoughts swirled in a tumult to rival the storm.  The gems! she thought furiously.  It always comes back to the gems!

She had to concede that it probably wasn’t a fluke that the gems disappeared and the storm appeared.  And she knew that two of the cornerstones were in the clutches of the Darkmist sisters.  These were serious issues, of course.

But what about Jundag?

CHAPTER 21

––––––––
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Irielnea surveyed the bustle in the foyer of Refuge with a critical eye.  Crates of food and supplies were stacked high in the center of the room.  Around the walls were piles of trunks, boxes, and bags; the personal effects of the Refuge guests.  She watched in exasperation as a guest furtively looked around as he dragged a trunk toward the centrally located stores.

“Master Dubresky!” she called out, startling the young man badly.  “That trunk is far too large, and don’t you dare try to sneak it in with the essentials.  You may take one small bag of possessions.  If you want to take more, then you’ll just have to carry them all the way to Beriknor yourself.”

They had only so many wagons on which to carry their supplies, and this was the third guest who had tried to slip in their extra luggage.  She cast a severe eye at him and pointed toward the stairs.  “Bring it back to your room please.”  Shamefaced, he complied.

Her sensitive ears picked up the sounds of shouts beyond the keep’s walls.  “Oh good Gods of Light, we really do not need any distractions right now!”  The unseasonable weather had hit them not two hours before, and she felt the hand of wizardry in it; thus, all was being readied to head for the lowlands.  She could brook no delays.

"QUIET, ye blasted fools!  The situation's dire, but not so foul that we need be kept out in this infernal wind.  Inside, quickly, afore me britches freeze to me backside!"

Irielnea raised her eyebrows; who was that giving orders and demanding entry?  Before she reached the door it slammed open, and her son and daughter and their friends stumbled in, shoving the door closed against the wind only with great effort.  In the fore, Brok and Avari carried Voytek and Revria.

“Mother!” Shay gasped when he saw her there.  "What in the name of holy Tem is going on here?  We must prepare to evacuate the keep!"

"What do you think we’re doing?" Irielnea replied, irritated at her son's tone.  "We're leaving for the lowlands.  I wondered if the Dark Gods' minions would retaliate for your little expedition, but expected nothing this soon!  What’s wrong with Voytek and Revria?"

“We found them on our way here from Zellohar,” Lynthalsea said as she came forward.  “They were not to come with us, and had left the keep several hours before us.  But the storm overtook them and they took shelter in the woods.  Thank the gods Tinarre was with them; he created a shelter in a copse of trees, so they’re just chilled, not dead.”

“Well, Brok, you can tend to them in the parlor, if you would.  It’s not quite fit out here for quiet work.”

Brok smiled, bowed his head and headed for the parlor, Lynthalsea rushing ahead to open the door.  Irielnea watched Avari hurry in, unceremoniously unburden herself of Revria, and rush back, trying to get Shay’s attention.  But Shay was already pulling forward a gnarly old dwarf for introductions.

“Mother, I am pleased to introduce to you our good neighbor, DoHurley, King of Zellohar Keep.  Your Majesty, my mother, Irielnea."

"Me pleasure, Mistress Irielnea," DoHurley said as he bowed low over her hand.  “Please, jist call me DoHurley.  'Tis a shame to be meetin’ under such circumstances, but I’d like ta offer ye and all yer folk refuge in Zellohar Keep until this gods-forsaken weather blows over.  We’ve got provisions enough ta last a year or so, and if this here storm goes that long, it won't matter much that we run outta the good tea."

"Excuse me, Mistress Irielnea, DoHurley” Avari begged pardon as she inserted herself in front of Shay.  “Shay, we have something to do...”  She jerked her head toward the stairs.

"Yes.  Mother, we must adjourn to the tower to conduct another scrying," Shay said.  "This storm appears to be an attack by the nations of the Dark God, not any kind of retaliation.  We think that the two cornerstones held by Iveron Darkmist’s sisters may be at the root of it, but we need more information.  Would you please have some warm drinks and perhaps a bite to eat sent up to my workshop?"

"Very well, Shay, but have a care what you stir up," Irielnea warned.  Avari was already charging up the stairs two at a time, the rest following at only a slightly slower pace.

Irielnea turned around, then stamped her foot and clenched her hands in frustration.  “Master Imray, put that crate of blankets back right now, and remove your trunk before I have someone here turn you into a toad!”
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Once again, Shay’s workshop was crowded with the members of the party, with the addition of DoHurley, Hufferrrerrr, and Tinarre.  Voytek—or rather Nazrael, a new and utterly obnoxious personality—and Revria had been brought up, wrapped in blankets and sipping hot cups of broth.  Many more Refuge guests wanted to be included, but Shay refused them, insisting that too many wizards spoil the spell.

Quickly, he glanced toward the far corner where Avari fidgeted and paced as well as she could in the cramped quarters.  Around her were Hufferrrerrr, Tinarre and DoHeney, ostensibly keeping her company and out of the way of the spell casters, but Shay knew better.  She had not been happy with his decision to search first for the gems, but DoHeney had calmed her down and maneuvered her away from the semi-circle of wizards around the scrying mirror.

Marris had claimed the right to hold the diamond during this scrying, and she stood next to Shay, looking prouder and more capable than she had since her arrival at Refuge.  At Shay’s nod, Revria mixed the spell components in her mortar.

“Please picture in your minds,” he instructed the wizards, “a gem such as these two cornerstones, but red.  We will search for the ruby first.”

The view in the large oval mirror brightened and swirled with mists of shifting hues.  Then the mists dulled to grey and thickened, and it seemed they raced through a bank of clouds.  Bursting out into the clear, they saw far ahead a peculiar structure.  Black as night, it perched upon seven angular legs set into what appeared to be an immense hill of black stone.  In fact, it looked rather like an odd spider.

“Xakra’s Lair!” cried Borgland.

“It would make sense,” mused Shay, “since we know the gems are in the hands of priestesses of that dark deity.  But it does not look quite...right.  Let us move in closer.”

As the view approached, details became apparent, and they realized their mistake.

“Invert the view,” commanded Shay.  The orientation reversed, and they gazed on an awesome sight.  The legs were now spires that projected from a base structure and thrust into the black mass overhead.  A black tornado, sheathed in green radiance, swirled down between the spires into the building proper.  The maelstrom looked far too familiar for comfort, and several in the room glanced out the windows in the direction of the oncoming storm.

“We’re stuck!” said Marris as she peered in the mirror.  The view remained at a set distance, despite attempts to get closer.

"We appear to be up against some sort of shield," Shay said.  "But I am not sure moving closer would be prudent even if we could.  The forces at work here must be titanic.  If this scrying were tracked back to us..."

The room was silent for several long moments.

"I’m curious," Shay continued, "about what kind of storm it is that this structure is tapping into.  It looks like—"

"I’m curious about the storm...” Nazrael mocked in a whiny voice.  “It’s not a storm, you fool, it's The Void!  That’s the seventh plane of the Nine Hells!  And that," he added, pointing at a winged creature wheeling past on the periphery of the scene, "is a dragon, so we are viewing The Void from Pytt, the eighth plane of the Nine Hells, realm of dragons."

Nazrael’s contemptuous tone riled Shay, but he reminded himself of the man’s unfortunate condition and restrained his reply.  "Please, Nazrael, be serious!"

"I am serious, you pointy-eared twit!" the mage snapped.  "I’ve seen it!  Just once, mind you, when I collected a sample of Void essence, but I have seen it.  Have you?"

Shay was stunned silent, though the other mages looked at Nazrael with new respect.

“So what do you think they’re doing?” asked Prael.

"Given what we've seen here, and that storm over the mountains,” Nazrael expostulated, “I’d say they're drawing Void essence into that structure and discharging it into our world!"

“And we just happen to be in the right place to observe this discharge?”  Shay had grown accustomed to being the one to whom others came for information and advise, and Nazrael’s usurpation of that role irked him.

Nazrael rolled his eyes.  “I’d say that they were funneling it through their cities.  We’ve already discerned that there’s one beneath the mountains beyond Zellohar Keep, and there are undoubtedly others scattered throughout the world.  By discharging through each city, they hasten their objective.”

“Which is?” Borgland asked breathlessly.

Nazrael shrugged.  “Wiping the slate clean.  Ridding the world of their opposition—us.  Void essence is a type of negative energy.  It absorbs whatever positive energy it touches until it's canceled out.  Basically, it extinguishes life."

Amid the exclamations of dismay from those assembled, Shay reluctantly accepted Nazrael’s logic.  All the pieces fit into the puzzle.  He looked at the growing gloom outside the window, and shivered in the chill that invaded the workshop despite the blazing fire and multitude of bodies. 

"QUIET!" DoHurley bellowed in a voice pitched to penetrate the din of battle.  "So, this Void essence is causin' the storm.  What the bloody hells do we do about it?"

"We have three possible choices," Shay said before Nazrael could open his mouth.  "First, we could gather all the mages in the keep and try to overload the storm with positive energy.  There are enough of us that we could at least slow its growth."

"But you're just treating a symptom, not the disease itself," Brok observed.

Shay nodded curtly toward the priest.  "You are correct.  And I think we all agree that we need to strike at the heart of this problem.  Our second choice is to attack the Dark Gods' city to prevent them from channeling the Void essence through to this world."

"That would help," Prael said thoughtfully, "but as Nazrael pointed out, there are dark-worshiper cities throughout the world, so taking out a single city may only prolong the inevitable.  Essence from other cities would eventually envelop us."

"Which leaves us with choice three, attacking the source."  Shay waved at the display in the mirror.

“Do you think the dragons are behind it?” Revria asked.

“Likely not,” said Nazrael.  “The ones we see here seem to be attacking the structure, or its shield, anyway.  Dragons are quite protective of Pytt, and it’s horribly difficult to get their permission to traverse it.  I approached from Lair, realm of trolls and orcs and such.  It was easier to work from.”

“So Pytt is where we need to go, but we need a means of travel.  Nazrael, how did you travel to Lair?” Shay asked.

The obnoxious mage looked away.  “I...uh...accompanied my master.  He’s the one who cast the spells of interplanar travel.”

The room settled into an uneasy silence.  They all jumped as thunder cracked violently outside the window, then again when DoHurley slammed his palm on the table.

"Well, I know what I’m doin’," the king declared.  "I don’t know how ye’d mount an attack inta the Nine Hells, but me people know how ta wage war underground, and that’s what we’re gonna do!"  He hefted his axe and drew the edge across his right palm; blood welled and dripped onto the blade's polished surface.  "By me own blood I declare that from this moment forward, a state o' war exists between the Dwarves of Zellohar, and the Nations o' the Dark Gods.  I know I said I didn’t want ye startin’ no war, but they done started it.  And we’ll," he smiled grimly, “be the ones ta finish it.”

Shay looked toward the mirror, but the view had faded when the mages turned their attention to the discussion.  It was all very well to take out the dark worshipers’ city, but the gems, at least one, and likely both, were in this fortress in Pytt.  They had to go there, but how?  He voiced the question.  

None of the assembled mages were powerful enough to cast the spells required for interplanar travel, and they were the most powerful of the guests at Refuge.  The necessary spells might reside in Iveron Darkmist's library, but learning them would take months if not years.  They didn’t have the luxury of time.

“Priests and priestess can sometimes travel into the realms of their deities,” Brok said, “but the travel is usually accomplished by the spirit, not the physical body.  The Goddess of Beauty has not seen fit to bless me with such grace as yet.”

Shay nodded; Tem had not granted Shay that ability either.  He felt a twinge of guilt as he considered his spiritual neglect of late, and hoped that almighty Tem would forgive his lapse.

"I'll be sendin' a sizable force inta the deep earth as soon as may be,” said DoHurley.  “All o' ye here, and all o' the people o' Refuge, are welcome ta ride out this storm in the deep cavern's o' Zellohar.  And any o' ye with a hankerin' ta spill dark-worshiper blood are welcome ta come along on the attack."

"If we are unable to find some means to travel to The Void, that may well include all of us, good King."  Shay said ruefully.  Then he noticed Borgland fidgeting and avoiding everyone’s eyes, coughing in little fits and starts.

“Borgland,” he said impatiently.  “Do you have something to say?”

The mage put a hand to his breast and sighed.  “There is,” he said slowly, “within the realm, an artifact created for the purpose of interplanar travel.  The Starstone.  It belongs to the Emperor’s archmage, Belregash."  Borgland laughed briefly and without humor.  “But he’ll never part with it, nor do I think you could convince him to participate in such a dangerous venture."

"You know him?" Shay asked hopefully.

"I, uh, was once friendly with him, Master Shay," Borgland said uncomfortably.  "Suffice to say that that failed friendship was the reason for my fleeing Fengotherond.  I have seen the Starstone, but it hasn’t been out of its display case for years."

“We have a friend among the Royal Retinue,” Shay said eagerly, “and another is a high-raking City Guard official.  The next question is: how do we get to Fengotherond quickly?  With the storm growing as it is, conventional travel will take far too long.”  He reached up to pull a tome off of a bookshelf.  “Perhaps I have something here that will—“

A dagger thunked into the wood of the bookshelf, pinning Shay’s sleeve.  He turned and stared at Avari as she struggled to break free of the strong hands of Hufferrrerrr, Tinarre, and DoHeney.

“You lying bastards!” she shouted.  “You said you’d find Jundag.  Well, I'm not listening to your promises anymore, Shay.  It's clear to me that I'm the only one here who gives a damn about Jundag, so I'll find my own way to get him back!  I was a fool to trust you in the first place!"

“Avari!” Shay admonished.  “Do you not understand what is happening here?  This is much larger than one man’s life!  How do you expect us to put this aside to go on a wild-goose chase!”

“What’s the matter, Shay?” she taunted.  “Don’t you have any magical beasts to attack me this time?  Because you’re going to wish that you did!”  Brok now joined DoHeney and the others in restraining Avari as she tried to unsheathe Gaulengil.

The mages backed away.  They had seen Avari’s temper, and had no wish to be between her and Shay.  Lynthalsea tossed her gaze back and forth between the woman and her brother, as if trying to choose sides.

Only DoHurley stood still, his one eye narrowed in thought.  “She’s right,” he said, then again more loudly.  “She’s right!”

All looked at him, and even Avari stopped struggling.  DoHurley approached her, placed his broad axe upon the floor, and dropped to one knee before it.  Bowing his own head, he spread his hands wide in supplication.

"Lass, I’ve wronged ye gravely.  I promised ta aid ye in yer quest ta rescue the lost Liberator o' Zellohar, but when things went awry, I conveniently fergot that pledge.  I now recall it and pledge it anew, fer none may call the King o' Zellohar a liar."

Shay watched, astounded.  What was DoHurley doing?  He was even more surprised when the king rose and pointed directly at him.

“Git back ta that mirror!”

“Excuse me, Your Majesty?” Shay managed.

“All o’ ye wizards, git back ta the mirror and find Jundag!  We promised Avari, and we’ll be keepin’ our promises.  Them dark cities ain’t goin’ nowhere, and a few more minutes ain’t gonna change the end this way or that.  An’ if Jundag ain’t where we’re headin’, then I’m sure I kin spare a few dwarves ta find him.”

Shay was about to protest when he saw Avari’s face.  There was new hope there, however tentative.

"Very well.  Concentrate again on Jundag,” Shay told his colleagues. "We owe Avari this much," he looked at her, his heart breaking at their shattered friendship, "at the very least."

Silently, the wizards gathered around the mirror and performed their scrying.  Immediately, the great black fortress in the realm of the dragons appeared.

"I don't believe it!" Shay muttered, shaking his head.

"They musta taken the lad with 'em!" DoHeney said, patting Avari's arm.

“Well,” Avari said as she wiped her tears, a grim smile on her face.  “What are we waiting for?  Let’s go to hell!”

CHAPTER 22

––––––––
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Refuge no longer warranted its name.  Gone were those who had depended on its strong walls for safety.  Only a small party remained perched atop the gatehouse, huddled behind the battlements to avoid the wind, bidding their friends farewell.

Avari strained her eyes, but Tinarre and the few who accompanied him were already out of sight.  She had charged him with alerting the officials in Beriknor of the oncoming storm, then continuing on, if possible, to Searest to prepare and hold tight there.  She had given Bo one final carrot as a treat, and a kiss on his warm, soft nose, before handing his lead to the woodling and sending them on their way.

Now she faced east, toward the infernal darkness of the storm, and waved at the dwarves and the Refuge residents who trudged toward Zellohar through the swirling dust and ice.  One small figure bundled in cloaks and furs waved back.  DoHeney had decided to accompany his kinsmen rather than travel to Fengotherond and The Void.  His reasoning was that he could be most useful underground.

“Besides,” he’d said as he looked her in the eye, “if Jundag ends up back in that there dark city, I’ll be there ta rescue him.”

Avari had hugged her friend tightly, and even felt him hug her back, despite his aversion to demonstrations of affection.

“It is time,” said Shay as he turned his back on the towering dark clouds and forks of black lightening that continued to expand over the mountains.  The rest of the party followed.

Avari cast an approving eye over her companions.  Shay had traded his crimson robes for dark blue, hemmed with silver and gold arcane symbols: Very wizardy, she thought.  Brok resembled a canine paladin in his silver mail and white surcoat and cape.  Lynthalsea, close by his side, contrasted starkly in a dark leather tunic, pants, and fur cloak.   Hufferrrerrr, as always, hovered protectively at Avari’s side, clad in his one cloak and insisting that it sufficed.

"At the leasting it will be being warmer in Fengotherond," Hufferrrerrr said with a toothy grin.

“Yes,” agreed Shay.  “And I am sure that Yenjil will provide the utmost in hospitality.”

Avari’s eagerness to be underway immediately tempered at the mention of the captain of the guard.  She had been so caught up in preparing for this trip, she had forgotten that they would visit Yen to beg his assistance in borrowing the Starstone.  Her stomach clenched in apprehension.

Once in the workshop, Shay dusted the hoarfrost from several of the tomes he'd rescued from Zellohar and tucked them into a pack, then retrieved the two golden stands on his desk and positioned them carefully on the pentagram etched into the floor.  He placed a gem in each stand, and waved Lynthalsea over.

"Now, it is vital that we bring the cornerstones with us.  I can use them to augment my spells, and I think we will need all the help we can get.  So Lynthalsea, I will need your assistance."

"What do I need to do?" she asked, eying the gems warily.  "I hope you don't expect me to help you with the spell."

"No, no.  All you need do is keep one hand on the gem in that stand, while I do the same with this one.  The spell I am casting will transport us and whatever we are touching.  But, as you know, I cannot touch more than one gem at a time."

"That sound's easy enough."  She placed her hand atop one gem, and he the other.

"Good.  Now everyone, ensure you are fully inside the pentagram."

This was slightly more difficult, considering Hufferrrerrr's length and Brok's broad shoulders.  Finally, Avari coaxed the leotaur to sit, and stood with her legs astride his hind quarters.  Brok wrapped an arm around Lynthalsea's shoulders.

"Good enough," Shay murmured.  He unrolled a scroll and began to read the indecipherable language of magic.

Avari felt her ears pop and her stomach lurch, and they were instantaneously elsewhere.
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I hope ye know what'n The Delver's bag o' tricks yer doin', boyo, DoHeney said to himself as he glanced a final time at Avari waving wildly to him from atop the keep wall.  He waved back, then lost sight of his friends through the storm.  I jist plunked one o' the most powerful artifacts in the world inta the hand o' a wizard who's not only half nutty with power, but about ta step inta a nest o' dark worshipin' maniacs!  I must be daft!

But DoHurley and he had agreed after discussing the matter; the need to quell the tempest of Void essence far outweighed the danger of losing the cornerstones to the dark worshipers.  Shay was intimately familiar with the gems, and could use their power to augment his own, which could make the difference between success and failure.  An’ good luck ta anyone that tries to take them rocks from Shay! he thought direly.

DoHeney squinted nervously into the storm as he guided the refugees in his charge.  With these winds, using the cliffside trail was out of the question.  DoHurley had insisted that all the residents of Refuge don blindfolds once they entered the vale because they would enter Zellohar through a portal known only to the king.  The refugees were not enthusiastic.  But when Irielnea readily allowed her eyes to be covered, the rest complied.  It helped that they had brought all the livestock from Refuge; the residents grasped the tails, manes and ears of the horses, cows, and goats, and the dwarves herded the lot along.

"Pay attention, everyone," DoHurley shouted above the tempest as he halted them about twenty feet from the cliff face.  “I’m gonna open the portal.  When I holler, you dwarves lead everyone in.  Me boys, keep yer eyes on our guests.  You Refuge folk, keep those blindfolds on and yer eyes closed. This here’s a secret entrance.  If ye peek ta see where ye are, I’ll leave ye out here ta freeze ta death!"

Everyone did as requested, and the king of Zellohar went to open the portal.  DoHeney watched his charges carefully; none showed any sign of trying to peek.  After several minutes, he carefully walked backward until he was nearly to the cliff face.

“Hey, what’re ye doin’ here?” DoHurley whispered harshly, though none could hear him over the wind.  DoHeney waved blithely.

“I ain’t lookin’.  Besides, it seemed like ye was takin’ an awful long time ta open this here door.  Is everythin’ all right?”

“I can’t seem ta find the keyhole,” the king admitted as he ran his fingers desperately over the rough stone.  "I've only passed this way once, and that was from the other side!  I know this here signet ring is the key, but I might as well stick it up me arse fer all the good it's doin' me now!"

"Do ye hafta take the ring off ta open the door?" DoHeney asked.

"No, ye don’t,”

"Jist gimme a second then."

DoHeney whirled around, to his uncle’s consternation, and withdrew from his pocket a thin, forked tong decorated with ornate designs.  He tapped it against the stone, then placed the butt of the instrument against his forehead and slowly swept his head in an arc.  Finally he stopped, put the fork away, withdrew a tiny pick and probed an infinitesimal crack, unnoticeable from more than an inch away.  Out popped a thin wafer of stone to reveal an oval-shaped depression.  Within the depression was a bas relief of the signet on the king’s ring.  He heard DoHurley gasp in relief behind him.

“Now git back ta where ye belong!”

DoHeney had quietly repositioned himself just behind the other dwarf guards when DoHurley called out.  

"Okay!  Everyone inside and out o' this infernal wind!"

Where previously there had been a blank cliff face, now there was a passage that would have admitted ten dwarves across. Beyond was a sweeping arc of shallow steps that led up into the shadows.

The caravan moved forward.  When all had passed within, the king gave orders to VerNolen to lead the guests up into the keep.  DoHeney and DoHurley waited for the last of the troop to pass out of sight before speaking.

"Would'a been handy if I'd known o' this when we was goin’ after Darkmist," DoHeney said thoughtfully.

DoHurley chuckled with a wry grin.  "Right now I'd settle fer knowin' how ta close the thing!"

"Well, I suppose that either the ring or the cover will close the door, but yer guess is as good as mine as to which one."

"Well, it's gotta be the cover, then," the older dwarf reasoned, popping the tiny stone wafer firmly back into the depression.  Surely enough, the immense slab began to close.

"How did ye figger that?" DoHeney asked as they moved out of the way.

"Well if ye used the ring, then the keyhole would o' been exposed, and ta hide it someone would o' had ta stay outside.  A good dwarf would never give up a secret so easy, and would never leave a friend behind."  DoHurley shrugged and smiled.  They pulled off their cloaks after the door closed, sealing out the chill wind.  They stood quietly for a moment, relieved to be out of the storm.

“So, ye’d’ve left ‘em out there if they’d seen where the door or lock was,” DoHeney said.

“Aye,” DoHurley averred, studiously studying the wall.

“Because no one but the king can know the location.”

DoHurley nodded.  DoHeney squinted and cocked his head.

“So, how did ye know about the lock?” he asked suspiciously.  “Ye said the secret passes from king ta king, but the king never made it outta Zellohar alive.  We only found that ring on his skeleton in the Great Hall.”

“I passed through here once!  With the king!  And how do ye know he didn’t take me inta his confidence?” sputtered DoHurley.  “I was quite trusted by the king, I was.”

DoHeney stared at his uncle.  “Ye peeked, didn’t ye?”

DoHurley looked abashed.  “Aye.”

DoHeney laughed.  “An’ ye scold me about my errant ways!”

Smiling ruefully, the king clapped DoHeney on the shoulder and they started up the stairs into Zellohar.
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Calmarel sat comfortably before the altar of Xakra, legs crossed, back straight, hands resting lightly on her thighs.  The thin black-silk robe she wore—the traditional garb of those seeking the profane blessings of the Dark Gods—did nothing to ease the chill of the stone floor, but Calmarel didn’t notice.  Her mind was at ease, and she waited patiently for the Rite of Ascension to begin.

Before her, the Tome of Ascension rested on a low lectern crafted of polished bone inlaid with gold and silver; beside it was a small pot of incense as yet unlit.  Beyond the Tome stood the mediator, her arms outstretched toward the towering statue of the goddess, the black lace of her robes spread like a great spider web.  In a circle around her, the council of Xerro Kensho knelt on thin pillows.  Though they played no part in the Rite, they attended as a precaution, just in case...

...just in case I fail, Calmarel thought complacently.  But I won’t fail.  I can’t fail.  She smiled briefly as she considered her previous doubts.  Although she had boasted confidence, always a disconcerting trepidation crept through the darkest recesses of her mind, even as her perverted father crept through the catacombs of Castle Darkmist.  But the little voice that had whispered to her in the night of failure—the inevitably of following in her father’s damned footsteps—had been silenced...silenced by the sound of a baby’s cry.  

Her heart throbbed when she considered her child, such a perfect child.  A gift in honor of the Dark Gods, she thought.  The Dark Gods will adore her, and I, as the mother who brought her to life, will be rewarded.  Calmarel had not one doubt that her appeal would be heeded and the blessings of the Dark Gods bestowed; by tonight, she would be mediator.

She glanced at Lysethra and winked, amused by the look of sanctimonious offence that flashed across her sister’s face.

Ah, sister elder, she thought, no matter how much you preach piety, I’m the one blessed by two gods, and about to be received by the rest.

The mediator turned and loomed over Calmarel.  Bowing her head, Calmarel reached out and laid her hands atop the Tome of Ascension. 

“Let us begin.”

CHAPTER 23

––––––––
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Avari stumbled as the ground shifted beneath her feet, and nearly fell on Hufferrrerrr.  She disentangled her legs from his and moved aside, putting her hands on her knees and lowering her head to try to dispel the dizziness and nausea.  She felt a hand on her shoulder.

“Are you all right, Avari?” Shay asked quietly.  “I should have warned you; transpositioning can leave one feeling disoriented if one is not accustomed to the effects of magic.”

She gulped a deep breath and slowly straightened up.  The group was alone in an alley, but from just around the corner, she could hear a high-spirited party of early evening revelers passing by.  Behind them, the clatter of dishes and aroma of ale and roasting meat wafted from the back door of a tavern.  Her stomach reminded her that she was hungry, despite her sudden nausea.

“Then why isn’t Huffer sick?” she asked petulantly.  The leotaur paused in adjusting his packs and grinned at her.

“His body differs from yours,” Shay said.

“And why didn’t I feel sick when we used those amulets of Darkmist’s?”

Shay looked a bit exasperated.  “I suppose that was a higher quality spell than I cast.  But enough, we must be along.”  As he spoke he had been wrapping and pocketing the gem he carried, then the one Lynthalsea handed to him.  Now he straightened his robes and strode out of the alley.

Avari recognized the area immediately.  In fact, the tavern behind which they had appeared was locally famous for their spicy pork pie.  She and Yen had—  

The memory awakened the pain, and she turned away.  Unfortunately, everywhere she looked Avari saw ghosts of the three months she had spent in the city...with Yen.  Most were good memories: warm and sweet and happy.  She smiled in spite of herself, and automatically turned a corner toward their destination.

“So Avari,” Brok said, “you seem well-acquainted with Fengotherond.  Did you live here?”

"I—"  She knew his question was well-meaning, but it stopped her in her tracks.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the others share furtive glances.  Lynthalsea pulled Brok’s head down to whisper in his ear.

Avari’s thoughts roiled.  How was it that one bad memory—her last memory of Fengotherond—could curdle all the good, like dropping a slice of lemon into a pitcher of cream?  Hufferrrerrr increased his pace and walked by her side, lending silent support.

“Shay,” Avari said as they turned onto a street lined with elegant three-story townhouses.  “I still feel nauseous.  How long does it take for the magic reaction to wear off?”

“Only a few moments, Avari,” he replied.  “It should be gone by now.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” she muttered.  Her unease and the accompanying discomfort had become worse, not better.

They walked to the end of the street and stopped in front of a townhouse with a wide drive along one side.  Although it couldn’t be seen from the street, Avari knew that the drive led back to a courtyard in front of a stable.  Between the house and the stable was a small garden with the sweetest-smelling roses she had ever—

Stop it, she admonished herself.  You know why you left, and it was his fault!  So let’s do what we need to do and get out of here.

She let her anger propel her up the steps, and had already banged the knocker by the time the others had hastened up.  Before she could regret her haste, the door opened.  A butler stood smack in the center of the doorway, apparently well-used to discouraging entrance by the unwelcome.  From beyond him, harp music drifted on the air, along with bursts of laughter and conversation.

“Forgive us,” Shay said in his most obsequious tone.  He stood one step down from Avari and tried to squeeze past her, but she refused to budge.  “We came here to see Captain Thallon, but did not realize that he was entertaining tonight.”

“I see,” said the butler, looking down his nose at them.  “So you will understand when I ask you to come back tomorrow—"

“Is that my husband finally?” called an imperious feminine voice.  Its owner, a rotund lady wearing a revealing yellow gown designed for someone much younger and slimmer, barreled up behind the butler.  When she saw who stood at the door, she scrunched up her face in distaste and asked, “Who are you?”

Avari was about to retort when Shay pinched her hard, and repeated his request.

“Really,” the woman said, looking as if they were a rat her cat had dragged in.  She turned accusingly to the butler.  “Why haven’t you gotten rid of them?  I’m sure Yenjil doesn’t want—“

“Yenjil doesn’t want what?” asked a voice from the hallway behind the butler.  Avari’s knees nearly buckled.

The butler bowed aside and Yenjil Thallon stepped into the doorway.  He wore a dress uniform that complimented his well-conditioned physique, and a polite smile on his face.  Gently but firmly, he turned his guest back toward the celebration inside.

“Lady Cervici, you don’t want to become chilled in the evening air.  I’ll attend to this and be right back to—"

He turned toward his visitors and saw Avari.  His smile broadened and his eyes gleamed.

“Avari!”

At the sound of Yen saying her name so warmly and with such longing, her stoicism faltered.  Only that last, bitter memory kept her from throwing herself into his arms.  She clenched her jaw and hardened her mien.  The tone of his voice also drew Lady Cervici’s attention.  She glanced back, then hurried deeper into the house.

Yen blinked and caught sight of the rest of the party.  Disappointment flashed briefly across his face, then he smiled again and spread his arms in welcome.

“Shay!  Lynthalsea!  And Hufferrrerrr, how are you my old friend!  And you are...” Shay introduced Brok, and Yen stepped to the side, waving them in.  “How long have you been in Fengotherond?  I wish I’d known you were coming, and—"

“Yenji?” called a musical voice from the house, and an absolute vision floated up to Yen’s side, a stunning woman in a pink lace gown with long waves of blond curls cascading over shoulders of perfect pale skin.  She looked like a fancy confection, so sweet it made Avari’s teeth ache.  She smiled warmly at the group, but Avari noticed that the fingers she wrapped around Yen’s arm resembled the grip of a raptor’s talons.

"Elestia," Yen said, looking uncomfortable, “may I present my old and dear friends: Szcze-kon, Lynthalsea, Brok, Hufferrrerrr...and Avari."

“Well!” exclaimed Elestia.  “Any friends of Yenji’s are friends of mine.”  She held out a delicate hand, and Shay bowed low to kiss it.  Blushing demurely, she presented her hand to the others, then turned toward Avari.  “My dearest Avari,” she said slowly, drawing out the name.  "I've heard so much about you.  Welcome.”

Avari sensed the sneer behind the woman’s smile and responded in kind.  She reached out to shake the proffered hand, and perhaps break a few bones, when Shay deliberately bumped her arm and stepped up and in front of her.

"Yenjil, we must speak with you," Shay said in a low urgent tone.  "We have a dire need related to”—he glanced out of the corner of his eye at Elestia, who attended to his every word—“our old friend Iveron.  You remember Iveron, do you not?  Well, suffice to say his family is stirring up a bit of trouble, trouble that makes Iveron’s escapades pale by comparison."

Yen frowned.

“Elestia, would you please go give my regrets to the rest of the guests?  I’m afraid I’ll be busy for a while.”

“But Yenji, if it’s just a family spat you’ll be talking about, I can listen and perhaps—“

“No, Elestia,” he said firmly.  “This is military business.”

“Ahhh,” she said.  “Is that like military correspondence?”

Yen looked at her sharply, but she ignored him and addressed the group.

“Pardon me if I am unable to bid you farewell when you leave, but I must attend to our guests.”  She lifted her cheek to Yen, smiled as he awkwardly kissed it, then tossed a triumphant look toward Avari as she turned to leave.

“If you’d please go to my study,” Yen said, “I’ll be there in a moment.”

“Would that be the study downstairs, Yen,” Avari asked loudly, “or the one upstairs next to your bedroom?”  She smirked when she saw Elestia’s back stiffen.

“Upstairs,” Yen said, trying to hide a smile.
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Yenjil entered the study bearing a tray laden with bottles of wine, glasses, and plates mounded with assorted edibles from the party below.  He placed his burden on the desk and started pouring wine and handing out the glasses.  Each time he turned round, he stole a glimpse of Avari.  She paced before the fireplace, a habit she had when she was agitated, he remembered.  Her long legs made short work of the small room.  He envisioned those legs as they had been in happier times, wrapped around—

“Thank you,” said Brok, and Yenjil realized that he hadn’t let go of the glass the priest was trying to take from him.  He filled the last glass and brought it to Avari, holding it out like a peace offering.  She stared at the glass, then at him; the look she gave him wasn’t peaceful.

“Jundag’s alive,” she said.  For a moment the non sequitur rendered him speechless.  Then he looked at Avari’s eyes, bright with unshed tears, and remembered her tale of their lost friend, and the nights she’d wake sobbing, calling for Jundag.

“Dear gods,” he said softly.  She nodded curtly, but he could tell she was deeply pained.  He longed to take her in his arms and comfort her as he had on so many nights, but her hard stance rebuffed him more solidly than a stone battlement.  “Your dreams...”

“Weren’t dreams,” she said heavily.  “They’re real.  We’ve seen him.”

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered, and his heart ached for her.

“Let me tell you the entire story,” Shay said.  Avari started pacing again, and Yen reluctantly retreated to a chair to listen. 

Twenty minutes later, Yenjil gulped the last of his wine and reflected on Shay’s story.  He hadn’t heard such an incredible tale since his first dinner with Avari more than a year ago, when she’d told him of their pursuit by a Nekdukarr.  Confirmation of that assertion had come quickly, he remembered, when they were attacked by a Shadowknife assassin.  And he had no reason to suspect the veracity of this account; his guests were far too serious, and he had never known Shay to exaggerate.

Shay wrapped up his narrative by saying, “So, interplanar travel is necessary, and we would like to ask your help in procuring the Starstone from Archmage Belregash.  I understand that this may be difficult, but—“

“We’ll steal it if we have to!” Avari declared obstinately.

“I can't believe this!” Yenjil said incredulously.  “That’s the second time this week I’ve heard that threat!”

The reactions of his visitors to this news varied.  Shay’s eyes narrowed and he looked wary, Lynthalsea and Hufferrrerrr looked confused, and the large priest, Brok, looked thoughtful.  Avari crossed her arms and glared like he was mocking them.

“But...” Yenjil said, quirking his lips in a sly smile, “I think I can help.”
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Calmarel recited the ages-old invocation that commenced the Rite of Ascension, her body swaying gently to the cadence of her words.  With the last word of the dark prayer, a flame lit the pot of incense before her, and its pungent vapors rose toward her face.  She inhaled deeply, feeling the sting in her nose, the burn in her lungs.  She welcomed these discomforts—appealing to the Dark Gods did not come without cost—and drew in breath after breath until her throat was raw.  Then all pain ceased, and Calmarel felt a strange lightness sweep through her.

Opening her eyes, she stared down at her corporeal body still seated, still swaying.  She saw Lysethra, her own eyes closed, her lips moving gently as she prayed; the mediator, her stance rigid, her attention focused on Calmarel’s body, alert to any changes that might signal a failed petition; and Druellae Gorgoneye, hiding her boredom with downcast eyes even as she impatiently tapped her fingers.

An icy presence shivered her spine—an odd sensation when in spirit phase—and she felt a tug on her senses.  Turning, she saw a portal, an oval of deepest ebony that radiated the chill of death.  The portal, she knew, led to Limbo, the gateway to the Nine Hells.  Few mortal spirits returned after entering this portal, but Calmarel passed through without hesitation.  The darkness engulfed her as if she were slipping beneath the surface of a cold, dark lake.

Suddenly, Calmarel felt the weight of her body again, the urge to breathe, the myriad sensations that signified life.  Gradually, the absolute darkness waned and she found herself in an infinite twilight.  She heaved a sigh; her spirit was as solid here as her corporeal body in her own world.

Looking down, she saw that she was nude except for her pendant.  This was unexpected, but she admired the logic; most people felt vulnerable unclothed; Calmarel only found it amusing.  Around her stretched a barren, dusty plain, empty save for the endless mass of human and inhuman souls plodding mindlessly toward a swift, dark river that flowed from one horizon to the opposite: the River Oblivion, the border between Limbo and the Nine Hells.

Spanning the river stood an enormous castle supported by twisted legs that splayed erratically, some embedded in one bank and some in the other, and some plunging into the river.  The structure itself loomed like a malformed sculpture, its spires stretching into the sky like the outstretched fingers of a dying man.  A wicked barrier surrounded the base, a twisted miasma of wrought iron bristling with spiked cornices.  From this distance she could just make out the writhing forms of the impaled damned.  Her lips quirked in a smile; she felt right at home.

Calmarel started toward the keep with determined strides, avoiding the shambling dead.  Legions of wan faces looked steadily forward as they trudged toward the river and their eternities of torment beyond.  One by one they walked into the River Oblivion, which stripped their souls of all hope and memory, preparing them to nourish the Dark Gods.

Finally she stood in front of the great gates of the castle.  Kneeling, she clutched her unholy pendant—the bloated spider of Xakra and Pergamon’s thorned chain—before her and bowed forward until her forehead touched the ground.

"Almighty Dark Gods, I come here as a mere mortal to revel in your terrible greatness.  I come here to grovel before your might.  I come here to learn humility and receive punishment as you see fit.  By the Chain of The Punisher and the Web of The Tangler, I humbly beg an audience." 

As the black-iron gates slowly opened, the ground trembled and the hinges screeched an unearthly howl, drowning out the screams of the damned.

Something approached.

Calmarel forced herself to remain still.  Until this moment, she had felt confident, but now, shivers of apprehension coursed through her, increasing with each moment.  She felt the being's power press down on her like a weight, and she fought to remain calm.  Now she felt her vulnerability: naked, unarmed, exposed.  It took all her will to prevent herself from screaming and leaping up to defend herself.  She stiffened as fingers touched her bowed head, then ran caressingly through her hair.

"Look at me, mortal."  The voice was full and powerful.

Calmarel looked slowly up from the ground.  A pair of slender, graceful feet stood before her, extending into lithe legs.  A gossamer robe draped the torso, but its sheerness did nothing to hide the feminine physique beneath.  Her welcomer’s skin was bone white and flawless.  And when Calmarel finally beheld the woman’s face, she thought it the most stunningly beautiful she had ever seen.  So absolutely perfect in form and feature; it had to be...

"Xakra?" Calmarel breathed in wonder.
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“Elestia,” Yenjil whispered in her ear.  “May I speak with you?”

“Of course,” she whispered back with a smile, then excused herself from the guests.

As she walked toward the study ahead of him, Yenjil noticed that she held her head higher than usual, her hips swaying seductively.  She entered the downstairs study and perched herself on the edge of the desk.  Bracing her hands on the desktop close to her sides, she leaned forward attentively, providing him with an excellent view of her lovely cleavage.  For once, it did nothing for him.

“So sorry to have missed your friends,” she said, her manner oozing insincerity.  “Perhaps they’ll visit again sometime?”

Yenjil recognized her ploy.  He’d observed her manner on so many occasions; sympathetic, caring, always ready with a leading question.  It was her way of getting information, which to her equaled power, and she was very good at it.  But he was in no mood to play her games. 

“I’ll be leaving on a military expedition for a while,” he said, not giving her the chance to interrupt.  “I don’t know when, or even if, I’ll be back.  If you choose to pursue a relationship with someone else, someone who isn’t called off at a moment’s notice, I’ll understand.”

“What?” she said through clenched teeth, her voice quite unlike her usual dulcet tones.  “What military expedition?  Is this with ‘dearest Avari’?”

Yenjil’s face hardened.  “Have you been reading my correspondence?”

Elestia pouted and looked down at the desk.  “I was just cleaning your study one day, and I found a crumpled parchment—“

Yenjil sighed.  “Elestia, you never clean.  The maids clean.  But yes, Avari will be one of several going.”

“You can’t just leave me, Yenjil!” she insisted.  “The empress is quite anxious to plan a wedding soon.  You know how she loves that.  And she thinks we make the perfect couple!  Who are we to disappoint Her Highness?  And,” she said quickly, her eyes lighting up, “what about that favor I did you?  Have you so conveniently forgotten that?  It’s only been a few hours—"

Yenjil interrupted impatiently.  “Neither a favor nor pleasing the empress are things to base a marriage on.”  He softened his tone and lifted a hand to her lovely face, his knuckles brushing that perfect skin.  “You’re very special to me, Elestia.  I hope to return, but I can’t promise that I will.  If I do, we can see what becomes of our relationship.  But right now, I have to go away.  I don’t want you be hurt if I don’t come back.”

Tears welled in her blue eyes, but she blinked them back.

“All right,” she said softly.

Yenjil bent to kiss her goodbye, then swept out of the room.
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Jundag stood guard as the baby slept in its tiny crib in Calmarel’s quarters.  It had been several hours since Calmarel had left to perform her Rite of Ascension.  She had been in high spirits, eager to conduct the rite, to begin her own new life as a mediator.  Strangely, he detected in neither her words nor her actions any of the anxiety she had previously shown when discussing the rite.  Something had changed.

He looked down at the baby.  That is it! he realized.  Ever since giving birth, she has talked of the baby as her gift to the Dark Gods.  She thinks they will not refuse her now.

Jundag chuckled without humor; he hoped her assurance was misplaced, and that the Dark Gods saw her for what she was: a hateful, malicious woman who thought only of her own pleasures.  Then he laughed bitterly at himself; his description sounded like just the kind of person the Dark Gods would favor.  Well, time would tell.  Perhaps...she would not return.  For a few minutes, he contemplated a life, or even better, death without Calmarel.  He was weary, and now that the purge had started, he was alone.

A soft gurgle startled him, and he looked down.  The baby had drooled.  Gently, he reached down and wiped her mouth.  No, he thought tenderly, I am not alone. Perhaps there is something to live for.  But if Calmarel dies and I die, what will they do with the baby...my daughter?  With that thought, he settled down to wait for Calmarel’s return...or not.

CHAPTER 24

––––––––
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––––––––

You presume a great deal, mortal," the beautiful woman hissed, gripping Calmarel's hair painfully.  Letting go, she drew her sharp fingernail down Calmarel’s neck, lingered half a heartbeat by the pulsing artery below her ear, then withdrew.  "Were I indeed the Mistress of Chaos, your life would be forfeit for your familiarity."

Calmarel bowed her head quickly, cursing herself for her foolishness; gods do not answer their own doors.  But that revelation gave her courage.  Slipping one foot under her, she stood and eyed her welcomer critically, then smiled.

"You’re a demon—a Fargmir."

"You are astute, mortal,” the Fargmir smirked.  "What is your name?"

"I am Calmarel Darkmist, Second Eldest and Co-Matriarch of Clan Darkmist of Xerro Kensho."

"Is that supposed to impress me?" the Fargmir sneered.

"It’s supposed to answer your question.”

"Very well," the Fargmir hissed with an amused smile as she gracefully waved her hand.  "Follow me."

Calmarel followed the Fargmir through the gate and toward the castle.  The moans of impaled souls rose and fell around them, following in a mournful chorus.  Calmarel might have stopped to enjoy the effect, but considering her earlier gaff, she considered herself lucky to have not already joined their ranks.

The dusty earth beneath her feet gave way to a stone surface, black, shot through with veins of white that squirmed on the edge of her vision like writhing maggots.  The damned-populated iron framework continued beyond the gate, becoming an overhead lattice, an arch of torment.  The corridor forked and split and twisted, and Calmarel became hopelessly disoriented in the maze.  Here and there stone slabs jutted up; these were carved with intricate designs incorporating the unholy symbols of the Dark Gods: the thorned chain of Pergamon the Punisher; the serpent of Seth the Defiler; the bloated spider of Xakra the Tangler; the interlocking crescents of Mortas the Deathless One; and the fiery black sun of Phekkar the Flaming One.  The passage ended in a spiral staircase that curved up beyond Calmarel’s sight.  Her guide started up.

It seemed that they climbed the stairs for hours, Calmarel’s thighs aching, while her guide glided effortlessly upward.  Finally they reached the top and stepped onto a platform.  The platform was in fact the center of a pentagram, and Calmarel gasped as she glimpsed the five infinities of the Dark Gods:  the blazing inferno of Phekkar’s Hades; Agonia, Pergamon's endless dungeon of pain; Malorea, Seth's stinking swamp; the deathless yet always dying land of Mortas’ Necrol; and the limitless web of Discord, Xakra's lair.

The Fargmir stood before the web and spread wide her arms.

"Oh, Mighty Xakra, Mistress of Webs, Creator of Chaos, a mortal requests an audience."

Calmarel peered into the tangled skeins of silk and saw movement.  Something huge and monstrous scuttled through the web, coming toward them.  The tempestuous force emanating from it made the Fargmir’s power seem like a dying breeze.  Calmarel’s blood froze in her veins and her limbs locked, immobilized like a fly in a web.  Only at the last moment was she able to summon the strength to drop to her knees and bow her head, pressing her face to the ground.  Casting one’s eyes upon the Mistress of Webs without permission was tantamount to suicide, with an eternity of suffering as added payment.

"AH, YESSS," sounded a powerful voice, "I HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR YOU, CALMAREL DARKMIST."

Her name reverberating in her ears, Calmarel's heart froze in her chest.  She felt ill with her conflicting emotions: part of her cowered in terror, part exulted at being addressed by her goddess.  The approaching power threatened to crush her, then eased.

"STAND AND LOOK UPON ME, MY CHILD."

Calmarel's heart leapt.  Her legs, acting of their own volition, raised her off the ground even as she raised her eyes to view Xakra.  If she had thought the Fargmir beautiful, Calmarel could find no words worthy of the goddess.  Xakra stood nine feet tall, appearing as a woman of flawless beauty: skin like white marble, lips as red as fresh blood, hair as black as night.  Strands of black silk criss-crossed her skin like a web, thickening to cover certain areas, and thinning to strategically expose others.  Her hands and face were free of the ebon tracery.  Only her eyes were inhuman—two large, lidless spheres, each flanked by three smaller eyes arrayed vertically along her temples.  Their green glow was so hypnotic, Calmarel couldn’t tear her gaze away.

"GOOD!"  Xakra’s smile was punctuated by two-inch fangs.  "YOU ARE BOLD, MY CHILD, AS YOU HAVE ALWAYS BEEN.  THIS WILL AID YOU IN YOUR TASK."

A low chuckle sounded from beside Calmarel, but before she could turn to scowl at the Fargmir, Xakra's claw-like hand shot out.  Two of the goddess' fingers pierced the demon's eyes as she grasped its head.  Drawing the thrashing figure up to her own height, she slowly bent the neck back until it snapped.  The Mistress of Chaos then smiled over the Fargmir's exposed throat at Calmarel, her fangs parting slowly then descending into the soft flesh with a savage snap.  Blood fountained, and Xakra licked her lips in pleasure, then tossed the Fargmir’s body into her web.  Immediately, several huge spiders descended upon it, quickly covering it in silk until it resembled a large grey pillow.  Before vanishing, they hung the Fargmir's corpse from the web to await Xakra's hunger.

"I DO NOT TOLERATE INSUBORDINATION," Xakra warned, "IN EITHER MY SERVANTS OR MY CHILDREN."

Calmarel heard the clank of chains behind her, but she couldn’t take her eyes off of the silk-entombed body in Xakra’s web.  It unnerved her to think that even her mistress’ demons were so thoughtlessly disposed of.  Xakra smiled and looked over Calmarel’s shoulder.

"AH, PERGAMON.  I SEE YOU HAVE COME TO MEET OUR BOLD ONE AFTER ALL."

Chains rattled anew, and Pergamon, Lord of Pain, hove into Calmarel's view.  Thorned chains swathed his hugely muscled body, the barbs digging deep into the bronzed flesh, creating rivulets of blood that streaked the skin from neck to toes.  His face was obscured by a black leather hood clamped tight around the bulging neck by a spiked collar.  The god’s baleful red eyes, smoldering through ragged holes in the hood, weighed down on Calmarel in silent, screaming commentary.  She did not expect him to speak to her; the Lord of Pain never spoke, save to scream out his endless agony.

“SO, CALMAREL DARKMIST, FOR YOUR ACT OF TRANSGRESSION, DO YOU THINK YOU BELONG IN MY WEB, OR IN PERGAMON’S CHAMBER OF TORTURE?

Calmarel’s heart stopped.  Transgression?  Her panicked gaze shot once more to the former Fargmir, then to Xakra’s face.

“My Mistress—"

"SILENCE!" Xakra roared.  Venom dripped from her bared fangs and hissed like acid upon the floor at Calmarel's feet.  "YOU HAVE DIGRESSED FROM OUR PLAN, THOUGH PERHAPS UNKNOWINGLY, AND YOU ARE OF SPECIAL INTEREST TO US, SO WE WILL BE LENIENT.  CORRECT THIS ERROR AND YOU MAY YET ASCEND TO BE MEDIATOR.  THIS WILL BE YOUR TEST.  WHAT SAY YOU?"

Calmarel's confidence, her surety of purpose, her certainty that she was right, melted away.  Confusion tangled her mind, and fear chilled her soul.  She felt as she had when she was a small child, when the sacrifices were being chosen.  On several occasions, she had survived only by hiding within the deepest and dankest crypts in the catacombs.  Only Lysethra, as eldest, was safe from the sacrificial dagger, and how Calmarel had longed for that sanctuary.  But even her deepest childhood fears paled before what she felt now.

"My Mistress, forgive me!  Whatever transgression I have enacted, I will correct it immediately!" 

"SO BE IT," Xakra rumbled, her all-seeing eyes turning to Pergamon for a moment, then narrowing as they shifted back to Calmarel.  "YOU HAVE DILUTED THE BLOOD OF OUR CHILDREN WITH THAT OF A SLAVE—A WORSHIPER OF OUR ENEMIES, THE GODS OF LIGHT—AND BIRTHED AN ABOMINATION."

Calmarel's mind reeled.  How could this be?  She had mated with Jundag to inject strong new blood into Clan Darkmist, to further the glory of the Dark Gods!  How could that be wrong?  And her child—her child was perfect, not an abomination!

"Almighty Xakra, I—"

"YOU WILL END THIS VILE EXPERIMENT AND SACRIFICE BOTH THE CHILD AND ITS FATHER!  ONLY WHEN THEIR BLOOD WETS OUR ALTARS WILL WE CONSIDER YOUR ASCENSION TO MEDIATOR.  WHAT SAY YOU?"

"The slave means nothing to me," Calmarel lied, mindful that she couldn’t hope to deceive the deities.  "I will sacrifice him to you willingly.  But the child has such potential!  I implore you, Great Ones, let me raise the child to worship you as I do, and she will serve you beyond even your limitless imaginations!"

Calmarel cringed as Xakra moved as if to pluck her up as she had the Fargmir.  But Pergamon raised his hand, and the two deities stared at one other as if communing.  Xakra clenched her fists and hissed, spitting venom, but nodded to Pergamon before turning back to Calmarel.

"WE WILL GIVE YOU A CHOICE," the goddess seethed.  "IF YOU SACRIFICE THE FATHER, WE WILL GRANT YOU AN ETERNITY UNTORMENTED.  IF YOU SACRIFICE THE CHILD, WE WILL RETURN TO YOU ALL THE POWERS WE ONCE BESTOWED...AND NOW WITHDRAW."

Calmarel’s knees buckled as she felt the divine link, her ability to invoke the power of her gods, torn from her.  Screaming with the spiritual pain, she crumpled to the ground.

"IF YOU SACRIFICE BOTH, WE WILL CONSIDER YOUR ASCENSION.  NOW LEAVE US, AND THINK WELL UPON YOUR DECISION, CALMAREL DARKMIST."

The world wheeled around Calmarel, sickening her as she plummeted through a dark tunnel down toward her body that yet sat upon the cushion within the circle of the council.

Thrust into her flesh, she reeled, knocking over the pot of incense, but catching herself before collapsing.  Shielded by the veil of her hair, she closed tight her eyes to prevent the tears from betraying her.  Finally she looked up and into the mediator’s eyes.

“I have seen my gods!” she cried, knowing that the woman would mistake her shining eyes for adoration.

“And have they provided you with a task?” the mediator asked gravely.  From the Tome of Rites, Calmarel knew that each supplicant received a task known only to them.

“Yes, Mistress Mediator,” she answered truthfully as she forced herself to her feet.  “Now if you would excuse me, I must meditate to fully comprehend the will of my deities.”

“Very well,” said the mediator.  “When you have completed the task, we shall resume the rite.”

As Calmarel hurried from the room, she considered her choices, and wondered how her triumph had transformed to such a living hell.
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"An’ I say yer the perfect one ta lead this force," declared DoHurley, slamming his palm on the hardwood table.

"With all respect due Yer Majesty," DoHeney argued, eying the high-ranking soldiers and the room's few other occupants apprehensively, "I think ye've taken leave o' yer senses.  I've no experience leadin' troops whatsoever.  If it was takin' a score or so on such a trip, maybe, but we're talkin' about mobilizin' every able-bodied dwarf in Zellohar.  I wouldn't know where ta begin!"

"Bah!  If ye can organize a score, ye can organize an army!" the king countered.  "Wha'd'ye think these fine soldier types'd be comin' along fer anyways?  They're the ones experienced with troops, so ye let 'em do their jobs while ye worry about strategy and tactics.  That's what's gonna make this thing work, not keepin' yer rows and ranks straight, or makin' sure all the boots is polished.  An’ that's why I'm choosin' ye, DoHeney."

"Ye ain't been listenin'?" DoHeney squawked miserably.  "I know did'ly-squat about strategy and tactics!  I'd have me own flanks attackin' one another!"  DoHeney stood and regarded his uncle imploringly.  "Ye know me, DoHur—I mean Yer Majesty.  Ye know I'm more the type ta skulk around in the shadows than stand and fight good and proper.  Why, I'd rather trick me enemy inta fallin' on his own sword than stick 'im wi' one!  What's more, I figger this li'l mob's gonna number pert' near five hunnert.  I wouldn't know what ta do wi' so many.  Why, I ain't even comfortable unless I'm outnumbered!"

"Exactly!" the king said with a grim grin.  "Ye've jist given every reason I could think o' why ye should be the one ta lead.  The one thing this troop needs if it's gonna come back successful, much less come back at all, is ta operate like no military unit normally would.  This attack’s gotta be three things: quick, silent and deadly.  Ye said yerself that yer more likin' ta skulkin' than bashin' yer way through, and that's exactly what yer gonna have ta do, fer ye are indeed outnumbered...by a whole nation!  If this attack is discovered before it strikes the city itself, they'll have time ta organize and they'll exterminate ye.  So ye've gotta be quick ta outrun any rumors o' attack; ye've gotta be silent, ta avoid contact at all times; and ye've gotta be deadly, so that when ye are found out, there ain't no survivors ta go runnin' ta warn 'em."  He paused and fixed DoHeney with a knowing and admiring stare.  "And among this company, I'd say ye are the sneakiest, quietest and deadliest dwarf I know.  Are there any objections ta my appointment of DoHeney ta lead the assault force against the dark-worshipin' scum?"

"Yer bloody right there—"

"Ye don't count!" DoHurley snapped at his unwilling nephew.  "And since no one else has a problem wi' it, ye got the job!"

A raucous cheer of support rang out from those around the table, and DoHeney scowled at them one by one.  In their eyes he saw none of the scorn he supposed would be there, only hope.  These were seasoned veterans here, old war dogs with battle experience.  All his life he had dealt with their snide comments about sneaking and skullduggery, jibes about a sly dwarfling grown into a shifty adult.  Now, apparently, after all these years they were finally seeing the value of his skills.  Well, fine!  If they wanted him to lead them, then he would.  But by the thunder in The Maker's Hammer, I'll do it me own way!

"Okay, then!" he bellowed to quiet the mob.  "If yer so all-fired anxious ta have me as yer leader, then I'll be yer leader."  The group nearly cheered again, but his glare silenced them.

"But I'm warnin' ye, ye ain't especially gonna like it!"  Their proud smiles faded just a bit before he continued.  "First, I want ta leave the lower caverns first thing in the mornin'.  Any who's not ready is left behind ta look after Zellohar and our guests from Refuge.  Second, I want every single one o' them gods-damned hobnailed boots left behind.  The troops'll wear soft leather or nothin' on their feet!  And I want equipment and weapons packed so's not ta rattle like a mule cart full o' pots and pans.  An’ that, too," he added as the grumbling started, “we’ll take no pack animals, so yer carryin’ everythin’ on yer backs.”

Reluctantly, perhaps regretting their previous cheers, they nodded their assent.

"And last, and this is one thing ye missed, Yer Majesty, and the very thing ye all are gonna like least.  There's one more item ye need ta fight them dark-worshipin' worms, and that's magic."  The soldiers' eyes bulged like eggs on a plate.  "We'll be takin' along every single wizard from Refuge that’s willin' ta go, and every priest from both there and Zellohar.  They'll slow us a bit, but I got a feelin’ we'll be needin’ 'em once we get there.  Any questions?"

"What about provisions?" one commander asked gruffly.

"Each soldier carries one week's cold rations.  The priests can provide food fer most, and much better'n we could bring anyways.  That'll also save time, fer ye only need one such meal a day.  Anythin' else?"

Silence reigned.

"Good."  DoHeney rocked from heel to toe and regarded his now-less-enthusiastic lieutenants critically.  "I want ye ta give me all the information ye can, and all the ideas ye think of along the way, but my final decision will be jist that: final.  Understand?  Now, there's gonna be a lot o' ways ta end up dead on this trip, so let's try not increase anyone's chances o' takin' the big sleep unnecessary like, okay?"  There was a unanimous agreement among the soldiers.  "Good.  Now, ye got 'til mornin', so I guess ye all got yer work cut out fer ye.  I'll take care o’ organizin' the priests and wizards, so ye need not worry yerselves over that.  If there're any problems, I'll be in me quarters."

The dwarves filed out, discussing tasks and duties, leaving the king and his newest captain staring solemnly at one another.

"I hope yer right about this," DoHeney warned sternly, still displeased with his conscription.

"I am," DoHurley answered.  "And ye know it dern well."
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Well, Avari grudgingly admitted to herself, being with the Captain of the Guard does expedite things.  But she hadn’t felt that way an hour ago.

After his mysterious pronouncement that he could help them, Yen had left them cooling their heels in the study, commanding them to eat and rest while they could.  Avari had munched on a few of those air-filled pastries that had so annoyed her when she lived here, and had just vowed to starve before eating another when a servant brought more substantial fare: rare roasted beef, loaves of hearty brown bread, and spicy horseradish.  Her favorites, which of course Yen knew.  She had steeled herself—If he thinks he’ll be forgiven by plying me with food—and dug in.  But she had worked herself into a state of self-righteous impatience by the time he returned a half hour later.

“I have a carriage waiting to take us to the palace,” he announced.  Avari saw him glance at her plateful of crumbs and smile, and she pushed the offending stoneware aside.

“To the Starstone?” she asked skeptically.

“To the Starstone,” he replied.

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”  He had seemed quite confident that they would get the artifact, despite Borgland’s warnings that they’d need a miracle to pry it out of Belregash’s clutches.

“If you’re just saying this to—”

“Avari,” he said, “I’m not lying, but if you want to stand here and argue about it...”

It had only taken another half hour to travel to the palace, breeze through the guard stations—“Yes, sir, Captain, sir, and hello, Miss Avari!  Are you back with us for good this time?”—and arrive at the wing that housed the Royal Retinue.

Yen rapped smartly on a door etched with arcane runes, and after a moment they heard what sounded like a rumble of thunder approaching from inside.

“What’s the meaning of this intrusion?” grouched Feldspar as he opened the door, his hair askew as if he had slept on it wrong.  “I was taking an after-dinner nap, and—  Captain!”  Immediately his eyes grew wide and he put out his hands as if to grab Yen.  “Do you have it?”

Yen chuckled.  “I have it, Feldspar.  But—“

“Oh, that wonderful woman!  Please, give her my regards, my good wishes, and, hell, give her a bag of gold!  Well, bring it in, bring it in!”

Feldspar suddenly spied the rest of the group behind Yen, and his gaze fell on Avari.  To her surprise, Feldspar grew even more excited.

“Avari!  Avari, you’re back!  Oh, Yenjil, I knew you’d find someway to get into her good graces again!  Now perhaps you’ll stop moping around like a lovesick—"

The captain pushed Feldspar back into the room and motioned the others to follow.  

“Where is it?” Feldspar asked after shutting the door.  “I’ll get Voncellia, and we’ll—"

Yen held up his hand.  “I must talk with all of you first, and you have to agree to do things my way.”

Avari’s hackles rose.  “Don’t you start ordering us—"

Shay put a calming hand on her arm.  “Yenjil, what is going on?”

Yen pulled a velvet bag out of his pocket, undid the strings, and held up the contents.  It was a beautiful cut-crystal star with twelve points, each a different hue.  For a long moment, “oooohs” and “aaaahs” were the only sounds.

“The Starstone,” breathed Feldspar as he reached to grasp it.

Shay looked on warily.  “Why do you want the Starstone?”

“It seems,” Yen said with a smile, “that two groups have reached the same conclusion by different means.  Shay, Avari’s dreams and visions of Jundag led to your discovery of the fortress in Pytt.  Master Feldspar and the Royal Retinue were pursuing a means to save the life of their friend, and discovered the same fortress.  Both of you wanted the Starstone, and you both came to me.  And Elestia...well, she has the ear of the empress and, to make a long story short, Belregash was persuaded to loan us the Starstone.  So I suggest you join forces to solve this problem and rid the world of these storms of Void essence.”

“Storms of Void essence?” Feldspar exclaimed.  “What in Hades are you talking about?”

Yen smiled again.  “I think we have a lot of filling in to do.”

Brok watched quietly as Shay and Feldspar briefly updated each other on the information each had about the fortress in Pytt, as well as other applicable details such as Jundag’s captivity and the sisters Darkmist.

“The Royal Retinue had already decided that Voncellia here,” Feldspar indicated his colleague who had shown up not five minutes after he had sent a messenger for her, still stuffing various odds and ends into the numerous pockets of her voluminous robes, “and I would to travel to Pytt to gather information.  From there, we would determine the next step.  From what you’ve told us, I think we should forget the information and just destroy the place!”

“After getting Jundag out,” Avari said sternly.

“Of course, after getting Jundag out,” Feldspar conceded.

“All right then!” Yenjil said, clapping his hands and standing.  “We have a means of transportation,”—he pointed to the Starstone that Feldspar held possessively—“we have supplies,”—he pointed to the provisions he had had delivered and that Hufferrrerrr was presently portioning out for each traveler to carry—“and we have a destination.  Anything else?”

Brok rose; his size was enough to bring him everyone’s attention.  “I have a few concerns that need to be addressed before we go anywhere.  Avari, please sit down and hear me out. I know you are anxious to leave, but unless we want this mission to fail before it even starts, we must plan ahead.  I think you will share my concerns once I have outlined them.  Lynthalsea has told me the tale of your retrieval of the cornerstones and defeat of Iveron Darkmist, a great achievement in planning and execution.  However, this journey will be like nothing you have experienced in this world, as it will not be in this world.  As a priest, much of my study has been of worlds beyond our own, other planes of existence or, as some may be called, heavens and hells.  My studies were not academic, as were those of your friend, Master Braelen”—he nodded to Feldspar and Voncellia—“but spiritual.  However, they have allowed me to see several problems with the plan as it stands.” Brok noted the sharp look that Shay threw him and privately sighed at the need to placate a bruised ego at such a dire time.

“Master Shay also is a learned priest, but the problem is close to the heart for him—he was friends with Jundag—whereas I can stand back and observe objectively.”  He noted Shay’s grudging acceptance of his words, and thanked Thotris for Lynthalsea’s sake, that the recalcitrant half-elf would not force his sister to choose sides.  He continued.  “Our destination is the fortress in Pytt, correct?”

Several heads bobbed in unison.

“All right.  First: The shielded fortress is floating, and undoubtedly has magical protections that will prevent the Starstone from transporting us directly inside the shield.  Therefore, we must have a means of staying aloft until we can penetrate the shield.”  He noted several faces fall as they considered that basic fact, but continued on.

“Second: We need a means to penetrate the shield.  And third: Pytt is Draco’s lair and, as we saw in the scrying, home to thousands of dragons, spirit or no.  Borgland specifically mentioned that Draco is reluctant to grant permission to enter his realm, just as any deity is proprietary when it comes to their heaven or hell.  So unless we want to fight enemies on two fronts, we need to consider requesting permission to enter Pytt.”

Everyone looked disheartened, and Brok sat.  Lynthalsea reached out and squeezed his hand, and her warm touch comforted him.  As much as he hated to be the bearer of bad news, there was no avoiding these concerns.  It seemed that everyone had been so excited about the role of the Starstone in the big plan, they had forgotten the little lethal details.

Feldspar cleared his throat violently.  “Voncellia and I had planned to observe from outside the shield initially, and determine if we would be able to somehow pass through, perhaps on a future visit.  We were to be levitated and invisible.  But for all of us, and to do what we want to do now, that plan won’t work.

“Noooo,” groaned Avari as she hid her face in her hands.  Brok pitied her; the poor woman had had one obstacle after another thrown at her in her quest to free her friend.  But the larger plan was no less important.  The rest of the companions were quiet.  Brok deliberated, casting through his memories to see if he knew of any dragon worshiper who might supply them with an introduction.  But dragon worshipers were almost as rare as dragons, and to get an introduction, one must—

“Wait!” he said.  “A dragon!  You encountered a dragon in your search for the cornerstones.  DoHeney tried to bargain with it, if I recall that part of the tale correctly.”

“Yes,” Lynthalsea said.  “When it took us to Zellohar.  I was unconscious the whole time, thank the gods.”

“And you, Avari!  You stood up to it—“

“And nearly got cut in half!”

“But you did, and dragons respect courage and strength.”  He was warming to the idea now.

“DoHeney said that the dragon felt betrayed by Darkmist,” Yenjil reminded, “and Feldspar and I saw it seek revenge by destroying Darkmist’s army.  Which, by the way, saved my own troops, Eloss be praised.”

“So,” Shay said, picking up on the thread that they were weaving into a plan, “it might be willing to extend that revenge to Darkmist’s sisters!  If the Dark God worshipers’ plan succeeds, it won’t spare the dragons; they will all die, too.  And the dragons in the scrying were attacking the fortress shield, so it seems that Draco does not appreciate their intrusion into his realm.  Yes, this could work!”

Voncellia looked around with a daze expression.  “I cannot believe you are suggesting that we ask a dragon for a favor.”

“Let’s do it!” Avari said as she stood up and grabbed Gaulengil and her pack, her enthusiasm restored.

Shay surprised Brok with his look of considered regard and his words.  “Thank Brok here for the suggestion."  He nodded to Feldspar and Voncellia.  "If it doesn't get us roasted, it may help us deal with all three of his points: staying aloft, breaking into the shield, and getting permission to enter Pytt.

“We need to speak with Phlegothax.”

CHAPTER 25

––––––––
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DoHeney stifled a yawn; he had been up all night answering questions from his commanders, and consulting with DoHurley, Irielnea and UrMae.  The few times he chanced to lay down for a nap, the nervous buzz in his mind had prevented sleep.  But now, as he inspected the troops arrayed before him, his fatigue fled in the face of his pride at the phenomenal progress they had made in just one night.

The dwarven troops—near seven hundred of them—stood stiffly at attention.  Dark cloaks covered their polished armor, their weapons were darkened with soot, and all wore high, soft boots.  They weren't just ready, they were ready his way!

Tucked within the safety of each of the dwarven companies were the wizards from Refuge.  They had readily admitted that, due to their sedentary lifestyles, most were in no shape to keep up with the hardy dwarves on the march.  Therefore, they had devised a scheme to maximize their effectiveness and minimize their hindrance.  Using a simple spell designed to carry baggage, they would levitate cloaks, and half of the wizards would sit upon them to rest, sleep, or study.  Their compatriots would tow the floating cloaks behind them.  Prael had assured him that it would more than double their speed while using only about a tenth of their magical power.  Each pair of wizards was assigned a Refuge priest or priestess, while the dwarven clerics were scattered among the column.

"A right smart-lookin' outfit ye got there," DoHurley complimented.

“Ain’t it now!” DoHeney beamed, nodding thanks to the five scarred old warriors who, along with Prael to consult on arcane matters, comprised his command staff.  "They've done wonders in only a night's time.  We’re jist about ready ta set off."

“I wish I was comin’ with ye—“

“Ye know someone’s gotta stay at Zellohar,” DoHeney said.  “Who else’s gonna keep all them secrets known only to the king?”  He winked as DoHurley’s frown quirked into a smile.

“Good luck, and may Tem bless you and your task,” said Irielnea.  DoHeney thanked The Delver he had been able to persuade her to stay with DoHurley to organize those remaining at Zellohar.  Shay and Lynthalsea would never forgive him if he got their mother killed in an assault on the city of the Dark Gods.

"Let’s git this show on the road!" UrMae shouted as she bustled up and clapped her hands on DoHeney’s and DoHurley’s shoulders, nearly knocking their heads together with the force of her affection.  "Cheer up, laddies!  We're gonna spill some dark-worshiper blood!"

UrMae’s breastplate was impressively molded to shield her stout torso, and chainmail hung to her elbows and knees.  A spiked mace and a hammer swung at her hips, and talismans, holy symbols and lucky crystals draped about her waist.  Loops of her braided grey locks dangled from under her horned helm.

DoHeney sighed; this was another argument he hadn’t looked forward to.

"UrMae, ye can't—"

"Be stopped from goin' on this trip.  Aye, yer jist right, laddie."  She hitched up her weapons and chucked him on the shoulder with numbing force.  "Now let's git on our way.  We got a lot o' leagues ta cover, ye know!"

With a swirl of her dark cloak, she strode to the troops and began slapping shoulders and grasping hands.  DoHeney opened his mouth to protest until he saw the light of confidence and joy that spread among the troops in the priestess' wake.  She was ancient, true, but all those years with the Earth Mother's power flowing through her veins made her the most powerful of all the clerics in the company.  Besides, every dwarf loved her and drew strength from her; that alone made her indispensable.  He turned to DoHurley and saw his own thoughts mirrored.

"Well, I guess we’d better be off!"

"I guess ye better, lad."  He grasped DoHeney’s hands firmly.  "May The Maker's hand protect ye."

DoHeney smiled his thanks and watched as his troops started filing out of the cavern into the dark tunnels that would take them to the dark-worshipers’ city...perhaps to their deaths.   He suppressed a shudder as he remembered that he was no longer only out for himself; many destinies rested in his hands.

“May The Maker protect us all..." he prayed quietly.
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Avari rose slowly toward consciousness, smiling as she smelled Yen’s distinctive scent.  I wonder, she thought with a smile, if we’ll go riding today, perhaps to the—  The sound of a door closing and Feldspar’s harsh whisper broke her semi-dream state and she bolted upright as she remembered where she was and what they were supposed to be doing.

“Whoa,” said Yenjil gently from his seat beside her.  He held out a cup of tea and pointed to a tray of bread, butter, and cold meats.  “We’re nearly ready to leave.  Have a bite to eat; you’ll be needing your strength.”

Avari opened her mouth to refuse his offer, then realized that he was right.  She sipped the tea; sweet with honey and no milk, just as she liked it.  Heaping some meat onto bread, she took a bite, then asked, “What time is it?”

“Nearly morning,” Yenjil answered as he prepared his own fare.  “I’ve prepared advisories for the emperor and sent them by slow messenger,” he smiled, “to arrive after we’ve gone, so there will be no interference from that quarter.  And Feldspar has just returned from consulting with the others of the Royal Retinue.”

They sat for several minutes in silence.  Yenjil seemed uncomfortably close and Avari wanted to move away from him, but since there was no place for her to go without sitting in someone else’s lap, she remained where she was.

“I hear you started a horse farm at the White Cliffs," he said.

"Who told you that?" she asked suspiciously, drawing a chuckle from him.

"I’m not sending spies after you," he assured her.  "I spoke with one of the dwarves from the White Hills, who mentioned that a mad woman with a huge black horse had contracted them to lay the foundation for a ranch house and several buildings.  He also mentioned a strange cat-man with the woman, which cinched it."

Suddenly, Avari wanted to tell him all about Searest, how the air smelled of pine and salt air; how the horses raced along the fence toward the tree line for the very joy of running; how everyone gathered after a long, hard day to eat together and laugh and talk.  And how, despite her beloved employees and Huffer’s loyal friendship, she still missed his voice, his conversation, his warm body beside her at night.

"I’d love to see your new home some time," he said, trying to catch her eye, “and your horses.”

"I'd invite you," she said coldly as she recalled every ugly word of their final argument, steeling her resolve before she did something she would later regret, "but I wouldn't want you to get dung on your shoes."

"I—" Yenjil began, but Feldspar had returned; it was time to go.

––––––––

Feldspar hitched the straps of his pack tighter and winced as his shoulder ached.  “I’m getting too old for this crap!” he muttered, although, he admitted to himself, he wouldn’t miss this trip for the world.  “We’ll see, Braelen my old friend, just what fascinated you about the other planes.”  Aloud, he continued.  “Where will we find our intended guide?”  He looked expectantly at the group.

“We first saw him at Zellohar,” Avari said.  “But he’s not there anymore.”

"My guess is that we will find him at Mjolnir Falls,” Shay suggested.  “We also met him there, and it seemed to be a likely dragon habitat: secretive, well protected, plenty of room.”

"Good.  We can use the Starstone to get there, albeit in a roundabout way.  The artifact is intended for interplanar travel, not intraplanar, so we’ll have to skip through a nearby plane.  I suggest the plane of air; it’s much more hospitable than earth, water, or fire.  But first I want to show you all how to operate the Starstone."

"Can we do this without a long lecture?" Avari sighed.

"Don’t sass me, young lady," Feldspar scolded as he shook a finger at her.  “Let’s see what happens when I’m dead and you don’t know how to work this thing to get yourself home!”

Avari grinned and muttered, “Now that’s the Feldspar I know and love.”

"Well!” Feldspar said, feeling uncommonly pleased.  It heartened him to see her here, despite her continued animosity toward Yenjil.  If they survived this, he planned to ask Kenrah if she still dabbled in love potions.  He cleared his throat and continued, stifling a satisfied smile.  “Now, multiple persons can be transported from plane to plane with minimal effort.”  He laid the Starstone in the palm of his hand for all to see.

“To be transported, everyone must have some sort of contact with whoever’s controlling the Starstone.  You don’t have to touch flesh, just touching clothing or a pack or even the next person in line is sufficient.  Travel is initiated by grasping the appropriate point of the crystal and saying the word of activation.”  He spent a couple of minutes explaining the use of the different hues, and making them repeat the activation word.

“You don’t think this will react badly with the cornerstones, do you?” Avari asked Shay.

Feldspar's eyes snapped up.  “You have the cornerstones with you?”

Shay cast an annoyed look at Avari.  “I carry two of the gems.”

“Let me know things like that!” Feldspar said irritably.  “By The Maker, you can’t just expect that everything will be hunky dory when you’re dealing with magic of this magnitude!  Cross reactions can be tricky.  And if you’re holding a cornerstone, you probably don’t want to be the one activating the Starstone.”

“I do not see a problem with—“

“If you don’t see, then you’re not looking!”  Feldspar was exasperated.  They hadn’t even started out yet, and he saw that he was going to have to keep a close eye on this half-elf half-priest half-wizard.  “Don’t tell me what’s what!  I’ve been working magic—and only magic—since before you were born.  The cornerstones likely won’t be a problem if I’m working the Starstone, but they’ve got to be considered.  Now everyone grab someone else and say a little prayer, and we'll see if this thing actually works."

"You mean you don't even—"  Avari's protest was cut short as they vanished in a swirling tornado of shimmering light.

––––––––

"—know if the damn thing wor—Holy Eloss!"

Avari's curse mingled with the panicked shrieks of the rest of the companions.  Feldspar was confused for a moment, then looked “down.”  Down was relative to the position of his feet, however, because here on the plane of air there was nothing solid as far as the eye could see.  Only Voncellia and Brok remained floating by his side.  Below his feet, the rest of the companions fell in a tangled bundle, holding on to each other for dear life.

"Wait!" Feldspar shouted.  "There's no 'down' here!  Just—  Oh, blast it!"

He quickly rummaged in his pocket, then cast a pinch of wool toward his plummeting friends.  A wide mesh of netting appeared beneath them, and they all landed safely inside.  As he, Voncellia, and Brok maneuvered to them, he deliberately did not tell them that the net was only an illusion; without belief, they’d slip right through.

"I’m sorry, I’m sorry," he apologized.  “I didn’t think to warn you.”

"It's taught us a lesson," Voncellia said as she looked irritably at her colleague.  "Not all of us share the same knowledge.  What one sees as perfectly normal may send another into a panic.  Now let’s get out of here before the locals stop by to see what the ruckus is!"

“Locals!” exclaimed Hufferrrerrr.  His eyes were wide and the strain evident as he tried to avoid clawing his friends while hoisting himself into a position he thought was upright in the net.  “How are there being locals in the middle of the air?”

"Everyone grab on again.  I’ll transport us directly to Mjolnir Falls now."  Feldspar looked around at the clutching group, then at the Starstone in his hand.  "All right, now brace yourselves.  The return of weight can be disorienting."

He activated the Starstone, and the swirling tornado of light grabbed them from midair and deposited them abruptly at Mjolnir Falls.
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Phlegothax stirred restlessly as his dream of flight transformed into a nightmare of servitude.  He was chained to a rock spire as a sinister figure strode toward him from the shadows, cloak billowing, red eyes glowing.  As it neared, he saw that the eyes stared out from a demon helm.  It was the Nekdukarr.  Phlegothax hissed as Iveron Darkmist held out his hand, which glowed with a blood-red light.  But, it wasn’t his hand that glowed, it was the ruby in his palm: a cornerstone.  Its power shivered the air, catching the rhythm of his heart and forcing it to beat in time.  Harder and harder it pulsed, then the Nekdukarr spoke words of magic, and the world exploded.
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The click of the door handle woke Jundag and he leapt into a crouch before the crib, a long iron brazier stand held at guard before him.  Calmarel entered, but it was Calmarel as he had never seen her before.  Her long black hair straggled down her back and hung limply around her face.  She spun around and slammed the door, her movements quick and jerky.  As she neared him, he saw that her eyes were red.  Before he could comprehend what might have occurred, she slapped his face with all her strength.

"Put that down!"  Her voice was shrill, almost panicked.  "Stand there and be silent!"

As always, he accepted the abuse; he had no choice.  Putting the brazier aside, he stood silently while she advanced on the baby.

Excited gurgles erupted from within the crib when she looked in, and he saw her shoulders slump.  She gripped the side of the crib until her knuckles blanched, then slowly released her hold, reached in, and lifted the baby.  Without a word, she retreated to the bed, pulled open her robe, and held the baby to her breast.  While the child suckled, Calmarel rocked gently back and forth.  It was difficult for Jundag to see into the shadows that draped the bed, but he would have sworn that she wept.

CHAPTER 26

––––––––
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Avari gripped Gaulengil’s hilt as she scanned the curtain of icy water that shielded the cave behind Mjolnir Falls.  Shay stood beside her, his expression calm, his hand extended toward the falls, the diamond cornerstone in his palm.  She could still feel the pressure of the magical pulse he had sent out from the gem.  Feldspar stood to Shay’s other side, a grim look on his face, but a twinkle in his eye.  Yenjil stood beyond Feldspar, his sword also drawn.  The others were hidden nearby, ready to attack should need be.

“I never expected last night,” the old wizard chuckled, “that I’d be begging a favor of a dragon before breakfast.  That’s what I love about getting out into the field; anything can happen!  Quick thinking, that’s the key to—”

Avari never learned what quick thinking was the key to, for the falls erupted in spray as Phlegothax blasted through.  The dragon flew directly at them, wings billowed like a ship's sails, its huge maw gaping wide.  Her heart skipped a beat and she expected to be roasted alive, despite the shimmering shield that Voncellia had erected around them.

Apparently the dragon saw the shield, for it snapped its jaws closed and glared at them with eyes as red as burning embers, then thundered past and soared over the lake.  The trees bent with the wind of its passage as it banked and wheeled around.  It landed upon the shore a short distance away, far enough that a sword could not reach it, but close enough that it could stretch out its sinuous neck and pluck one of them off the ground with its jaws.

"Speak, bearers of two cornerstones," Phlegothax said, its voice grating like mill stones.  Its fetid breath washed warm over them, and Avari wondered what type of meat it was stuck between its saber-like teeth.  "Your possession of the gems means one of two things: either you are better thieves than I expected, or the Nekdukarr is no more."

"Darkmist is dead, Phlegothax," Shay said gravely.  "We destroyed him."

Avari wondered if dragons could detect lies, because really, Darkmist had destroyed himself by holding two cornerstones.  But Phlegothax didn’t condemn them as liars, though its eyes glinted and it huffed as if laughing.

"So why do you disturb me?" the dragon asked.  "To present the gems to me as thanks for saving your pitiful army?"  It glared now at Yenjil, who stared sternly back, but remained silent.  “Or do you think to use their power to frighten me into helping you steal the other two?”  Caustic spittle dribbled from its mouth to smolder on the ground between its tremendous forepaws.

Shay hesitated but a second, then replied in a smooth voice.

"We come to ask for your aid against a common foe, Phlegothax.  For if the children of the Dark Gods succeed in their current plot, we are all doomed."  He swept his arm wide.  Far to the south, the sky looked bruised in the early dawn light.  But Avari knew from her father’s stories that a dragon’s vision was keen, and from the narrowing of Phlegothax’s eyes, she knew it saw the great black tendrils of the burgeoning storm.  "The worshipers of the Dark Gods seek to eradicate all life from the surface world by releasing Void essence into our world.  There is no way to fight this storm, save to destroy its source."

"Void essence?" the dragon asked skeptically.  It craned its neck and tilted its head to better assess the distant darkness.  "That is insane!  How could this be accomplished?"

"The dark worshipers have constructed a great stronghold at the nexus of the Eighth Hell and The Void.  They channel Void essence through a portal into our world."  Shay paused.

"The Eighth Hell...Draco's Lair," the dragon rumbled, curling its lips back from shiny fangs.  "You seek my aid to travel there."

"We have a means of travelling there, great Phlegothax,” Feldspar said eagerly as he held out the Starstone, oblivious to Shay’s cringe of annoyance at being overstepped, “but we feel that it would be prudent to request permission to traverse Draco’s realm.  That’s where you come in."

"And if I refuse?"

"We will go anyway," Shay said quickly, "though our chances of success will greatly diminish, as will the probability of survival for all beings that dwell upon the surface of this world.  Even dragons,” he emphasized, “are not immune to the effects of Void essence."

"What do you offer in exchange for my assistance?  Perhaps...a cornerstone?"

Avari saw Shay stiffen.  Oh, no you don’t, she thought as she jabbed Gaulengil’s hilt into his side.  He flinched away from her prod, but looked the dragon in the eye.

“We will need the cornerstones to destroy the dark- worshipers’ fortress.  What happens after that...” he shrugged.  “I can, however, offer you further vengeance for your betrayal by the Nekdukarr.  Darkmist’s sisters are key players in this plot to destroy the surface world.”

Avari hoped once again that the dragon couldn’t detect Shay’s half-truths and speculations.  The beast watched them for a long moment, stared toward the dark storm, then looked directly toward the hiding places of their friends.  So much for trying to trick a dragon, she thought.  The hairs on the nape of her neck rose as the dragon looked at her and cocked its head.

“I believed that I had killed you,” it said.

Holding Gaulengil in one hand, she pulled up her linen shirt and chain mail, exposing the long scar across her torso.

“I don’t die easily.”

Again Phlegothax huffed and turned slightly.  The scales of its hide were askew where they had regrown over a long, straight scar that ran down its left flank and leg.

“Neither do I.”

Avari shifted Gaulengil back to ready—Do dragons hold grudges? she wondered—but her tension eased as the dragon sat back on its haunches and crossed its wickedly taloned forepaws in an attitude of repose.

“What is our plan?”  Phlegothax rumbled.
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"Git this damned thing closed!" DoHurley howled over the tempest, lending his shoulder to the great doors to the outer courtyard.  Silently he cursed MurFindle and the other elders.  Upon returning from Refuge, he had been so busy organizing DoHeney's assault force, he had neglected to give the order to seal Zellohar Keep against the storm. Not until a messenger mentioned the Void essence in the outer courtyard did he realize that the keep was still open to the elements.  He would have thought that someone—namely one of the elders—would have taken the initiative in his absence.

When confronted, MurFindle had just sneered, "But that's the king's job, sire".

The thick iron hinges squealed like swine being slaughtered.  The plummeting temperatures had nearly frozen the metal, and it took the strength of twenty stout dwarves to shove the doors ponderously closed.

“Come on!  Almost there.  PUSH!”

DoHurley smiled at the sound of Irielnea’s encouragement.  She had insisted on accompanying them to the upper level, and despite her seemingly fragile beauty, she excelled as a taskmaster, and the dwarves obeyed her as readily as if the king himself gave the orders.  She now helped by holding a torch beneath the hinges to warm them.  The torch sputtered in the wicked gusts that howled through the crack between the doors.  Outside, black lightning and unearthly thunder lashed nonstop, and wisps of Void essence swirled through the courtyard.  Several outbuildings had already collapsed, their support timbers shattered by the black essence.

As the edges of the doors finally met, a tiny tendril of Void essence floated through and touched the arm of a guardsman.  The dwarf wailed in pain and terror and fell back.

“Don’t stop!” bellowed DoHurley to his fellows, a couple of whom hesitated at the horrible cry.  “Irielnea—"

“I have him!” the elf called as she pulled the injured dwarf back with one hand while thrusting the torch at the Void essence.  The wooden torch disintegrated, but the essence vanished with it.

The doors boomed closed.

“Throw the bars!” DoHurley yelled as he strode toward his injured guard.  Irielnea was helping the dwarf to sit while she gently held what was left of his arm.  A blackened and withered stump of flesh protruded from a singed linen sleeve, both looking as if they had been incinerated.  Only the arm of his chainmail remained whole, the metal blackened but still solid.

“So it takes out wood an’ cloth an’ flesh, but not metal so much,” DoHurley muttered as he looked toward the iron doors and nodded.  “Nor stone.”  He placed his hand against the wall beside the door, hissed in shock, and pulled back.  “It certainly cools it down, though.”  Hoarfrost was already forming on the doors and the stone casement around them.

"We’re evacuatin’ this level!" he called to his men.  "Ye fellers do a quick search ta make sure we don’t leave anyone behind, then meet us at the stair.  Now off wi' ye!"

As the guards scurried off into the gloom, DoHurley turned to help Irielnea with his injured kinsman.  

“Here’s one o’ UrMae's special 'lixers, DorFeenen.  I been bunged up pretty bad, an’ they always put me right as rain.”  He pulled a little vial from his pocket and held it to the dwarf’s pale lips, made him drink its contents down.  DorFeenen’s face flushed with color, his breathing eased, and his eyes cleared.  But the flesh of his withered arm remained blackened.  DoHurley frowned in dismay, but he gave his voice a hearty air.  "We'll have ye standin' post by mornin'."

“We had best leave so we can get him warmed by a fire,” Irielnea suggested.  They helped the wounded dwarf to stand and ushered him down the corridor.  At the stairs to the lower levels, they handed off their charge to two stout guards.

DoHurley looked around hesitantly, postponing the moment when he’d be forced to retreat down the stairs.  He couldn’t wait long; the air temperature was dropping steadily.  Normally the thick, insulating stone of the mountain maintained a pleasant temperature in the keep, summer or winter.  But now the air was already frigid, as was the rock around them. 

"Well, I guess there's no puttin' it off any longer," he said, grinding his teeth in frustration.

"It feels like the mountain is freezing right down to its roots," Irielnea said, the first hint of worry tingeing her voice.

"Not to worry, lass.  The deepest caverns always stay warm.  It’s the heat o’ the volcanic vents, though I prefer ta think o’ it as the warmth o’ the Earth Mother’s womb," he chuckled in an attempt to lighten the mood.  It pleased him when Irielnea smiled her thanks.

"We best seal these doors quick, before we freeze solid.  If anythin'll keep this storm out, these doors oughta do it."

Irielnea ran her slim fingers over the rune-etched metal of the doors.  "Will there be any magic in the doors without the cornerstones to empower the spells?"  She had heard all the stories of the door and its cornerstones.

DoHurley patted the doors affectionately.  The black metal was cool, but far from freezing.

"Our priests've been workin' on that very thing fer near a year, lass.  Some o' the mountain's own strength is channeled inta these doors now.  No need fer the cornerstones, jist the activatin’ words, known only to meself and a few others."  He gazed at the doors, thinking back to the last time they were locked shut.  Hopefully, this time they would not stay closed for quite so long.

"Come on, lads, down the stairs wi’ ye!  Ye two, close them doors first!"  As the two guardsmen closed the doors, DoHurley marveled at the dwarven craftsmanship that allowed the doors to move with surprising ease for their mass.  The guards tromped down the stairs, and only DoHurley and Irielnea remained.  The king of Zellohar stepped up and placed his signet ring against the thin seam between the doors, then softly said the phrase to activate the magical barrier.

Crimson fire traced the runes, then died, leaving them in the sputtering light of a single torch.

"Well, that's it.  We best git walkin'; it's a long ways down, and I don't want ta be late fer supper."  Despite his jest, DoHurley shuddered with worry.  It was one thing to lock oneself inside against an enemy attack, but quite another to lock oneself away against the end of the world.

CHAPTER 27

––––––––
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––––––––

Calmarel stood just inside the archway that led out toward the shield wall.  Not fifty paces away was the portal to Xerro Kensho.  She glanced around and saw no one but the huge rock trolls standing in front of the portal; not surprising, since the portals to the cities were off-limits during the purge.  Lysethra had explained it to her, and Calmarel now chided herself for not paying closer attention.  Something about the instability of Void essence and fluctuations in magical energy.

But merging with The Void strengthened the outer shield...  “So why in the hells wouldn’t these portals work?” she mused as she chewed her lip.

The portal’s mirror-like surface rippled suddenly as if a stone had been cast into still water.  That certainly didn’t look right.  Calmarel sighed; she had to reach Xerro Kensho, and the portal was the only way.  She dared not approach the mediator. As for Lysethra...once Calmarel would have immediately confided in her sister, but Lysethra would want to know what she had to do in Xerro Kensho, and Calmarel wasn’t prepared to tell her.

She growled in frustration.  The portals were powered by wizard’s magic, about which she knew little beyond what she had seen her brother, Iveron, do.  She started in realization.  Iveron...  Calmarel put her hand into a pocket of her robe and pulled out a ruby large enough to cover her palm.  Iveron had used these gems to augment his magic; that much she knew from spying on him all those months ago.  Whether it would help her pass through the portal, she didn’t know, but she had to try.

Straightening her back and raising her head high, she strode out of the archway and toward the portal.  She swung her flail nonchalantly with her right hand; her left clutched the ruby close to her side.  The rock trolls shifted as if they might try to stop her.  Her face felt hot and her heart fluttered, but she maintained her course, glaring at the guards.  The trolls looked at one another and backed away; they recognized Calmarel and, like most denizens of Xerro Kensho, took pains to stay out of her way.  The portal’s surface was now smooth; timing was critical.  She reflexively began to mutter a prayer to Xakra, then bit her lip and pushed herself on...

...and was in Xerro Kensho.

The hall in which the portal stood was empty and dark, the braziers unlit.  She wanted to cry out in relief, but stifled her voice; she wanted no witnesses to her trespass.  Tucking the gem back into her robes, she steeled herself to the task ahead and hastened toward Castle Darkmist.
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“I am so sick of waiting for everyone!” Avari said between gritted teeth as she paced along the lake shore.

“I would not be wanting to be the one of telling it to be hurrying up,” said Hufferrrerrr as he jerked his head toward the dragon, which was leisurely consuming a great elk it had hunted down earlier.

Avari snorted and strode down the beach away from her companions.  Hufferrrerrr was right, of course; anyone interrupting the dragon’s meal was likely to be dessert.  Phlegothax had insisted on feasting before they left for Pytt, saying that it hadn’t had a meal in several days.  Avari thought it was just being petty after hearing their plan, which included it carrying them on its back.

“It’s not like we want to be carried by something that could turn around and eat us,” she grumbled, although, truth be told, she was secretly thrilled.  Riding a dragon was beyond anything she had ever considered.  In her musing, she didn’t hear the footsteps following her along the rocky shore, so she started when a hand touched her shoulder.

“Yen!” she snapped, sheathing the dagger that she had nearly put in his eye.  “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

“You must have been deep in thought.  I was whistling so I wouldn't startle you.”  He chuckled.  “I guess it didn’t work.”

She turned and stared out on the lake for few minutes before Yen broke the silence.  “So, do you think Phlegothax will respond to heel commands?”

Avari barked a laugh.  “Go ahead and try!  It’s been good knowing you.”

“It’s been wonderful knowing you,” Yen said wistfully.  “I...miss you, Avari.”

“Right!” Avari sneered.  “Whenever Lady Fluff isn’t around to keep your attention?”  She had accepted that she and Yen would have to work together, and she had been trying to avoid speaking with him.  But whenever he was close, like now, she was undone by his familiar scent—leather with a bite of spice—and the way his voice caressed her...  So once again she forced down her longing and dredged up the memories of her last day in Fengotherond, letting the heartache wash away her desire.

It had been a crisp afternoon in early spring, and she had run all the way home from the garrison, excited to tell Yen of her meeting with Stablemaster Arryx.  To her delight, he had readily agreed to take her on as a trainer, thereby resolving the question she had been deliberating for weeks: what to do with her life.  Now she could remain in Fengotherond with Yen while still working with horses, and warhorses to boot!  And working at the garrison, she would be able to keep her other skills honed.  It was perfect!  At least, until she told Yen...

"You want to do what?" had been his astonished response.  "You can't be serious!  You're a warrior, Avari, not a dung-kicking stable hand!"  The conversation had escalated into a fight, and they had spent that night in separate bedrooms.  Avari had left before dawn.

Avari felt her face flush with the memory and she turned away.

“Avari, please!”  Yen grabbed her arm, then quickly let go as she rounded on him.  “Please, I want to talk with you.  You didn’t answer any of my letters.”

“Why would I read your letters?” she asked wildly.  She had read the first one and nearly fled back to Fengotherond; she hadn’t trusted herself to read another, and instructed Hufferrrerrr to throw out any more that arrived.  But now...Yen’s proximity made him maddeningly hard to ignore.

“I want to apologize,” he insisted.  “What I said was...”

The ground thundered beneath their feet, and Phlegothax landed on the beach in front of them.  Their companions were already moving to mount the beast’s great back.

“It is time to go,” she said, turning away to join the others.
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Calmarel stared at the great door to the Darkmist clan catacombs.  The engraved images of the Dark Gods, once comforting, now seemed to leer hungrily.  Her stomach clenched until she thought she might be sick.  You can turn back, whispered that dreadful voice in her head.  Just go back and complete the sacrifices, and the power is yours.  The voice used to whisper of inevitable failure; now, it encouraged her to commit inconceivable deeds.

With sudden movement—if she hesitated now, she would never be able to undertake this task—she pressed her hand to the door, and it opened.  She breathed a sigh of relief; the door’s magic was keyed to open to any Darkmist, so her lack of divine power didn’t affect her access.  The torch, however, was a different matter.  Always she had used her gods-given powers to produce a flame, so she hadn’t even considered bringing a source of fire with her.  Well, she would do without.

Squinting into the darkness that shrouded the catacombs and the bodies of her ancestors, she called out.

“Xerryll, attend me!”  Her voice quavered to her ears.  I cannot—must not—show weakness!  To ease her trembling, she swung her heavy flail slowly back and forth, soothed as she watched the deadly chains writhe like tentacles about the head of the weapon.

A rustle, a slow dragging step, signaled the arrival of the ichtholl, and the stench of rotting flesh preceded it.  Calmarel swallowed her nausea; the putrid creature had always disgusted her as a portrayal of failure, but now failure was far too close.  She could feel the sting of air against exposed flesh, the grinding of broken bones, the itch of worms crawling under the skin.  She gagged, and concealed the act by whirling and cracking her flail against the nearest catacomb, raising dust that slowly fell to the ground between her and her father.

"That's far enough!"

The ichtholl stopped, regarded her with glazed, rotting eyes.

“I’ve birthed a child,” she declared, edging her voice with all the pride and arrogance she could muster.  “A daughter of strong blood who’ll grow into powers you cannot even imagine.”  She thought of her beautiful, blue-eyed baby and nearly smiled, but caught herself and maintained her grim expression.  “I’ve also begun the Rite of Ascension.  And...I must ask you a question.  What—” her voice cracked, and she caught her breath in horror at her misstep.

The ichtholl smiled as if it detected her weakness and took a step forward.  Panicked, Calmarel lashed out with her flail, knocking the ichtholl to the ground.  It mewed pitifully, then growled and bared its black teeth at her.

“F...f...father,” she stuttered, and it stopped snarling to stare at her.

“The Dark Gods...” she whispered.  “The Dark Gods ask me to sacrifice my child, but I think they’re wrong!”  Finally, she had said it aloud.  Calmarel wondered if the Dark Gods would avenge themselves on her right now, but no lightening struck, no banshees howled, so she continued, and her voice grew stronger.

“They must be wrong, to disdain such a gift!  She is the heir of our ancient house!  She is far too valuable to be sacrificed!”  Calmarel felt the strength of her conviction flow through her, felt as alive and formidable now as ever she had felt with her gods-given powers.

With that rush of confidence, wild hope flooded her mind.  “This is the test!  The Dark Gods would never sacrifice a child destined for such greatness.  They’re testing my resolve!  They want to see if I recognize the true significance of my daughter, if I have the strength to defy them despite the possible consequences.”  It all seemed so clear now. 

Calmarel gazed down at her father and, for the first time ever, felt pity.  He had failed, but she would not.  He had displeased the gods, but she would not.  It was with a merciful heart that she finally asked what she had come to ask.

“Father, what task did the Dark Gods command of you?”

At first, she thought that it was the dust of the floor that choked the ichtholl’s breath.  Only after a long moment did she realized that it was laughing.  She looked at it first quizzically, then with irritation as it continued to wheeze and gurgle.  Finally, it looked up at her and curled its rotted lips back from its teeth in a smile.

“Kill...you,” it said.

Calmarel’s blood ran cold.  “Kill me?”  Memories flashed unbidden through her mind.  Her father’s proud smile when she accomplished a task that the older children had failed.  His hand on her head, ruffling her hair.  His whispers that she was his true heir, even if Lysethra was the eldest.  Watching him complete his devotions to the Dark Gods—the Dark Gods who then deformed him and condemned him to eternal torment because he refused to kill his daughter...refused to kill her.

“No,” Calmarel whispered in despair.  Would she fail her rites to save her child, as her father had failed his rite to save her?  She looked at the ichtholl, still on the ground, still grinning up at her.  Her despair bloomed into anger...anger at herself, at her father, at the Dark Gods.

“No.”  Calmarel swung the flail with all her strength, and watched the ichtholl’s grin disintegrate in a wash of bone and putrid flesh.

“No!”  Calmarel swung again and again, until the creature was no longer recognizable as anything that once had lived.  Gasping for breath, she backed away, horrified by what she had done.  Then the pulped flesh...twitched.  A shattered hand reached out, and one dangling eye stared at her, the glint of life still evident.  Even now, the curse of the Dark Gods kept her father's soul tethered to this rotting mass of meat.

Calmarel fell back against the rough wall of the catacomb, her strength spent, her mind awhirl.  This is what she could become...if she failed.

“I will not end up like you for the sake of a brat and a slave!” she swore.  “I will not fail!”

She slammed the door of the catacombs behind her and ran back toward the portal to the citadel.
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Lysethra hammered on the door to Calmarel’s quarters.  Her sister hadn’t answered any of her messages, and she was getting anxious.  Calmarel had rushed out so quickly after the rite, Lysethra had no time to hear of her experience.  Her heart twinged with jealousy; what she wouldn’t give to actually meet the Dark Gods!  But she foresaw no chance of that.  Although she was high priestess and matriarch of Clan Darkmist, she had no special blessings that might afford her that privilege.  She must be content with communing with Xakra from the sanctity of the temple.

“Calmarel!” she called impatiently.  She tried the door, but it was locked.  She murmured an invocation, and the lock clicked.  Flinging open the door, she strode in and looked around, but there was no sign of her sister.  Only that damned pet slave of hers, standing in front of the crib.

“Where is your mistress?” she demanded of him as she approached.  She noticed him tense and slowed her pace.  Would he attack her?  Then she remembered the compulsion Calmarel had put on him to protect the child; he was just doing his duty.  She wasn’t going to hurt the child, so she had no reason to fear him.  More slowly, she moved toward the crib and peeked inside.

The baby lay awake.  When she saw Lysethra, she began gurgling and waving her arms and legs.  Lysethra smiled; it was good that that child already recognized her authority.  But those eyes...  She shook her head; who could comprehend how the Dark Gods chose to bestow their blessings.  That was something else she’d have to ask Calmarel about her encounter; were the gods especially pleased with her heir?  Cal had been so sure of it.  She turned back to the slave and repeated her question.

“Where is your—"  She stopped, flustered.  The slave—Jundag was his name—was staring at her intently.  His muscles were bunched, as if he was ready to reach out and grab her.  He glanced toward the child as if to ensure that she was unharmed, then relaxed his stance and lowered his eyes.  Funny, she thought slowly, as if her mind was caught up in a whirlpool of mud, how slaves go unnoticed.  Cal had been playing with this one for more than a year, and Lysethra had never realized...how blue his eyes were.  Lysethra backed away and ran her gaze up and down his strong, muscular body.  Despite the scars, he was quite attractive, if you liked that type...Calmarel’s type.

She wouldn’t dare! she thought, but immediately believed otherwise.  Calmarel lived her whole life as if it were a dare, always convinced that she was right and everyone else was wrong.  Calmarel could justify anything to her own mind.

Not this, Lysethra thought grimly.  This is blasphemy!

She backed away uneasily.  The slave stepped in front of the crib and stared defiantly, as if daring her to confront him.  But now was not the time.  Right now, she needed to pray.
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Irielnea looked curiously around the cavern into which they had descended.  Its rough walls, stalactites and stalagmites were the antitheses of the magnificent polished stone walls and columns of the keep above, but the natural formations had their own raw beauty.  The air reeked of brimstone, but was also sweltering hot, a sure refuge from the plummeting temperatures of the upper caverns.  Off to one side, away from the vents, the air was clearer, and it was here that the remaining population of Zellohar Keep huddled, along with their guests from Refuge.

DoHurley apologized repeatedly for the rustic accommodations, and ordered the cooks to prepare a hearty meal.  He brought a steaming bowl of meaty stew and a chunk of hearty bread to where Irielnea sat on a pile of thick blankets, watching the dwarven children run around playing hide-and-seek.

“I’m sorry that—“

“Stop being sorry,” she interrupted with a laugh.  “I’m quite fine.  In fact, I should be thanking you for putting up with us.  The way that storm descended so quickly, I never could have gotten all of our guests to Beriknor.  I just hope Tinarre and his companions made it safely to the city.”

She sighed, and saw that DoHurley was about to apologize again.  She raised a finger to shush him, and patted the blanket beside her.

“Please sit with me,” she said.  “If we’re going to be neighbors, we should also be friends.  Sometimes,” she added in a whisper as she leaned close to his ear after looking about furtively, “the Refuge guests drive me crazy.  It would be nice to have someone to visit when I need to get away.”

DoHurley’s grin warmed her as much as any fire would have.  The king of Zellohar sat down beside her, and together they whiled the day away in conversation.

CHAPTER 28

––––––––
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This isn't what I expected!" Avari shouted over the rushing wind.  Riding on Phlegothax was as exciting as she imagined, although the scales pinched when she shifted.  Since they were the last to mount, she sat near the rear with Yen tucked up behind her.  She tried to ignore his warm proximity, but once they reached Pytt, her attention was fully taken with flying through the fantastic landscape.  It’s really more of an airscape, she thought, for the entire realm seemed to be open air, with myriad landscapes floating through it.

“What did you expect?” asked Brok from immediately in front of her.  She scooted forward a bit to yell in his ear.

"It just doesn't seem so...hellish, I guess.  I mean, look at that!  She pointed at a floating mountain, peaked both above and below, and blanketed with lush green forests.  As they flew closer, sinuous shapes resolved in the foliage, and emerald eyes peered out as they flew past.

"And that!"  Some distance away floated a blue ball of water, its surface whipped to a chop on all sides by the unending winds.  The water was so clear, she could see sea drakes cavorting within.

"One creature's hell is another's heaven," Brok shouted back.  "Dragonkind are diverse.  It stands to reason that their god's realm is equally diverse."

Suddenly a mountain of barren black stone hove into view.  Bright lava fountained from vents, splattering back down in lazy arcs of incandescent molten rock.

"That's more like what I expected."  

"We've got company!" Yen called from behind her, and she turned to look where he pointed.  A huge shape wheeled on the air.  It was a dragon of shining silver, its immense wings furling and expanding as it swooped and banked.  Avari couldn’t take her eyes off of it, it was so beautiful.  Then she noted smaller winged beings, looking like bugs, flying around it.

"What are the little ones?" she called out to no one in particular.

Voncellia answered.  “I’ve been reading up on dragonkind in Braelen’s journals.  Although there are dozens of different types of dragons and dragon-like beasts, Pytt is populated mostly by the servants of Draco—drakoll and other saurians.  And they’re not so small, at least as large as humans.”

“Shay!” Avari called out.  “Drakoll!  You better hope we don’t meet the one you summoned to be your servant!”  She leaned around Brok to see if her jibe hit home, but Shay was hunkered down over Phlegothax’s withers.  He looked worried.

The beautiful silver-hued dragon flew lazily toward them, and Avari was startled to realize that it was twice the size of Phlegothax.  Phlegothax roared; Avari felt the vibrations through her legs and seat, and her ears rang.  The larger dragon seemed unimpressed, cocking its head to look at them.

Several drakoll split off from the silver-hued dragon and flew toward them.  Now Avari could see that they wore jeweled baldrics and belts, and carried lances and swords, though their clawed hands and feet and prominent teeth seemed weaponry enough.  She heard Hufferrrerrr growl, and Lynthalsea speak calmingly to him.  One flew by Phlegothax’s head and seemed to be conversing with him.  Their mount suddenly banked, following the drakoll that flocked behind the silver-hued dragon.

"I guess we’re going to meet with Draco," Yen said, his breath warm in her ear.  “Do you think Pytt will turn out to be our heaven or our hell?”
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Calmarel found herself in front of the portal, with no memory of her trip back from the catacombs.  A ripple flowed across the portal's surface.  For a moment she considered stepping right in to see what it would do to her, but her instinct for self-preservation was too strong.  She waited until the portal surface was smooth and clear, clenched the ruby, and stepped through.  She strode past the rock trolls and into the citadel, quickening her pace.  This was the most dangerous time, she knew; she had to conduct the sacrifices before her resolve failed.

She was nearly running by the time she reached her quarters.  Bursting through the door, she ran across the room and snatched up the baby from its crib.  She tucked it under her arm, not daring to look at it.  She apparently had startled the child, because she started to cry.

Don’t listen, don’t listen, Calmarel repeated as a mantra.  One-handed, she fumbled in her strongbox for the enchanted silver knife that she reserved for sacrifices.  Finally, she found it and raised it high.  I can do this.  I can do this.  And the Dark Gods will reward me.

A large, strong hand clamped onto her wrist.  Jundag.

“You will not harm this child,” he said quietly.

"I will not become like him!" she insisted as she fought to free herself from his grip.  The baby’s wailing rang in her head, blocking all coherent thought.  "I have to do as the Dark Gods command!"  She tried to stab him, but his grip on her wrist was like iron.  His words finally stopped her struggle.

“Lysethra was here.  She knows the child is mine.”

“Oh, gods, no!”

Calmarel dropped the knife and stumbled back.  Her mind whirled; she couldn’t think straight.  Lysethra wouldn’t understand; she was so close-minded, so damned pious!  She wouldn’t see what Calmarel had been trying to do: inject strength into the Darkmist bloodline.  All she would see is that her sister had mated with a slave.  Just like Xakra, just like Pergamon.  Blind to the benefits of such a merger, loath to overlook the happenstance of birth and see beyond to the potential, the promise for the future.

Calmarel looked into her own future and despaired.  As if from a great distance, she heard the wailing of a frightened child.  She thrust the crying babe into Jundag’s arms and collapsed on her bed, but the wailing did not stop.  She pressed her hands to her ears, but still the wailing continued...louder and louder and louder.

It never occurred to her that it was her own.

Jundag laid the baby in the crib, making soothing sounds and rubbing her back.  Eventually, she quieted and fell asleep.  Looking toward the bed, he saw that Calmarel had also fallen into an exhausted slumber.  Her hair was strewn across the pillow, contrasting with her pallid complexion.  Under her eyes were dark semi-circles like bruises, and her lips were pale.

Why did she not command me to release her? he wondered as he fingered the golden collar around his neck.  He was confused.  He didn’t know what to expect from this Calmarel, so different was she from the one he knew; the powerful, selfish, domineering Calmarel.  Though it seemed that her intent had been to kill the baby, he could not help but think that she would not have, could not have, even if his attempt to stop her had failed.

He thought then of Lysethra, her look of comprehension and disgust as she gazed into his eyes...and at the baby.  Lysethra was now the one to watch out for.  Once they were back in Xerro Kensho, he would find a way to escape into the caverns with his daughter.  But for now, he would need to work with Calmarel, not fight against her, to keep their child alive.

Something glinted beside Calmarel on the bed; a large ruby had fallen from her robes when she collapsed.  He immediately recognized it as the cornerstone he and his friends had stolen from the dragon.  He had never seen Calmarel use it, so perhaps she would not miss it.  Gingerly, he picked up and tucked it into his pocket.  Though he mistrusted magic, right now he would take any advantage he could get.
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“Where in the Nine Hells did they all come from?” Prael wondered aloud as he glanced about the blood-splattered cavern.  The dwarven troops were dragging corpses—the wizard counted at least sixteen—into an alcove, piling them one atop the other.  This was the third time the dwarven scouts had discovered and destroyed a band of creatures.  This last encounter, however, had been a close call.  The scouts had overlooked a cleft secreted in a tumble of rocks.  Not until KelFarla went down with a knife in his side did they realize they had been ambushed.  Fortunately, the dwarven troops well outnumbered their attackers, and the priests had stabilized KelFarla.

Prael looked closer at the dead foes.  Unlike the first group they encountered, which had been goblins, these looked like humans, but with skin and eyes so pale, they seemed to glow in the dim light.  UrMae used her mass to gently nudge him aside.

“There’s all kinds o’ critters and crudders down here,” the priestess explained as she positioned herself by the wall.  Chanting softly, she manipulated the stone as if it was clay, entombing the dead within, then continued.  “Jist like above.  If ye went walkin’ in lonely places, ye’d expect ta see some unsavory types.  Underground’s no different.  An’ we ain’t been down here much in the last hundred years or so ta clean it up.”

DoHeney’s harsh whisper reached their ears.

"VerNolen!  DoHernan!  Send fresh scouts out in front!  I want a quarter league warnin' o' anythin' biggern’ a toadstool in our path.  And tell BoReenal ta bring in the rear guard.  We're movin' too fast fer anythin' ta run up on us by accident."  He motioned one of the scouts over and waved toward the now-sealed alcove.  "Whaddaya think, MurFannell; war party or huntin' party?"

"More like guard detail, methinkth," the dwarf lisped through the scar that bisected his mouth.  "No heavy weaponth or armor.  They wath prepared ta move fatht."

"'That’s what I was afraid of.  We’re in their territory, and they know it better'n we do.  If one o’ their scouts gits away before we can stop ‘im, they’ll be waitin’ fer us ‘fore we ever git ta their city."  DoHeney rubbed his face in exasperation, then looked up at Prael expectantly.  "Prael, can ye and yer wizard friends prepare spells that'll let us move real fast?  We can't let them scummy dark worshipers outrun us if we're spotted."

Prael heard disgruntled mumbling from the dwarf scouts; their distrust of magic seemed to exceed their fear of detection.  "How many will you need to be affected by this spell?" he asked.

"Oh, at least thirty, I'd think, jist ta be on the safe side."

Prael shook his head.  "Enchanting that many would be difficult, and the effect wouldn't last long enough for a lengthy chase," he admitted.  He rubbed his chin, his gloved hand rasping against his stubble of beard as he thought.  "I, however, have spells to get ahead of a fleeing enemy and detain them long enough for your scouts to catch up and attack from behind."

DoHeney squinted and looked him over.  "That's fine, Prael, but it's a bit dangerous fer ye, don'cha think?  I’d hate ta lose one o’ me most powerful wizards on such a ploy."

"That’s unlikely," Prael said with a smile.  "I’m less vulnerable than even your chain-mailed scouts.  I see you’re skeptical, so let me show you.  May I borrow your dagger?"

"Sure, but I—"

Prael held the shiny weapon for a moment—it had been a long while since he had performed this trick—then slashed the blade across his throat.  DoHeney gasped, and UrMae immediately began chanting and extended her hands toward him.  Both looked quizzically at him when no blood fountained from the wound.  For there was no wound, as Prael had expected.

"This is why I wear only red, DoHeney.  A curse was cast upon me long ago by a jealous wizard who was much more powerful than I, and who believed that I had scorned her.”  He shook his head sadly at the memory; she had been beautiful, she herself had only worn red, and she had been mistaken.  “Only red items can touch me.  All else simply passes through."

"Er, nice trick ye got there, boyo," DoHeney said, though his scrunched face clearly demonstrated his disgust.  "But I don't suppose it'd stop ye from bein' roasted by magical fire."

"No, you're right.  I'm affected by magic, and I can surely be bludgeoned by a blood-soaked club.  But I won't try to fight, just slow them, perhaps by putting a barrier in the passage or some such thing.  Would that be sufficient?"

"I suppose so," DoHeney agreed, accepting his dagger back and wiping it on his sleeve, despite its apparent cleanliness.  "Jist so long as ye know the risks yer takin'.  We'd best move out, VerNolen.  Take Prael with ye, an’ let’s make sure we don’t have ta use his skills."

Prael followed VerNolen, ignoring the appalled looks cast his way by the dwarves.  Not many knew his secret, but he didn’t mind revealing it now.  For once, he thought, being cursed might be an advantage.
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Lysethra’s palm throbbed in time with the weakening beat of the sacrificed warrior’s heart.   After one last, faint pulse, it stopped, and she felt Xakra’s acceptance envelop her like a shroud.  The air became heavy and she struggled to draw a full breath, but instead of panicking, she welcomed this demonstration of her goddess’ power.  Xakra would hear her supplication.

She reverently placed this heart atop the others in a golden bowl, then rinsed her hands in a bowl containing unholy water.  Chanting her thanks, she completed the sacrificial rites.

Finally, she stepped around the sacrificial altar and placed the golden bowl of hearts onto the offering altar.  She gazed up at the onyx statue of Xakra that towered before her, then knelt and lit the brazier of incense.  Bowing low to inhale the thick, sweet smoke, she began the intricate chant.  Reserved for high priestesses and priests, this rite would allow her to speak directly with her Goddess.  She would not actually meet Xakra, as Calmarel had in the Rite of Ascension, but it was an intimate privilege that few ever experienced.  She swayed with the intoxicating rhythm of the chant, and each successive word pulled her deeper into the thrall of the invocation.

On and on Lysethra chanted as her head grew lighter and lighter.  Opening her eyes, she looked up and watched the tendrils of smoke from the brazier weave and sway like charmed serpents with the rhythm of her chant.  The tortured figures on the tapestries draping the walls writhed and twisted, acting out their horrific roles.  High above her, Xakra's lips glistened red with the offering the priestess had presented to her.  Lysethra finished her invocation and bowed low, knowing that the dark goddess attended her.

"SPEAK, MATRIARCH OF CLAN DARKMIST."

Lysethra reeled, the words reverberating painfully in her mind.

"Almighty Xakra, Mistress of Webs, I seek guidance," Lysethra declared.  “I have discovered that my sister, Calmarel, has mated with a slave and birthed an atrocity.  This corruption of consecrated blood is strictly forbidden by the texts of the Dark Books.  She professes that you have blessed this birth.  I desire to understand the truth so I may best serve you.  I beg you, Great One; enlighten me.”  

“THE CHILD IS A PROFANITY, BIRTHED OUT OF PRIDE AND ARROGANCE, AND TAINTED WITH HER FATHER’S EYES.”

“Yet Calmarel was allowed to perform the Rite of Ascension,” Lysethra said hesitantly, unsure how deeply Xakra would allow her to probe this matter.  The rite was a private interaction between supplicant and deity; no one could be forced to reveal what had transpired.

“CALMAREL HAS BEEN TASKED WITH THE SACRIFICE OF CHILD AND FATHER.  ONLY THEN CAN SHE HOPE TO BECOME A MEDIATOR.”

By all the Dark Gods and their minions, Calmarel!  Lysethra bowed so low her forehead touched the chapel floor.  You’ll bring all of Clan Darkmist down with your folly!

“Oh Great Xakra!” she said aloud.  “My sister’s actions shame our house and clan.  Please forgive her transgressions, and understand that neither I nor the rest of my kin would ever defy your decrees.  I will ensure that your will is carried out; the child and slave will be sacrificed.  But I beg of you, please consider her ascension to mediator.”

“YOU ARE QUITE ADAMENT FOR HER TO ACHIEVE A GOAL THAT WILL LEAD TO YOUR OWN DETRIMENT,” Xakra sneered.

“My detriment?” Lysethra asked in confusion.  “Calmarel’s ascension to mediator will reflect on the glory of Clan Darkmist.”

Xakra’s laughter rang in Lysethra’s ears, and she half expected to be struck dead.

“AS MEDIATOR, CALMAREL WILL NO LONGER BE A DARKMIST.  SHE WILL EARN YOU NO FAVOR.  THE OTHER HOUSES HAVE LONG RESENTED CLAN DARKMIST’S CO-MATRIARCHS.  YOU WILL BE LEFT ALONE TO DEAL WITH THEIR REPRISALS.”

Lysethra covered her face with her hands.  All her plans, all her dreams to exalt Clan Darkmist, shattered with Xakra’s words.  All her life she had worked for the glory of her house, and it was now all to be undone by Calmarel, her sister younger, who never should have been allowed to ascend to matriarch, to pretend to be her equal.

“I should have killed her when she was a child!” Lysethra whispered.  She quailed when Xakra laughed.

“AH, BUT YOUR SISTER HAS BEEN SUCH A JOY TO WATCH!  THE INTRICATE WEBS SHE WEAVES DO JUSTICE TO MY PATRONAGE.  BUT NOW SHE DEFIES ME, AND THAT I WILL NOT TOLERATE.  IF SHE DOES NOT COMPLETE HER TASKS, SHE IS OF NO USE TO ME.”

Lysethra heard the implicit offer and her heart rose.  Was there a way to compensate for the damage Calmarel had inflicted on Clan Darkmist with her blasphemies?

"Almighty Xakra, I serve you in all things; I will do what you require.  Please help me to understand your will.  You command sacrifices of the child and slave."

"YES."

"If Calmarel will not conduct these sacrifices with her own hand, then she is of no use to you.”

“YES.”

“If she is not use to you, then her life and soul are forfeit.”

“YES.”

“If I offer her up to you as sacrifice, will it bring me favor in your eyes and glory to Clan Darkmist?”  Lysethra held her breath.  If the goddess thought her request presumptuous, nothing could save her from immediate death and eternal torment.  

"YESSSSS."

Lysethra smiled.

CHAPTER 29

––––––––
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They flew for what seemed like hours, Phlegothax soaring and banking around myriad vistas, some delightful, some frightening.  Avari dozed off a couple of times, to wake disconcerted before remembering where they were.

We’re in hell, she thought, quirking a smile at the thought.  So all those people who’ve told me to go to hell have gotten their wish, although most of them are already dead and may be in their own hells.  Though this one really doesn’t seem too bad.  She was, however, becoming irritated at yet another delay.  But glancing at the flock of armed drakoll and their immense draconic escort, she recognized the utility of getting permission to travel the realm; there was no way they could have fought their way through.

Phlegothax entered a cloudbank, and they were enveloped in a chill mist that clung to their faces, formed tiny droplets on their hair, and dampened their clothing.  Avari shivered, and Yen immediately leaned closer and wrapped his arms around her.  For once, she didn’t complain.  His warmth comforted her.

Plunging out the far side of the cloud, the dragons flew straight toward a glittering palace that hovered not far away.  It looked like a fairy castle, tall minarets glinting gold in the light.  But they flew and flew and flew, and Avari realized that the palace was not near, and that those were not drakoll flying about it, but dragons as large or larger than Phlegothax.

Yen spoke her own thoughts when he whispered, “Fantastic!”

"DoHeney would love this!" she replied, then said a quick prayer that her friend’s mission through the bowels of the earth would be successful.

Finally they arrived at the palace.  The silver-hued dragon flew through an archway wide enough for three more dragons to proceed side by side.  Phlegothax followed, dwarfed by the architecture.  They soared around pillars of gold as wide as Phlegothax's wingspan and studded with crystals, gems and precious stones that seemed to glow from within.  Avari felt as if she was inside a kaleidoscope.

The palace grew more fantastic as they progressed ever deeper within.  Waterfalls plummeted from ceilings to form rivers that flowed along the floors.  Pillars of fire stood next to pillars of ice, the former burning in countless hues, the latter melting into incredible shapes.

And everywhere there were dragons, every shape and color imaginable, some flying, some walking, and some slithering like snakes.  Smaller drakoll and other saurians flew by in vast numbers.

Swooping into a chamber with walls of red stone set with green and black gems, the escort tightened, directing them to land in front of a large, ornate dais.  As the companions scrambled off of Phlegothax’s back, they were able to observe the inhabitants of Pytt more closely, and Avari marveled at their variety.  Those lounging on the dais were certainly the pampered class.  Many were humanoid in shape, but with reptilian features.  Some wore long silken robes, others wore short tunics, and some sat or reclined in no clothing at all.  All wore elaborate collars and necklaces of gold or silver, and bejeweled rings on their clawed fingers.

One drakoll from their accompaniment landed in front of Phlegothax and bowed low before the dais, indicating that the companions do likewise.  Phlegothax bowed his great head and snorted at Feldspar, who was half-bowing while trying to look about.  The old wizard snorted back and bowed deeply.  They all followed suit.

"Great Onnowarr,” the drakoll called, surprising Avari that she could understand its words, “Ruler of the Seven Realms of Queshta and the Nine Saurian Kingdoms of Juria, Tamer of Voohennia the Unmerciful!  I bring to you a supplicant and his attendants who claim news of the Black City and request permission to travel your realm."

Avari felt Shay beside her stiffen as they were relegated to attendants for Phlegothax.  She stifled a smile but nudged him.  Ego had no place when you were surrounded by dragons.  Following the drakoll’s lead, they raised their heads.

On the dais before them, the lounging saurians shifted and one rose from their midst and descended the steps toward them.   It was a woman, though a woman unlike any Avari had ever seen.  Her size and shape were those of a tall voluptuous human, but there the semblance stopped.  Tiny golden scales covered her skin, reflecting light and glistening like fine chainmail.  Two prominent horns protruded from her temples like an elaborate headdress, and a ridge of spines trailed from the crest of her head, down her neck and back, to the tip of the long thin tail that trailed behind her.  Her attire consisted solely of jewelry and ornaments draped about her neck, wrists and waist.  She moved sinuously, like a snake, the languid sway of her hips stirring the chains at her waist, creating a gentle music akin to chimes.  Avari heard Yen’s sharp intake of breath, but couldn’t reproach him.  This woman projected a confident sensuality that breached all boundaries of species or gender.

"Tell Us," Onnowarr said to Phlegothax in a sultry voice with a rumbling undertone that Avari felt rather than heard, "what you know of the Black City."

“Great Onnowarr,” the dragon said, “I come here as a companion to these others who live in my world.  Through their magics, they discovered the existence of the Black City, and thus sought my council.”  Avari sensed Shay’s tension again and eased Gaulengil’s scabbard over to hit the back of his leg.  He thought her impetuous, but even she had the sense to keep quiet and be polite to beasts that could bite your head off.  Though her movement had been subtle, both Phlegothax and Onnowarr turned their eyes toward them.

Uh oh, Avari thought, but Phlegothax merely huffed and resumed speaking.

“Great Onnowarr, I observed in my world a great storm derived from the Black City, but my companions should be consulted with regard to the details of their discoveries.”

Onnowarr walked slowly toward Shay and repeated her question.  This close, Avari could see the vertically slit pupils in her golden eyes, and the rows of sharp teeth lining her smile.

"Great Onnowarr," Shay said with a short bow, "we are on an errand of dire import, and every moment we are delayed may mean thousands of lives lost in our world.  We seek an audience with Draco to request permission to travel your realm."

Onnowarr hissed, her smile gone.  All about them, drakoll muttered and moved closer, their weapons held high.  The attendants on the dais stretched their necks to better see.  Even Phlegothax growled his displeasure.

"Draco does not deign to meet with pitiful beings such as yourself, Szcze-kon, Priest of Tem the Balancer and bearer of  two cornerstones.  I can answer for my father.  If that is not sufficient, then you will be destroyed!”

Come on, Shay! Avari pleaded silently.  What happened to those good looks and charm?

“Answer the question I asked of you, mortal!  What do you know of the Black City?  And why should We care who lives or dies in your world?"

Shay at least had the humility to look abashed, as well as discomforted by Onnowarr’s knowledge of him.  He bowed low.

“I apologize, great Onnowarr.  Although I am indeed a priest of Tem the Balancer, I am unused to dealing directly with deities, and my manners are deficient.  We discovered that this Black City was built by worshipers of the Dark Gods to transfer Void essence to the surface of our world.  Even now, a great storm of Void essence assaults our world.  If we do not stop it, all life on our world will eventually cease to exist.  This includes all manner of dragonkind.”

“So you are here to destroy the Black City,” Onnowarr said.

"Our intent is to enter the Black City and interrupt the spells that control the flow of Void essence.  If this destroys the Black City, all the better."

“And how did you discover this plot?”

Immediately Feldspar bustled up, bowing repeatedly, a huge grin on his face.  Voncellia advanced behind him, looking rather more reluctant.

“Oh, great Onnowarr, we discovered a flux in The Void that affected our friend and mentor, Braelen, a noble wizard of our realm who visited Pytt during his long and distinguished career.”

Onnowarr chuckled.  “Yes, We remember Braelen.  He paid his respects to Us three hundred and twenty three years ago.”

Feldspar looked so pleased, Avari thought he was about to burst.  Even Voncellia smiled.

Avari cleared her throat, and Shay cast an irritated glance toward her, but remained silent.  Damn you!  She thought.  Don’t start this again!  When he didn’t speak, she stepped up.

"We also came here to free a friend.  He’s been held by the Dark God worshipers for over a year, and we just discovered he was alive.  When the mages," she waved her arm vaguely toward Shay, “did a scrying to determine where he was being held, we saw the Black City.”

"Really?” Onnowarr said provocatively as she moved toward the warrioress.  “So you would assault a city of the Dark Gods to save a...friend?  Of what consequence is this one life?"

"He’s our friend!" Avari said between clenched teeth.  "He died so that we could live, and was brought back to life and tormented.  The least we can do is rescue him."

"You have the heart and soul of a dragon, Avari," the deity said.  Smiling, she trailed her clawed fingers across Avari’s left cheek and down her neck.  "Unfortunately, I can see that both are already pledged to others."

Avari was startled to see the golden eyes flash briefly toward Yen before Onnowarr turned away.  

"How do you expect to succeed with such a tiny band?"

"We have our means."  Shay’s smile faltered when Onnowarr glared at him.

"The cornerstones may aid you against the worshipers of the Dark Gods, Szcze-kon, but I deem their power insufficient to breach the shield, which has been reinforced with the power of The Void itself.  Yes," she said to his startled glance, “I know much about the gems of power.  When my subjects,” she nodded toward Phlegothax, “have dealings with powerful artifacts, it draws my interest.”

Brok stepped up into the silence that reigned after Onnowarr’s declaration and bowed deeply.

“Oh glorious Daughter of Draco, it may be that we must request more than permission from you.  For if we cannot penetrate the Black City's shield, then our trip here is for naught.  Will you help us, or must our lives be forfeit as all in our world perish?  What must we do to earn your favor and your aid?"

"I have my price, Brokkollak, Thotris' favored child," Onnowarr said, seemingly pleased by his deference.  “The question is,” she said as she gazed at Avari once again, "are you willing to pay it?"

"We’ll pay it!" Avari snapped.  Being polite was one thing, but all this talking around the subject had finally raised her ire.  She heard the rustling of hundreds of drakoll wings and sensed the silver-hued dragon shifting its vast bulk, and reined in her temper.  "Can you get us through the shield to the Black City?"

"Be assured, Avari," Onnowarr said as she stepped close, "the Daughter of Draco speaks the truth.  I can breach the shield of the Black City, though not without risk to myself.  What would you give me in exchange for that assistance?"

"What do you want?  My service?  My life?"  Avari looked into Onnowarr’s golden eyes and saw a glint of amusement that frightened her more than if she had seen anger.  "You want my soul?"

"Eloss already lays claim to your soul, Avari.  But I will aid you for...a favor."

"A favor?"  Avari nearly laughed out loud.  "You speak as if you want me to loan you my horse or..."

Onnowarr stepped closer and they locked eyes; for her life, Avari couldn’t look away.  The deity’s breath was warm on her cheek, and Avari flinched when she felt Onnowarr’s tail wrap around her leg and gently caress her thigh.  A shiver of fear trickled down her spine.

"Avari,” Yen said urgently as he grasped her arm, “I don't think you should—"

"It would be best, Yenjil Thallon, Captain of the Fengotherond Guard," Onnowarr warned, her eyes not wavering from Avari's, "that you remain silent!"

Avari felt the power of that last word, and Yen’s hand slipped from her arm.  You fool! she berated herself.  How stupid to try to bargain with a god, and a dragon god at that!

"Be assured, Avari, that this favor will claim neither your life, not the lives of your friends.  We dragons are hedonistic creatures, and we greatly admire those with strength and courage, which you posses in abundance.  I simply wish for you to be at my...pleasure, for a short time."  Onnowarr's golden eyes swept to the dais and her attendants who lounged there, then returned to Avari's.  "When you pass from your world, you will reside here with Us for the span of your human lifetime before passing on to your soul’s true home."

Avari considered the implications of the offer and nearly reneged.  Then she thought of Jundag, tortured for more than a year, until the life in his eyes had been reduced to a bare glimmer of survival.  How many lifetimes was his torment worth?

"Done," she said, ignored the gasps and agonized whispers of her companions.  Onnowarr smiled, but her voice sounded in Avari’s head alone.

*And done, my fair warrioress, to borrow a phrase from your heart’s love.  But fear not your time with Us.  Many find their time here better spent than in life!*

"Very well!"  Onnowarr’s voice boomed, silencing all protests.  "To arms, my children!  We travel to the Black City!"
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Jundag wrapped the baby in a soft blanket while he awaited Calmarel’s return.  The Darkmist matriarch had slept fitfully, then woken with a start, her eyes gleaming with purpose.  He had tensed when she approached the crib, but she only brushed the baby’s hair back from her forehead and gazed down at her.  Then she had ordered Jundag to prepare for a trip, and left.

The baby looked up at him and wiggled, and he thought he saw a hint of a smile, although it might just have been gas.  It didn’t matter; his daughter was beautiful when smiling or sleeping or even crying, which she didn’t do much.  He kissed the soft skin of her cheek.  Suddenly his chest tightened, and he suppressed a cough until he had laid her back in her crib.  Turning away, he coughed until his ribs ached, then sipped some water to ease his raw throat.  The citadel’s chill air exacerbated his breathing, and Calmarel had neglected to cure his pervasive cough for several days.  He was still strong, but on occasion he felt a weariness that threatened to overwhelm him.  He shook his head to ward off a desire to lay on the soft bed and sleep.  His daughter needed him, and he wouldn’t rest until she was safe.

The door flew open and Calmarel rushed in carrying a bulging pack.  She kicked the door closed, tossed the pack onto the bed and began to rummage through her trunk, tossing this and that, slipping other items into the folds and pockets of her robe.  Finally she straightened and approached him.

“Let’s go,” she said.  “Be quick and quiet, and obey my commands immediately.  Our lives count on it.”

“Where are we going?” he ventured to ask, and was surprised when she actually replied.

“Xerro Kensho.”
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DoHeney tossed a stone into the black lake that spread out endlessly before them, and watched the ripples expand outward across the still water like shock waves.

"Yer sure this is the way?" he asked dubiously.

"That’s what I’m seein’," UrMae confirmed as she gathered her rune stones and dropped them in their pouch.  "MurFannel?"

"Thith'th where all the pathth lead," the scout said as he pointed to the smoothly worn stones lining the shore.  "I'm guethin' they have thome kinda ferry to take 'em to the other thide.  We need a boat."

"Yer dreamin’ if all ya think we need is a boat!" DoHeney snorted, waving his arm at the dwarves, wizards and priests crowded onto the wide rocky shore.  "It'd take a barge the size o' Zellohar's outer court ta fit us all.  We'll jist hafta find a way 'round.  Or maybe under?" he suggested hopefully.

"There may be a way ta git across this stinkin’ pond, DoHeney," UrMae said, her wrinkled brow wrinkling even more.  "Mayhap, wi' the Earth Mother's blessin', I could fashion a craft from stone."

"Stone!  Why, it'd sink like one, too, wouldn't it?"

"Only if I'm a complete dolt!" she snapped, glaring at him.  “It’s the shape o’ the thing that’s important.  A stone plate won’t float, but a stone bowl will.  So why not a stone ship?"

"Well, I suppose it might float, but how are we gonna move the thing?  We got no wood for oars!"

"That’s where our wizard friends come in," she said, nodding toward Prael, who stood nearby.  "If I can whip up a sailin' ship big enough ta haul us all, mayhaps they can conjure up a breeze or some way ta move it."

“We should be able to do that,” agreed Prael.  He looked weary from keeping up with the scouts, but immediately went to consult with his colleagues.

DoHeney was skeptical, but there was no arguing with UrMae; if she said she could do it, she could do it.  He watched as she called for assistance and started putting the many volunteers to work.  Everyone ran here and there, clearing a section of shoreline of loose rock and depositing it in a pile near a large rock outcrop.  The stout priestess of the Earth Mother stood near the pile and closed her eyes, quietly chanting to her goddess.  Then she reached down and began molding the earth itself.  DoHeney was awed and humbled, and he chuckled wryly to VerNolen, who stood awaiting orders.

“An’ I was thinkin’ this trip might be too much for her!”

Abashed, he turned to the apparently more difficult task of convincing the dwarves that a floating stone ship was a safe means of travel.

CHAPTER 30

––––––––
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Lysethra sighed with relief as a shadowy figure appeared before her in the summoning circle.  She ran a hand through her hair and closed her eyes to rest for a moment.  She was exhausted.  Her communion with Xakra had been arduous, and her subsequent search for Calmarel had frustrated her beyond belief.  Her sister’s room was empty: no Calmarel, no baby, no slave.  The citadel was too large to search by herself—she was not yet prepared to admit her sister’s disobedience to the mediator—so she had returned to the temple to summon help.  Now the creature hunkered before her, a shadow within shadows, only its red eyes clearly visible.  She pushed herself upright and held out a scroll case.

"This is a simple task," she said, "but you must make haste.  Take this scroll to my sister, Calmarel Darkmist.  She is somewhere within this citadel.  Once you deliver it to her hand you may return to your home.  Go now, and hurry!"

With a brush of dark breeze the scroll tube vanished from her hand.  The shadows before her lightened; the creature was gone.  Wherever Calmarel was, the shadow servant would find her, of that she had no doubt.  The question was: would her sister accept the invitation on the scroll?  She had to assume she would, and prepare.  Lysethra heaved a sigh and thought longingly of a glass of wine and a soft bed.  But it would be many hours before she could rest.  Patience and persistence were essential for luring wary prey into a web.
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“Many hands make light work!” said UrMae with a satisfied smile as she clapped the dust from her hands.  The crowd of priests around her looked similarly pleased, but all looked wearier from their efforts than the energetic high priestess.

“It certainly helps that yer a favorite o’ the Earth Mother,” DoHeney said as he marveled at the craft they had shaped in only a few hours.  It only vaguely resembled the ships he’d seen in the world above, but if it took them where they wanted to go, he didn’t care what it looked like.

The vessel had three long, narrow hulls attached side by side by thick platforms.  From the center of each hull rose a hefty stone mast topped with a slender horizontal yard.  The entire vessel had been fashioned from stone, and neither crack nor seam marred her lines.  She was squat and sturdy, a true dwarven ship, stem to stern.

DoHeney sprang aboard, hoping to encourage the dwarven troops who had watched the building of the ship as if watching the building of a gibbet to be used for their own hanging.

“Come aboard right quick now!” he called, annoyed by the grumbles from his men.  Bein’ a commander is kinda like bein’ a babysitter, he thought irritably.  When this is over, I’m goin’ back ta bein’ a loner.  He was about to yell out reprimands when UrMae sauntered through the crowd, clapping backs and playfully admonishing the laggards.

“Git up there, NorFoman.  Don’t ye tell me it’s not safe!  I made that ship wi’ me very own hands and the grace o’ the Earth Mother.  Are ye mistrustin’ either me or her?”  None would accept that challenge, and the troops boarded.  The stability of the craft seemed to ease their fears, though they tended to huddle near the center, away from the sides and the view down into the inky waters.  UrMae boarded last, with a flourish and a big smile.  “All aboard, Captain!”

DoHeney bellowed, "Set sail, Prael!"

The wizard tossed a red silk handkerchief into the air while reciting an incantation.  The handkerchief dissolved into a shimmer of red sparks that shot aloft to fall gently over the yards.  In the wake of the sparks, filmy red fabric appeared that attached to the tops of the yards and draped down toward the decks.  DoHeney ordered some dwarves to tie lines onto the corners of the makeshift sails, and secure the ends.

"A little wind, if ye please, Marris," DoHeney yelled with a grin as he stood in the bow of the center hull.

The mage stood in the stern of the ship and threw a bit of shimmering dust into the air toward the masts.  A breeze stirred the air, then freshened until wind filled the sails.  Slowly, they pulled away from shore, then picked up speed until they raced across the calm water.

“Just tell me which direction you want to go in,” Marris called, “and I’ll adjust the wind accordingly.”

"Handy magic, that," DoHeney said.  “Thankee very much.”  He turned toward UrMae as the priestess approached.  This close, he could see the weariness in her eyes, and how she repeatedly clenched and relaxed her fists to ease the cramps induced by hours of molding stone.  This effort had taxed even her, though she made sure the troops didn’t see.

“I couldn’t do this wi’out ye,” he said.

“Ah, yer doin’ fine,” she said as she leaned against the bulwarks.  “Everyone’s got their special skill, an’ it takes everyone ta git things done.  Howdaya like the name?”

“What name?” he asked.

UrMae pointed over to the outside of the hull below them.  “Every ship’s gotta have a name.”

DoHeney leaned over and read the sharp dwarvish letters.  He nodded—he didn’t trust his voice not to betray his emotions—and leaned on the rail beside UrMae as they surged across the water aboard DoHeney’s Dream.
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Shay glanced over to the great silver-scaled dragon that flew alongside Phlegothax.  He could just see Onnowarr astride it, her golden scales winking in the light of a nearby volcano.  Around the two dragons flew hundreds of armed drakoll.  He rolled his shoulders to rid them of the kinks that had set in during the long ride.  He could hear Hufferrrerrr's growling snore somewhere behind him, but his mind was too agitated for sleep.  Avari’s agreement with the draconic deity bothered him.  His friend had always been too quick to act without considering the ramifications.  When they were back home, he would do some research to determine if there might be a way to void the deal.

"There it is!" exclaimed Feldspar as he poked Shay in the ribs.  Shay shook him off irritably.  The cantankerous old wizard had been like a child in a toy shop since they started on this mission.  Well, Shay thought, I imagine this must make a nice change from working the same old magics for an emperor.  He turned in the direction that Feldspar’s finger pointed, and saw what looked like a tear hanging from the black eye of The Void.  As they neared, the tear resolved into the shimmering shield that cradled the Black City.

"Look at the size of it," Lynthalsea said.

"Is anyone besides myself being in the thinking that we may be in the biting of more meat than one can be chewing?"  Hufferrrerrr sounded worried.

Onnowarr’s booming voice startled them, sounding as if the deity was right next to them.  "We have not had a chance to chew,” she said.  “For even I have been unable to take the bite that will breach the shield."

"What has been tried against it?" Shay asked.  He pressed his arm against the bulge of one of the cornerstones in his robes.

"Entire flights of dragons have failed to breach the shield," Onnowarr said.  "And although my own powers will prick the shield, it is reinforced by Void essence," she glared at the shimmering barrier as if personally offended, "and it immediately regenerates."

"Great," Voncellia muttered.

"But it was damaged!"  Avari called out excitedly.  "And you said you could get us in!"

"Indeed I did say that,” Draco’s daughter agreed as Phlegothax and the silver-scaled dragon banked toward the shield.

There was a flash, and before Shay could blink, Onnowarr stood before him, her stance steady on Phlegothax's scaly back.  “But I will need a concession from you.”  Her eyes narrowed, and he felt the weight of judgment in her gaze.  “I will need to borrow the cornerstones, Szcze-kon."  She extended her taloned hands toward him.

Shay flushed with momentary fury.  If this was her trick to take the gems—put them in an untenable situation and deny her help until they acquiesced—she would be sorely disappointed.

"You cannot touch two cornerstones at the same time, Onnowarr," Shay chided, his hand moving protectively to the sequestered stones.  "Their combined energies cause a—"

"Do not deign to tell Us, Szcze-kon, what We can or cannot do!" Onnowarr commanded, her hands still outstretched.  "Hand me the cornerstones, and I will breach the shield.  You will be able to pass through before it regenerates."

"While you stay on this side with the cornerstones?  That is not acceptable."  Shay ignored his friends’ protests, and considered himself lucky that Avari was not close enough to reach him.

“So you would jeopardize your task, Szcze-kon, to retain possession of what does not rightly belong to you?” Onnowarr said, menace evident in her hushed tone.

“I am their rightful master!” Shay protested.  “Only I can use them as they were meant to be used.”

"The emerald belongs to DoHeney and the dwarves, Shay," Avari yelled to him.

“But he gave it into my keeping!”  Shay snapped.

“Please listen, Shay,” Lynthalsea pleaded.  “If Onnowarr needs the gems to get us through the shield, then give them to her!  This is not the time to—"

"This is exactly the time, Lynthalsea!" he barked.  "I am not prepared to hand them over to this being and not get them back!"  Even his own sister was denying his right to the cornerstones.  How did they expect to accomplish anything here without them?

“So, Szcze-kon,” Onnowarr purred with a smile, “you reveal your true self to your friends.  You are as covetous as any dragon, interested only in your own pursuits and unwilling to sacrifice for the greater good, as Jundag did...as your companions are doing...as Avari will do.”  She scowled down at him.  “And you do not apologize for your trespasses, hoping that others will forget what you have done, the hurts you have inflicted.”  She waved her hand and a drakoll flew up; its sides were slashed by healing scars, wounds that looked suspiciously like claw marks from a lion...or leotaur.

“You are no better than those within the Black City!”

These words hit Shay like a slap across the face, and for an instant, it seemed as if he stood outside of his body looking back, seeing himself as others saw him.  And he realized that Onnowarr was right, as it was obviously her intention in showing him this.  His mind reeled.

Is this truly what I have become?  He had thought that only by maintaining control of the cornerstones could they achieve their goal, but as he considered his actions and interactions of the past year, a pattern emerged.  He did not like what he saw.  And he thought of Avari’s great sacrifice for a friend, given freely and without coercion, and his face burned with shame.

"Very well," Shay said softly, handing over to Onnowarr first the diamond, then the emerald, though he had to force himself to loosen his grip.

As the second gem touched Onnowarr's hand, the combined energies of the two cornerstones flared like a green-white star, tendrils of glowing energy arcing and writhing in a nimbus around the goddess as she rose into the air in a lazy pirouette.  Her eyes glowed like twin golden suns and her skin began to incandesce, shimmering with the power of the stones.

"Be ready!" Onnowarr said in a voice like thunder.  "The shield will begin to regenerate as soon as it is damaged."

Shay heard his companions unsheathing swords and pulling arrows from quivers, and Brok chanting in a deep, soft voice.  Shay said a prayer that Tem would watch over them, and hefted his hammer.  The drakoll gathered in a swarm in front of Phlegothax, then wheeled and shot toward the shield wall.

Onnowarr brought her hands together, and a spear of green-white energy lanced out, impacting upon the shield with the clap of a thousand thunderbolts.  Shay’s ears rang, but as his vision cleared, he saw a large hole in the shield, glowing red at its edges, which immediately began to close.

Shay’s stomach dropped as Phlegothax plunged toward the hole in the wake of the drakoll, and he crouched low.  The dragon tucked in its wings as it passed through the shield, then billowed them wide and banked.  The dragon flew back to the shield wall, where Onnowarr floated on the other side of the shrinking hole, a grin of satisfaction on her face.  She flicked her hands, and the cornerstones flew through the gap.  Shay stretched out his hand to catch one, and Phlegothax caught the other in its massive jaws.

The shield opening snapped shut like it had never been breached.  Shay caught one more glimpse of the daughter of Draco as they wheeled and plummeted toward the citadel.

CHAPTER 31

––––––––
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Jundag stood behind Calmarel, the baby in one arm, their pack of supplies in the other.  Beyond the archway he could see the portal to Xerro Kensho, guarded by two rock trolls.  It had taken them several hours to reach this place; Calmarel had led them on a circuitous route through the adjacent city sections to avoid detection by Lysethra or the Xerro Kensho guards.

Several mages walked by, looking weary and discussing ways to stabilize small fissures in the Void portals.  Calmarel motioned to him to be ready once they were past.  Then a great clap of thunder rent the air, staggering them.  Jundag dropped the pack and braced himself against the wall, pulling the baby close as she began to wail.  Outside, the rock trolls looked up.

“Now!” hissed Calmarel, and they started toward the portal.

A roar like a waterfall reached Jundag’s ears as he strode into the open a step behind Calmarel.  Instinct drew his gaze to the source of the sound, and he stopped.

"What?  Don't stop now!  We—"  Calmarel fell silent as her eyes flicked up.

Flying creatures dove toward the portal.  A flight of spears flew from the vanguard, riddling the two rock trolls.  They fell, pierced a dozen times by the long shafts.

“Hurry!” Calmarel screamed as she raced forward, but it was too late.  The swarm creatures surrounded the portal and hacked at the stone frame with maces and axes.  Chips of rock flew, and the frame shattered under the onslaught.  With a white burst of magical energy, the portal collapsed.  Along the shield wall, Jundag could see similar scenes enacted at the portals to the other dark cities.

Calmarel’s cry of frustration pierced his ears.  Cursing, he grabbed her arm and pulled her back toward the Citadel.  It would have been easy to leave her to her death, but now that they were trapped here, he would need her to help him protect the baby from Lysethra.  He glanced up once more before they raced under the archway.

High above, a dragon circled.
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“Excellent!” Shay exclaimed.  “The drakoll have taken out the portals.  They will not be able to get reinforcements from their cities.”  He swung the diamond cornerstone back and forth in front of him.  It glowed more brightly toward his left.

“Phlegothax!” he called.  “Can you land us on that balcony?”

The dragon huffed and dove.  

[image: image]

"I bet ye never thought ye'd be huddled under a blanket with a scarred old dwarf," DoHurley laughed as he wrapped an arm around Irielnea to quell her shivering.  Her slender body didn’t have the natural insulation that the sturdy dwarves possessed, and she seemed out of place down here in the caverns.  DoHurley could more easily picture her walking through a green forest in the springtime wearing a long diaphanous gown that brushed the dew from the grass, dappled sunlight gleaming off of her dark, silky hair, perhaps singing a lilting tune.  Whoa there! he admonished himself.  Ye shan’t be takin’ advantage of yer guests or thinkin’ those kinds of thoughts about ‘em, even if ye are keepin’ ’em warm.

"M...my second husb...b...band was human," Irielnea said through chattering teeth.  "I see no r...r...reason why my next c...could n...not be a dwarf."

DoHurley’s shock must have shown on his face, because Irielnea laughed aloud, great clouds of white vapor billowing from between her pretty lips.

The temperature had crept slowly but steadily lower, despite the presumably unquenchable heat of the volcanic vents.  The entire mountain was becoming one giant deep-freeze.  Many folk were huddled together, piled with blankets and conserving their strength, trying to sleep.  But Irielnea had insisted on staying up to keep DoHurley company.

"D...do you think it will g...get much colder?" she asked.

"Nay, lass," he lied.  "That vent o'er there's puttin' out more hot air than a malcontented elder.  Methinks we've reached a happy medium."

"G...good," she sighed, snuggling closer, her shivering slowly subsiding as her eyes sagged closed.  "I'm sleepy, DoHurley.  Wake me if—"

"Oh, no, lassie," he scolded, joggling her awake and lifting her to a standing position.  He drew her close and rocked her back and forth.  He knew the signs of hypothermia, and she was exhibiting them all.  If she fell asleep now, she’d never wake.  "There's no sleepin' on duty.  Up ye go.  Get them legs movin'."

"I can't, DoHurley," she said as she slumped into his arms.  "I'm too tired to walk."

"How about some hot soup then?" he asked, dragging her over to the figures huddled around the cook pots.  "DruEllen!  Let's have some soup fer our guest here."

"The heatstones're near spent, Yer Majesty," the portly cook said apologetically.  "The soup's barely warm, an' there ain't much more.  Near all our water's froze."

"Well, break out some o' them baskets o' coal we lugged down here!  I want a hot cup o' soup!"  His kinsmen's low spirits sparked his anger.  He was king; he couldn’t let them give up.  "You there!  QueRonia!  Strike up a tune on that pipe o' yours!  That's what we need, a bit o' music!  Maybe even dancin'."

Several of the dwarves looked at him as if he’d gone mad, and even Irielnea gave him an odd stare.  They probably thought he was losing his mind, but he didn’t care; at least it would keep them awake trying to figure him out.  They had stocked plenty of food and drink, and had enough coal to burn down the mountain.  What they needed now were positive spirits.

"I said PLAY, QueRonia!" he bellowed, shocking the dwarf woman into action.

"That's it!" he thundered as the music began soft, then became louder as QueRonia’s lips warmed up.  He swung Irielnea around in a clumsy jig, half carrying her.  "Dance, everyone!"

A few others were standing now, some staring, some smiling, but they were at least moving.  One of the horses tethered over in the corner snorted and pawed at the noise.

"You're s...scaring the horses," Irielnea admonished, fully awake now and shivering once again.

"Good!" he shouted with a grin.  "They can use the exercise, too!  It'll get their blood pumpin'.  Help ward off the chill!"

By ones and twos and threes, dwarves and humans came out of their blankets.  The crowd moved toward the walls, clearing a wide swath for dancing.  A cheer rang out as a flask of oil was used to light a mound of coal.  DoHurley called for meat and ale, and the cooks rushed to hang a side of beef over the sputtering coals and tap a cask.

The king smiled at his kinsmen's response to his lunacy.  No dwarf ever had to be invited twice to a party.  His heart swelled when he saw Irielnea, now pink-cheeked, smiling and clapping at the dancers.  Her smile broadened when he grabbed her hands and pulled her into the dance area.  The others made room as he swung the elf around, and they were laughing and out of breath by the time they stopped.  The heat in the chamber seemed to have risen at least ten degrees in the last few minutes.  If he could only keep everyone eating and drinking and moving, maybe they could survive the storm of darkness that raged over their heads.  Maybe...
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DoHeney savored the peace.  The lake waters were placid, and the ship hissed through the water under the steady magical wind.  UrMae had read her rune stones to point the way, so all they needed were lookouts to make sure they didn’t run into any rocks or small islands.  So far, everything was quiet...too quiet, perhaps.

"What are those lights?" Prael’s voice startled DoHeney out of his reverie.  The wizard had come up beside him and was pointing toward the cavern ceiling far above.

"Oh, just cave faeries," DoHeney said as he tilted his head back.  "Li'l critters that live in the lichen that grows on rock.  Some make light.  Durin’ matin’ season, you’ll see ‘em crawlin’ all over the place, bunched up in huge piles o’ wigglin’ bugs in love.  Look kinda like stars in the sky."

"Really?" Prael said.  "I expected it to be lifeless down here."

"Oh, nay, lad!" DoHeney protested, shaking his head.  "There's more livin' down here'n you can throw a rock at.  Fishes in the water, crawlin' things on land, all manner o' fungus and molds, some right tasty.  Why, take them spark'ly lights in the distance; them's probably lightbugs in a matin' swarm."

Prael squinted.  "A mating swarm?  But they’re not moving."

DoHeney looked more closely, recognizing a pattern outlined by the glittering lights.  It looked like a huge hourglass, which was nothing like any lightbug swam he’d ever seen—

"By the Delver!  It's the city!”  He whirled around to where the troops rested and slept on the deck.

“Battle stations!” he whispered harshly. It was so quiet, he dare not call out lest he alert the enemy.  A few dwarves looked up but apparently didn’t hear him, as no one moved.  Frustrated, he tried a little louder.  “All hands, battle stations!  And be quiet about it!"

This time they understood and scrambled to prepare.  Dwarves scurried to ready their weapons, loading their crossbows and limbering up their arms.  A dozen cranked back the mechanism for firing the catapult they had lugged, disassembled, all the way from Zellohar, and reassembled in the bow of the center hull.  Prael and Marris worked together to increase the breeze and set the sails optimally.  There were creaks and groans and an occasional whispered curse, but all in all, they kept relatively quiet, as commanded.

DoHeney kept an eye on the glittering lights of the city as they sped silently over the water.  Then he caught a glow of light out of the corner of his eye, and looked behind him.  The wizards and priests had cast light spells to ready their supplies.  The lights shone brightly in the dark cavern, and DoHeney cursed, forgetting to lower his voice.

"Put out them lights, ye numbskulls!" he raged.  “Ye may as well raise a banner sayin’ ‘Here we come!’”

The lights flickered out, but too late.  They were too close to the city to have been unobserved.  Whatever advantage of surprise they might have had, they had just lost.

"Lookouts!" he called softly.  "Keep a sharp eye!"

"All clear on the—  Wait!" a voice called.  "They’re puttin' out boats.  Small ones, with oars.  Twenty or thirty o’ 'em."

"Great!"  DoHeney groused before turning to bellow at his crew.  "Get ready!  We got company comin'!"

He looked over his troops.  The dwarves looked fierce, but some peered anxiously over the side at the dark water.  The Refuge wizards and priests squinted into the dark, trying to distinguish the oncoming enemy.  DoHeney shook his head; his plan of attack had required stealth and surprise, both of which they had just lost.

"I hope we're ready fer this," he said quietly, grabbing his crossbow and checking his quiver.  "Now the fun starts..."

CHAPTER 32

––––––––
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Jundag hauled Calmarel through the citadel corridors, and she followed without question.  Halfway down a quiet side passage he found a door that led into a storage room half full of building materials and tools left over after the completion of the citadel.  Calmarel didn’t resist when he pulled her inside and closed the door.  A hacking cough erupted from deep within his chest, and he had to let go of her arm and brace himself against the sill.  After a moment it subsided, but when he wiped his mouth, bloody phlegm stained his tunic.  Looking around, he saw that Calmarel had crumpled to the floor and sat unmoving.  Jundag stared at her for a moment, puzzled, then felt the baby wriggle and mew; she was hungry.

“Calmarel, you must feed the baby,” he said as he held out the child.  Calmarel didn’t move, even when he knelt in front of her, again holding out the baby.

I could leave her here and hide with my child, he thought, until he realized the futility of that plan.  Where would he go?  With the portals destroyed, there was no way home, and even if he could escape, his world was being destroyed with every hour that the Void essence flowed.  Also, his cough was getting worse; without healing, he soon would be unable to breathe.

He had only one option, and hoped that it wouldn’t get him killed.  He slapped Calmarel across the face with an open hand.

“Calmarel!” he snapped.  “What is wrong with you?  You must feed the baby and heal me, then we must figure out how to keep away from Lysethra.  We have not the time for you to—”

Calmarel’s head snapped up, her eyes blazing with anger.

“What’s wrong?” she screeched.  “I’ve displeased and disregarded my gods, fled from my sister, brought shame to my clan, and been stripped of my powers!  All because of you, Jundag!  For believing that I could keep some of your strength for myself by birthing your child.  And now we're trapped here!  That’s what’s wrong!  I am my father’s true heir: a failure.”

Jundag maintained his stern mien, though her admissions stunned him.  Without her powers, she could not heal him.  And without her powers, how could they prevail over Lysethra?  But at least she is thinking again and not acting as if already dead, he thought.  First things first.  He held baby out to her.

“You are still a mother, and your daughter requires food.  Feed her.  Then we will decide what is necessary to survive.”

“You don’t understand,” she said bitterly, though she took the baby and began to feed her.  As she watched the child suckle, her features softened, reassuring Jundag that, despite her earlier actions, she would not harm her child, but fight to the death to protect her.  In that, and only that, they shared purpose.  He waited.

––––––––

Calmarel wiped the smudge of milk off of the baby’s mouth and gave her to Jundag, who began patting the child firmly on the back.  A resounding belch brought a smile to his lips, and he looked up to see her watching him.

Before either of them could speak, a chill breeze blew through the closed door, and a shadow formed where no shadow should be.  Calmarel looked in panic down to her chest; her spider pendant was dark.  “No powers, no warning!” she hissed as she leapt to her feet, hefting her writhing flail.  Jundag quickly placed the baby into a corner behind some crates, then started to circle the shadow, crouching low, his fists clenched for an attack.

The shadow extended toward her, and a scroll case appeared, seeming to hover in the dark air.  Calmarel stared for a second, caught off guard.  This was a shadow servant; she had often used them herself to deliver messages.  She lowered her flail when she recognized Lysethra's personal seal on the scroll case.  Cautiously, she reached out and grasped it.  In that instant, the shadow dissolved and was no more.

“What message is so important that Lysethra would devote the time and energy to summon a shadow servant?” she mused.

“Perhaps the case is trapped,” suggested Jundag.

Calmarel considered the possibility, then shook her head.  “That’s not Lysethra’s style.”  Praying she wasn’t underestimating her sister, she broke the seal and quickly twisted open the scroll case, holding her breath in anticipation.  Nothing exploded or rushed out at her, so, taking a deep breath, she unrolled the parchment and read.

––––––––


Congratulations, Sister Younger!





This may be the last time I can address you so informally.  The mediator requested that I inform you that you have successfully completed your task.  You are to ascend to mediator!  She regrets that this happy news did not come from her own lips, but her citadel-imposed duties leave her little free time, and you were not in your quarters when she visited.



Her message was thus: “Tell Calmarel that the Queen of Webs recognizes her daughter as a gift to the Dark Gods, and would never have allowed her to be harmed.  Her task was not a test of faith, but of confidence in her commitment.  Xakra has bid me—as Mediator of Xerro Kensho—to request that she immediately consecrate her daughter, then complete the Rite of Ascension and assume her new duties as mediator.”



I trust that you understand the meaning behind this message.  I am at quite a loss, except in understanding that your belief that the Dark Gods had blessed your daughter—our heir—was truly perceptive.  I have arranged for the consecration ceremony; there are many strong, loyal guards here in the citadel with nothing better to do than bequeath their souls in honor of your daughter.  It is time she had a name, no?



I await you in the temple, and together we will present Almighty Xakra with a sacrifice worthy of Her greatness and your child’s future glory.



––––––––


With all my pride, Lysethra



––––––––

Calmarel read and reread the message several times, her grin spreading wider with each repetition.  Vindication!  The tension that had wracked her body since her seemingly disastrous meeting with the Dark Gods dissolved, replaced by a burgeoning excitement.  She had known all along that her daughter was exceptional.  How like the Queen of Webs to weave such a convoluted task to test her faculties for leadership.  For that, she now realized, was the purpose of her rite of ascension.  A mediator was a leader, and as such was required to make difficult decisions, trusting their inner instinct and resolve.  Her faith and devotion had already been established by a lifetime of service to the Dark Gods.

Then why, whispered the voice in her head, did your father fail when given the same task?  And why did Xakra not contact you directly?

Calmarel shook her head impatiently.  Her task and her father’s could not be compared; who knew what the Dark Gods intended for him?  And as for contact, well, she was without her powers, so of course Xakra would use the mediator as an intermediary.  She barked a short laugh when she considered her fears; how could she have thought that even Lysethra might have turned against her?

“Jundag,” she said abruptly.  He gazed at her with his vivid blue eyes.  “Exactly what did Lysethra say about my child?  Did she threaten her?”

Jundag’s brow wrinkled and he slowly shook his head.  “She did not need to state her intentions.  It was in her eyes.”

Calmarel’s blood chilled.  She had taken the word of a slave that her sister plotted against her.  Never would Lysethra harm the heir of Clan Darkmist.  She glanced to her daughter, then back to Jundag.  Her eyes traced the scars he had suffered at her hands, then lingered on the golden collar around his throat.  How often had he declared his hatred for her, preferring death to her company?  He had tried to escape!  Her face grew hot with rage.

“How low have I stooped,” she said through clenched teeth, “to have believed a slave over my own sister?  You’re only using our child as a shield to keep secret your true intentions.  You intend to steal her away.  That I will never allow!  You may be her father, but she is my child, birthed from my womb.  Bring her to me!”

“Calmarel, no!” he pleaded.  But the imperative of the golden collar was too great, and he reluctantly brought her the child.

Calmarel’s breaths came quickly as she gave thanks for the power of the collar; it was mage-made and attuned to her voice—she wanted no one countermanding her commands—so her lack of powers did not affect it.  She quickly planned her next deeds.  She would meet with Lysethra and sacrifice the guards to consecrate her daughter.  Then, she would sacrifice Jundag in honor of the Dark Gods.  This time—this last time—she would not revivify him, for his soul would be in Xakra’s cruel hands.

She glanced toward Jundag.  He had eyes only for his daughter, who was cradled in her mother’s arm.  A sharp pain twinged in Calmarel’s chest, but she forced it away.  Feeling too much for this slave was the root of all her problems.  Sacrificing him would solve everything.

Of course, she thought practically as she glanced once more at her sister’s message before tucking it into her robe, it never hurts to be wary.  She expertly swung her flail as she ordered Jundag to follow, and started the long walk to the temple. 
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Avari jumped off Phlegothax’s back as soon as the dragon landed on the balcony.  A flicker of movement in the room beyond caught her eye, but even as she turned, two arrows whished by her head from behind.  The two guards fell before they could even clear their swords from their sheaths.  Looking back, she saw Lynthalsea and Hufferrrerrr, both with newly nocked arrows, scanning the area.  Hufferrrerrr ran into the room, sniffing wildly, then signaled that all was clear.  Wind buffeted her as Phlegothax flapped his tremendous wings and soared away to join the drakoll.

“Avari!” Shay called to her as he pointed to the ground near the rail.  “Get the diamond, and let us see where our gems are.”

She retrieved the gem, cringing as she picked it up, slick with dragon spit.  She wiped it on her pant leg, then joined Shay  and they took a quick sighting.

“There!”  She pointed down and to their left, where the gems glowed most brightly.

"That is the nearest,” Shay said.  “We will pursue it, and hope that the two are together."

“How long will that take?” asked Voncellia in an irritated tone.   “Our first objective should be the disruption of the Void essence flow.”

Avari looked overhead at the expansive black sky formed by The Void.  At the tips of the spires, the black essence swirled as it was drawn into the core of the fortress.  She pictured again the storm of black essence in her world, and shuddered.  But she had other concerns.

“I’ll look for Jundag,” she said as she tightened her belt, “while the rest of you figure out how to find the gems and destroy this place.  We can meet back here.”

“Oh, no you won’t,” protested Yen, while Hufferrrerrr blocked the door and growled.  Even Shay held up a hand to halt her exit.

“Avari,” he said, “we discussed this; if we find the gems, we find Jundag.  We must stay together for protection.”  He pointed down to the fortress base where guards could be seen already battling with the drakoll.  “As for the Void essence...”

“We’ll deal with that,” said Feldspar brusquely.  “The safety of the realm is our concern.  Now that the hard part’s done—getting here and through the shield—I’m sure Voncellia and I will think of some way to disrupt the flow of Void essence.”  Voncellia looked grim, but rolled her shoulders like a fighter readying for a bout, and held her hands loosely by her sides, as if positioning herself to grab whatever she needed from her pockets.

Shay sighed.  “Once we have all the gems, we can use them to augment our powers and disrupt the vortex.”

Yen held up a hand to forestall Feldspar’s ready protest.  “We stay together, find the gems, and use them—or not—to disrupt the vortex.  But for now, my concern is getting us—all of us—to our goal in one piece.  Hufferrrerrr, you’ll be best as our forward scout.  Wizards, we’ll keep you protected in the middle.  Brok, you guard Feldspar, and Lynthalsea, you guard Voncellia.  Avari,” he said as he turned toward her, “would you prefer to guard Shay, or take the rear?”

Avari frowned at Hufferrrerrr; she would prefer to lead, but she understood Yen’s strategy, and appreciated his asking her opinion, and not just ordering her into place.  “I’ll take the rear.”

“Good!” Yen said with a quick smile.  “We are vastly out-numbered, so stay alert.”  Then he slowly opened the door into the corridor, and Hufferrrerrr stuck his head out, sniffing.

“Wait!” said Shay.  “Hufferrrerrr, come back.”  The half-elf waited until the door was closed, then smiled.  “I can help here.  Avari and Lynthalsea, do you remember the temple in a swamp—”

“We were invisible!” Lynthalsea finished.  “That would certainly help us get around in here.”

A sudden memory of her return to Zellohar Keep dampened Avari’s enthusiasm for the plan.  “The last time I was invisible turned out badly.”

“Well,” Shay said as he pulled items from a pouch, “I can guarantee you won’t run into Iveron Darkmist this time, but as for another Darkmist...”

Avari grinned evilly as she hefted Gaulengil and pantomimed a thrust.  “The next Darkmist I run into, I’ll run through.”

“Let’s tie together, then,” Yen said as he pulled out a coil of thin line.  “I don’t want anyone getting lost.  We’ve only got one Starstone to get home with."

“Perhaps I should hold the Starstone in case—” Shay said.

“No!”  Feldspar slapped Shay’s hand away.  “You’ve got enough magic gems in your pockets, and you’re still not thinking it through.  You may think you’re powerful with those cornerstones, but you’re still a child when it comes to real magic.  It’s no accident that the most powerful wizards are old; it takes decades to master the subtleties, the nuances.  For an elf, or even a half elf, you’re barely out of boy’s breeches.”

The stunned look on Shay’s face was almost comical, but Feldspar didn’t prolong the awkward moment.  Taking his place once more in line, he waved to Shay to continue.

The abashed half-elf waited until everyone was tied together.  Then, with an obstinate glance toward Feldspar, Shay extracted the emerald cornerstone from his pocket.  Holding the gem in one hand, he rolled a bit of wool in his other hand while softly chanting his incantation, then applied the now-shimmering wool to their eyelids.  One by one, they faded from view.
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“Hang on!” DoHeney said as the smaller boats raced toward the dwarven ship.  “Not yet...almost there.”  He wiped his palms on his pants and hoped that his troops couldn’t see the nervous sweat running down his neck.

"FIRE!" he bellowed, then watched as the catapult hurled a flaming ball of sulfur, pitch and tar that splashed against the prow of one of the enemy-laden boats.  The vessel, which appeared to be built of some type of dark wood, burst into flames.  A ragged cheer from the dwarves was echoed by the horrible screams of the burning foe, many of whom plunged overboard to quench the flames.  But another boat cruised through the wreckage, straight at them.  A collision was imminent.  DoHeney snatched up his axe and glanced at his troops.  The dwarves stood grim and ready; all anxiety at being asea had disappeared.

The iron-shod prow of the enemy boat squealed and threw sparks as it scraped against the stone hull of DoHeney's Dream, then snapped off, shattering the smaller craft's bow.  The boat began to sink, but not before its warriors swarmed over the side of the dwarven ship.  DoHeney’s glimpse of the doomed boat sickened him; the oars were manned by chained slaves who screamed as they were pulled beneath the dark waters.

The dwarves repelled the boarders with hammers and axes, while a hail of crossbow bolts flew overhead toward the rest of the oncoming boats.  But the warriors of the city of the Dark Gods dealt as good as they received.

"Priest!" DoHeney bellowed as he knelt to staunch the flow of blood from a deep gash in a comrade's arm.  A priestess hurried over, avoiding the knots of battle, and took charge of the patient.  She stopped the bleeding with a quick prayer and bandaged the arm, then sent the soldier to the back of the ship.  Turning, she held her fingers to the neck of a dwarf who had been jumped by three of the dark warriors, and who now lay on the deck covered in blood.  Looking up to DoHeney, she shook her head, then rushed off to help another.

DoHeney’s heart fell to his feet as he gazed at the dead dwarf.  DruFenly, a jeweler of particular merit, whose two wee girls would someday have the dwarf lads fighting over them, they were so pretty.  But now their father wouldn’t be present at their joining ceremonies.  Tears burned his eyes, but he had no time to grieve now.  

"Git that thrower back in line!" he raged, diverting his remorse into anger.  "Aim fer the larger boats.  Make every shot count!  Prael, keep her sails full!  We need some speed!"

Dark boats swooped down on DoHeney’s Dream like vultures gathering to feast on a carcass.  The larger vessel plowed right over many of the smaller craft, but each disgorged a squad of fighters before it sank.  They were fully engaged now, and DoHeney knew it would get worse before it got any better.
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"So it is decided," Koyrull said as she looked around at the other mediators, "the lands south of the great desert and west of the bitter sea shall be governed by a new mediator chosen from the city of Mezzerokesh.  And all lands east of the bitter sea will belong to Trokk Nour.  The exact borders of these lands will be decided when the surface is actually surveyed, since our maps may be in error.  Are we agreed?  Good!" she said in response to the six nodding heads.  "Now we must discuss—"

The bang of the thick stone doors of the chamber against the walls cut her words short, and she glared at the haggard messenger who rushed in.  He knelt before the group, gasping breaths until he could speak.

"This had better be good, Draemer," growled Koyrull at the messenger, a young noble from Xerro Kensho.

"Forgive my intrusion, Mediators," Draemer puffed, his shoulders heaving with each labored breath.  "There is trouble in the citadel.  An intrusion from outside the shield."

"What?"

"Impossible!"

"How was the shield broached?"

Koyrull waved for silence.  "How many?" 

"One dragon, Mediator, and many drakoll.  The portals outside the city have already been destroyed!  Xerro Kensho is short of soldiers, and we are required to request permission before guards from one sector are allowed to enter another."

"What do you mean, we lack guards!" Koyrull raged as she surged around the table.  "Where are the guards?"

"Matriarch Darkmist!" said the messenger quickly as he flinched away from her.  "She requested two score, and we discovered that they were used as sacrifices."

“Calmarel?” she asked uncertainly.  “That is not much of a task from the Dark Gods, to sacrifice mere soldiers.”

“Not Matriarch Calmarel Darkmist,” the messenger explained.  “Matriarch Lysethra Darkmist.”

“Lysethra!”  Koyrull’s confusion mounted.  She expected something like this from Calmarel, but she had thought she had Lysethra well in hand.  “And where is Lysethra Darkmist now?”

“In the Xerro Kensho temple of Xakra,” Draemer answered.  “She’s requested that no one enter the temple until she says otherwise.”

"Oh, she has, has she?" Koyrull seethed.  She spun back toward the other mediators.  "I suggest that we each see to security in our own sectors.  I need ten guards from each of the two adjoining sectors to supplement my apparently depleted supply.  If these creatures get into the core, they may present a danger to the entire citadel.  Draemer, gather my council and have them meet me at Xakra's temple.  I will coordinate my troops from there."

CHAPTER 33

––––––––
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Calmarel slowed her pace as she approached the closed doors of the temple.  Another squad of guards ran by, but she ignored them.

“Go fight the little dragon-men,” she murmured, “just keep them away.”  Her ascension was nigh, and she had no intention of allowing an incursion of Draco’s minions to interfere.  She just hoped that Lysethra had commandeered her selection of sacrificial guards before they all ran off to fight.  She glanced down to the swaddled bundle in her arms, smiled, and took a deep breath.  Gripping the handle of her flail, she pulled open the doors and entered.

Lysethra was kneeling before the sacrificial altar, her back to the door.  In front of her was a golden bowl brimming with hearts; mutilated corpses were piled in the shadows beside the altar.  Calmarel twisted her face in annoyance.  She’s already started, she thought, even though she knows how much I enjoy the sacrifices.  Grudgingly she admitted that it had taken her a long while to get here.  At least she hasn’t made the offering yet.  She glanced up at the looming statue of Xakra and felt her heart swell with pride.  I come to consecrate my daughter to you, almighty Xakra.  She will serve you as I have served you.  She closed the doors with a discreet thump and stepped forward.

"Calmarel!" Lysethra cried as she rose, turned and hurried to her, her lips parted in a wide smile.  "You received my message.  Oh, this will please the Queen of Webs immensely!"  Her smile faltered and she stopped a few feet away, eying the flail in her sister’s grasp.  “What is that for?”

Calmarel widened her eyes.  “Haven’t you seen the guards running around?  Some little dragons breached the shield, and I thought it best to be prepared in case any gained access to the citadel itself.  Actually, I’m surprised the mediator allowed you so many guards for sacrifice until the situation resolved.”

A startled looked washed over Lysethra’s face, then flowed away as she said, “I didn’t know there were intruders.  I am sure there are sufficient soldiers to deal with it.  The mediator regrets that she could not be here—she’ll be away from the sector for several days—but she considers the consecration a priority, so let’s get started.  I thought to have all the tedious work completed before you arrived, so we could move right on to presenting the offering to Xakra.”  She waved her hand toward the corpses.  “Your timing is perfect; I just finished.”  She looked at the bundle in Calmarel’s arm and smiled.  “How is our little heir doing?  Well, I hope.”

“She thrives,” Calmarel declared, returning her sister’s smile.  She relaxed; all seemed well.  

Lysethra glanced over Calmarel’s shoulder and cocked her head.  “Cal!  Where is your favorite pet?  Finally tiring of him?  Perhaps...” she grinned and leaned close as if she were sharing a secret, “his heart would make a worthy addition to our sacrificial offering?”

“Let’s complete this offering first,” Calmarel suggested, “as a shared consecration for our heir.  Then I’ll sacrifice Jundag myself.”

“So you finally relegated him to the dungeon where his kind belong?” Lysethra asked lightly as she turned and started walking toward the altar.

“Mmmm,” Calmarel murmured as she followed.  She breathed deeply, savoring the familiar smells of the temple: the sharp tang of blood, the subtle fragrance of incense—  Her attention piqued.  The incense...the scent was unusual, but not totally unfamiliar.  After a moment it came to her; this was the incense used to commune with Xakra, not the incense used for the consecration ceremony.  She glanced at the sacrificial altar.  Instead of bright rivulets of freshly shed blood, the altar was stained dark with congealed clots.  She looked to the discarded guards; their eyes were cloudy, the protruding organs dull and dry, not shiny and glistening.  Calmarel had seen enough blood and corpses to know exactly what she was looking at.  These sacrifices had been conducted hours ago, not recently, as Lysethra had said.  Something was wrong...  Calmarel tightened her grip on her flail and shifted the bundle in her left arm.

“Seth,” she said casually, “you haven’t asked about my meeting with Xakra.  After all, it isn’t every day that one meets one’s goddess.  And since you’ve never done it, I thought you’d be overflowing with questions.”

Lysethra’s hands twitched as they held the bowl of hearts out before her, but she didn’t snap out an acerbic reply to the gibe as Calmarel expected.  Instead, she tossed her head and said, “I assumed you would tell me at your convenience.  I know you’re preoccupied with your rite, and I didn’t want to pester you.”  She placed the bowl on the offering altar and bowed her head.

Calmarel looked beyond Lysethra at the contents of the gold bowl.  Like the bodies, the hearts were dark and dry and shrunken...the way they looked after an offering, not before.  The hairs on the nape of her neck tickled, and time seemed to slow, as it always did when she sensed trouble.  She might be bereft of her gods-given powers, but her instincts remained keen.

“That was considerate of you,” Calmarel said as she slowly shifted her stance and drew back her right arm.  “When did you become considerate?”  Calmarel set her feet and swung the writhing end of the flail toward her sister’s head.  The sudden motion woke the baby, and she wailed.

Alerted by the child's shriek, Lysethra ducked and rolled away.  Out of weapon range, she leapt to her feet and stared at Calmarel, her eyes blazing, her lips whispering the rhythmic cadence of an invocation.

Calmarel felt the crush of tremendous pressure, and her arm jerked to a stop.  The flail head swayed heavily back and forth, its momentum gradually waning.  She strained to move—a foot, a hand, a finger!—and failed.  Lysethra’s skills had always lagged her own, and Calmarel had thought that maybe, just maybe, she could achieve the upper hand even without her own powers.  She had been wrong.  She groaned in frustration.

“Oh, Cal,” Lysethra chided.  “I thought you’d put up more of a fight than that!  Have I been fooled all these years into thinking my powers inferior to yours?”  She reached out and lifted the spider pendant from Calmarel’s chest and her eyes widened.  “Ahhhh!  You have no powers!  Well, this is something that neither you nor Xakra told me.  Oh, yes,” she said at Calmarel’s widened eyes, “I spoke with Her Greatness, and she told me exactly what she thinks of your abomination of a child.”

"Seth, I—"

Lysethra slapped Calmarel hard across the face, her sharp nails raking her smooth skin.

“How dare you defy the Queen of Webs!  You always did think you were above the rules, Cal, but mating with animals...  How could you sink so low?  You, whom I once called ‘sister,’ are not worthy to bear the name Darkmist."

Lysethra stopped ranting and stood upright, eyes closed, her chest heaving with deep breaths until she quieted.  Then she looked back to Calmarel and smiled sadly.

“Together we could have wielded tremendous power in the name of our goddess and for the glory of our clan, but that’s apparently not to be.  You’ll watch me offer up your child, then you, too, will become an offering to almighty Xakra.  May your soul rot in her web forever.”

Lysethra drew a silver dagger from her robe and approached.  Lifting the crying baby from Calmarel’s arm, she carried it to the sacrificial altar, and solemnly laid it atop.

Calmarel’s mind whirled and she fought to quell her panic.  She had never felt so helpless...so vulnerable.  Not my child! she pleaded silently before realizing that no Dark God would answer her prayers.  She would have pleaded with her sister, but she knew it was to no avail.  

Lysethra began unwrapping the swaddling blanket, chanting the unholy words that would send the baby’s soul to Xakra.  Straining until she thought she would tear the muscles from her bones, Calmarel fought to move, but her limbs were not hers to command.  Command...

"Jundag!” Calmarel called desperately.  “Save our child!"

––––––––

Jundag quivering muscles were suddenly released from their magical bondage, and he exploded into action.  Calmarel had directed him through the acolytes’’ entrance to the antechamber behind the altar with the order to “Stay put and stay quiet, unless I command otherwise.”  So he had crouched there, listening as Calmarel entered the temple though the main doors, as the sisters approached the altar.

How can she not hear the treachery in Lysethra’s voice? he had wondered.  His heart nearly burst when the baby wailed, and he thought they were lost when Lysethra began an ominous chant.  But Calmarel’s command loosed his rage, and he tore through the antechamber curtains and launched himself at Lysethra.

The high priestess was gazing up at the statue of Xakra, one hand atop the wriggling, crying baby, the other raised high, a silver dagger clenched in her fist.  Jundag snatched her wrist.  Although Lysethra was a skilled fighter, her strength was no match for his.

With a feral growl of satisfaction, he tightened his grip until he felt Lysethra's wrist bones shatter.  She cried out in pain, and the dagger clattered to the altar.  Her eyes narrowed and she began to chant, but Jundag allowed her no opportunity to call on her dark-gods-given powers.  He clamped his other hand around her throat, choking off her words.  Lifting her off the floor, he locked his gaze with hers, even as her hate-filled eyes began to bulge.  She kicked him savagely with her pointed boots, and raked the sharp nails of her free hand across his face, blinding one of his eyes.  But Calmarel had dealt him harsher wounds than this; he ignored the pain.  Lysethra’s face contorted and took on a purple hue.  Her hand stopped clawing at him, and instead thrashed about in panic.  Jundag grinned as the light began to fade from her eyes: victory.  Then a searing pain exploded in his chest.  Roaring in agony and surprise, he looked down to see that Lysethra’s groping fingers had found the silver dagger on the altar, and she now frantically twisted the blade into his side.  His blood gushed red over her hand.

His vision blurred as the blade penetrated deeply.  His knees trembled with sudden weakness, worse than any normal knife wound would have warranted.  But this wasn’t a normal knife; it was a sacrificial blade cursed by Xakra.  He felt torn, as if his soul was being ripped from his body.  He staggered as every scar he had ever acquired suddenly burst forth in renewed agony.  Only the magical compulsion of the collar gave him the fortitude to maintain his grip on Lysethra's neck.  Just before all strength left him, Jundag felt the bones of Lysethra's neck snap, and her eyes rolled up.  Satisfaction flitted briefly through his mind before he slumped to the floor, all strength gone.

Jundag tugged at the dagger wedged between his ribs, but couldn’t budge it.  Calmarel, freed from Lysethra’s command by her death, raced forward, and lifted the baby from the altar.  She spared no glance for her dead sister as she hushed the child and gently rewrapped the swaddling blanket.  

"C...Calmarel," Jundag croaked through bloody lips.  His voice sounded foreign to his own ears, a pain-filled rasp.  She looked down and stared at him dismay.  He grabbed the hem of her robes.  "Help...me."

She reached as if to grasp the dagger, then pulled back.  “I can’t touch it,” she whispered as she glanced fearfully at the statue behind the altar.  “Not Xakra’s knife, not here in Xakra’s temple.  She’ll know it’s me.”

Jundag glimpsed his daughter’s precious face within her blanket.  She no longer cried, and her blue eyes stared intently at him.  Again he looked at Calmarel.  “Help me...please.”

“I can’t touch the knife!” she averred.  “And I can’t heal you.”

Jundag considered her words, and made his decision.

“Then...kill me.”

Her eyes widened and she looked around frantically.

"Calmarel," he gasped through teeth clenched in pain, “please!"

"I can't!" she insisted, her voice cracking with panic.  "If I kill you while the dagger’s still inside you, your soul will go to eternal torment in Xakra’s lair.  You were right about Lysethra, and you saved our child...you don’t deserve that.  You’re strong, Jundag; get the dagger out before...you die.  I'm...sorry."

He stared at Calmarel, shocked silent.  Never had he expected to hear those words from her—I’m sorry—and his grip loosened on her robe.  She rose and started to turn away, then hesitated and knelt back down before him.  She lifted the ivory feather-blossom pendant from her neck and laid it on his chest.  Taking his hand, she curled his fingers around the medallion.  Then, after one more anguished look, she ran down the aisle and out of the temple.  In her wake, he heard his daughter begin once more to cry, as if already she mourned her father’s death.

CHAPTER 34

––––––––
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Avari felt the tug of the thin line linking her to her invisible friends, and followed them around yet another corner.  They had been moving sporadically through the maze of black stone corridors, flattening themselves against the wall whenever a contingent of guards trotted by, warned by the clanking of their armor and weapons.  Avari was thankful for the mayhem that Phlegothax and the drakoll were apparently causing outside; none of the rooms they had passed had been guarded.  Of course, there had been nothing of interest to them in those rooms either.  

This new corridor was long and empty, broken only by double doors halfway down.  Avari sighed impatiently and a bit too loudly, and was rewarded by a sharp, warning tug on the line.  She followed obediently, but vented her frustration by muttering under her breath.  It didn’t take long to work herself into a high state of indignation; she was tired of everyone else making all the decisions.  She planted her feet and stopped short, smiling grimly as the line pulled taut and Shay’s agitated hiss reached her ears.

“Time to take another fix,” she whispered loudly.  They had been consulting the gems at intersections and corners, and had been moving in this direction for some time.  There was no reason to think that the gems would indicate differently now, but for just this one minute, they’d do what she wanted to do.

"We do not have time for this, Avari," Shay admonished, but she ignored him and removed the diamond from its wrap, then placed it on the ground before her so it wouldn’t be concealed by her invisibility.  The gem burst with a light so bright she had to shield her eyes.  It took about two seconds for her to realize that the light might also attract enemies.  She quickly picked up the gem, rewrapped it, and put it into her pocket.

“We’re close,” she said unnecessarily.  Her eyes turned toward the doors they had stopped in front of.  One door was ajar.  “I’m going in,” she advised her companions.  Avari pulled the knot at her waist to untie the line, then stepped cautiously toward the door and slipped inside.  She nearly cried out when she spied a huge black spider with a woman’s cruel face looming at the far end of the room, then realized it was only a statue.

“Xakra’s temple,” she heard Brok growl with disgust.

Slowly, holding Gaulengil at the ready, Avari moved down the aisle.  The air stank of blood, death and incense, and corpses littered the floor.  In front of the altar lay two bodies.  One was a sprawl of black robes and hair; although she couldn’t see the face, the angle of the head indicated a broken neck.  A glint of silver caught her eye, and she approached the second body.  The man laid facedown, arms outstretched, as if he had tried to crawl.  A dagger protruded from between his ribs, and fresh blood pooled beneath his body, in contrast to the obviously long-dead bodies piled next to the altar.

A sense of dread rose in Avari's heart, and her breath came fast and heavy.  She reached out to touch the body, pulled back, then finally forced her hand to brush the hair from his face.

“Jundag!”  His name caught in her throat and tears sprang to her eyes.  So much blood...they were too late.  She wanted to wail, but only managed a thin keen.  If I had been here just a little sooner, she rebuked, I could have saved him!  The tears overflowed, and she felt them trace crooked paths down her cheeks.  As if in apology, Avari brushed her fingertips across Jundag’s cheek.  The flesh was warm.  Her heart skipped a beat.

"Shay!” she called.  “Come quickly!"  

She heard footsteps approach, then watched as Jundag’s garments twisted this way and that.  Puzzled, she glanced about to see what forces might be at work, until a bright red light illumed the grisly scene, and she heard Shay’s cry of triumph. 

“The ruby!”

"You bastard!"  Avari swung her arm in the direction of Shay’s voice, cuffing him hard enough knock him over.  The sight of her outstretched arm made her realize that her attack had rescinded her invisibility, but she didn’t care.  The heat of rage flushed her cheeks as she rose and drew back her fist, but another hand intercepted hers before she could land a blow.

"Avari, no!"  Yen said close to her ear a moment before she saw him flicker into visibility, his own action disrupting the spell.  "What’s wrong?"

Avari wrested her hand away and dropped back to her knees.  “It’s Jundag.  We found him, and all Shay can think about is that blasted gem!”

“Jundag!” Yen said as he knelt beside her, putting his fingers to Jundag’s throat.  “He’s alive.”

Shay appeared opposite Avari and Yen, apparently having dispelled his invisibility.  He scrambled to his knees, one hand holding his sleeve to his nose to staunch the blood, the other reaching out to recover the ruby from the floor and drop it into a pocket.  His eyes were wide as he glanced first to Avari, then down to Jundag.

“I...I did not realize it was Jundag!” he stammered.  He leaned close and tore open the tribesman’s bloody tunic to expose the wound.  With each shallow breath, frothy blood bubbled around the knife blade.  Avari reached for the hilt to pull it free, but Shay stopped her.

“Do not touch it!” he said as he held his silver icon of Tem next to the dagger.  The medallion glowed briefly.  “It is cursed.  I do not know what would happen if you touched this knife in Xakra’s temple.  It may make her...aware of you.”

“But we have to do something!” Avari insisted.

"Here!"  Yenjil's sword tip caught the crosspiece of the dagger, wrenched it free and flipped it across the room.  Yen wiped his blade and looked grimly at Shay.  “Now heal him.”

Gratitude swelled Avari’s heart, and she put a hand on Yen’s arm in silent thanks.  She watched as Shay pressed his icon against the ragged wound and prayed to Tem.  Immediately, the wound began to close, replaced by a livid red scar.  Color flushed Jundag's grey skin, and his breaths became smoother and deeper.  Avari’s heart soared and she leaned closer, gently stroking Jundag’s cheek.

“Jundag,” she whispered.

––––––––

“Jundag.”

The voice seemed far, far away.  More immediate was the soft touch on his face, but he knew that caresses were always followed by pain.

"No!" he yelled, flinging up his arm to block her next move.  "No, Calmarel!  I won't—  I—  Who—"  He blinked rapidly, trying to focus his eyes.  A woman bent over him...but it wasn’t Calmarel.  Slowly, recognition came, and he gaped in shock.  “Avari?” he whispered as he hesitantly reached out to touch her cheek, wet with tears.  "Am I finally dead?"

"No, Jundag," Avari said as she gripped his hand tightly.  "You’re alive!”

“She told me you were dead,” he said as he remembered Calmarel’s grotesque taunting.  “So many times...but I thought of you.  I called for you...”

“I heard you, Jundag!” Avari said, her voice choked.  “I dreamed of you.  I...saw what she did to you.  I’m sorry it took us so long to get here.”

Jundag lay still and closed his eyes.  If only this moment could last forever; Avari was alive, her cool hand on his forehead.  Calmarel was apparently gone—  Calmarel...  He tried to sit up, gasping as pain stabbed throughout his body.  He felt a cold sweat break out on his face.

“Don’t try to move yet!” commanded the man who knelt by Avari’s side.  “Shay, he needs more healing to—"

"No!" Jundag protested, forcing himself into a sitting position with Avari’s help, gripping her hand so tightly he saw her wince, but she did not let go.  "No more healing!  Please!  It will just take longer that way."

"What will take longer, Jundag?" Avari asked. 

"For me to die," he said quietly, sorry that he had to cause her such despair as he saw now on her face.  "I cannot live, Avari, at least not for long.  I have been too wounded—"

"Unbelievable!"  Shay’s exclamation drew everyone’s attention.  The half-elf crouched over the twisted body nearby, one arm raised in the air, a blue glow emanating form his hand.  "The sapphire is here as well!  We have all four cornerstones!"

Jundag saw Avari’s face contort into an expression of wild rage, then a crazed smile.

“The gems!” she exclaimed.  “Shay, you can use the gems to help you heal Jundag!  She turned back to the tribesman.  “The gems we sought; they have great power!  Shay can heal all your wounds using them.  Yen,” she said as she turned to the man at her side, “help—"

“Avari,” Shay said hesitantly as he glanced toward Jundag, “my healing skills are holy powers granted by Tem.  The gems are conduits for magic.  I cannot use them to heal Jundag.”

Jundag watched Avari’s face shift once more, and now she looked at the half-elf with an almost feral expression.  She growled deep in her throat and started to rise, but he held onto her hand as tightly as he could.  His grip wasn’t enough to hold her, but the pressure seemed to restore her to her mind, and she looked at him in dismay.

"Avari," he said gently, “I choose not to live.  My memories will not allow it.  I remember every knife stroke, every whip lash, every broken bone.  I remember the smell of my own burning flesh.  I remember the sight of my..."  He started shaking as he remembered, then concentrated and finally stilled his trembling limbs.  He had thought some memories so deeply buried that they could never surface, but Xakra's cursed knife had reawakened it all.  He looked down at the pink scar where the sacrificial blade had entered him, and realized that it had wounded more than just his flesh.

"I can’t begin to understand all you've gone through, Jundag," Avari said, "though bits and pieces have plagued my dreams.  But it's over now!  At least try to let it be over.  If you decide later that life is still not worth living, then I'll—"  Her voice broke, but after a moment she managed to continue.  "Then I'll help you end it."

"No, Avari," Jundag said, shaking his head sadly.  "I could not ask that of you.  I will not—"

"Please to be excusing me, Mistress Avari and my new friend Jundag,” said a voice from the air near the now-closed doors.  Shay must have read the confusion in Jundag’s eyes, because he said “Hufferrrerrr,” then murmured and waved his hands.  A lion-man materialized near the doors, along with several others, both human and not-so-human.  Hufferrrerrr continued, saying, “We must be in a great much of hurriedness.  I hear voices nearing to us, and we are still having to be destroying this place of evilness.  We must—"

The doors rattled, but did not open; Hufferrrerrr was leaning against them.  The doors rattled again, then bowed open as they were hit from the other side.  Yen and Shay jumped up and ran to help the others.  An old man in robes whispered and gesticulated.  The lintel flashed briefly, and the man said “The door is sealed...for now.”  Beyond the doors, a shrill voice called out.

"It is the mediator!  She calls for Lysethra Darkmist," Jundag said as he waved toward the elder sister’s corpse.  He motioned to Avari, and she helped him to rise.  Pains stabbed him, but he suppressed a groan and merely grimaced.  “You must flee, or she will sacrifice you all to the Dark Gods!  However you got here, you now must go!  I will hold them back as long as I can."

“Not alone, Jundag!” Avari said as she hefted Gaulengil and faced the door.  “I won’t leave you this time!”

“We can’t leave yet.  We have to disrupt the core of Void essence!” the old man said.

"Though we still don’t know how to do that!" complained the robed woman who appeared to be his companion.

"I think the answer is in Shay’s pockets!” said the old man.  All looked toward him.  "After you recovered those two cornerstones from the Nekdukarr last year, I did some research on them.  They are conduits of tremendous power, and you’re right to take precautions to keep them from touching one another.  Shay, what do you think would happen if they did touch?"

“They would release an incalculable amount of magical energy,” Shay warned, “enough to—  No, Feldspar!  How dare you suggest we throw them away like that!"

"What do you mean, 'Throw them away'?"  Feldspar asked incredulously.  “This is our world we’re talking about!  If we don’t stop the Void essence, it will destroy everything.  What good are the gems if everything we know is gone?”

“See!” said Avari grimly.  “That’s what I’ve been talking about.  All he thinks about is those damned gems and his magic.  He doesn’t care about anyone or anything else.”

“Avari, that is not true!” Shay protested.  “We have gone through too much to regain these artifacts.  I am not about to destroy them needlessly now."

"This is not needless, Shay!" protested a beautiful woman who stepped out of the shadows.  Her dark hair and beautiful face seemed familiar, then Jundag remembered: the wolf-elf they had met outside Zellohar Keep.  She stood in front of Shay, her fists clenched and her mien determined, though tears glinted in her fierce eyes.  "Is it needless to save everyone we know and love?  We must destroy this place, even if it means destroying the cornerstones!"

A great weight crashed against the door.  It held, but there was no telling for how long.

"But you can't—"

“Shay, listen to Feldspar and Lynthalsea, listen to me!” insisted Yen.  “If this fortress remains, everything on our world dies.  No army could destroy this place.  The gems are the only logical choice.”

Jundag watched this battle of wills with a growing sense of impatience and dread.  From outside the door, he heard the mediator call for someone to fetch more guards and a wizard.  They had no time for argument.  He turned to the source of contention. 

“Priest!” he said with all the strength he could muster.  It was enough; the others hushed.  “Shay.  I have died untold deaths already for these gems.  How many thousands more must die before you listen to your friends?  Are you so wedded to your magics that you would sacrifice your friends for it?  That is the way of these people.”  He gestured to Lysethra’s body and the blood-soaked altar.  “Friend?  Family?  They care not.  They will put anyone under the knife if it allows them to have their way...their power.  Are you of the same ilk?  Has your power made you like them?”

Shay opened his mouth to retort, but no words came out.  His eyes wandered along Jundag’s scarred body, to Avari and the others, to the pile of dead bodies, and finally to the statue of Xakra.  Then his face sagged, and he closed eyes and fell to his knees.

"Holy Tem, what have I become?"

After a long moment of silence, he pushed himself to his feet, a new look of determination on his face.  "Feldspar, use the Starstone to get everyone home.  I will remain here and destroy this fortress using the gems."

Jundag barked out a laugh, then bent double with a hacking cough.  He cherished the warm strength of Avari’s arm around his shoulders, supporting him, but knew time was running short. 

"Don't be a fool, Shay!" he said.  "I long for death, and what could be sweeter than to send these...people...into oblivion?  But I ask a favor in return."

"Anything!" Avari cried as she gripped his hand tightly.  Her eyes sparkled with tears, but he saw from her unwavering gaze that she respected his decision.

"I have a child," he said with a catch in his voice.  He thought of the babe and her beautiful blue eyes, knowing that he would never see her grow up, never hold her hands as she learned to walk, never hear her voice call out to him.  He lowered his head while blinking away tears, full of sorrowful regret.  But this, he thought, is the only way to give her a chance at a life away from this hell.

"A child?" Avari gasped.

"Though my participation was forced." he said, “from the moment I saw my daughter, I loved her.  The woman who bore her is sister to the Nekdukarr—"

“Calmarel!” Avari said.  She laughed wryly at his startled gaze.  “You called her name when you woke up, though not in a very loving tone.”  She gestured for him to continue.

“Calmarel,” he agreed.  “She is hopelessly evil, a priestess of Xakra and Pergamon, but she covets the child, though the Dark Gods revoked her powers for the sacrilege of mating with a slave.  She fled after her sister," he waved once again at Lysethra’s body, “tried to sacrifice the child.  I know not where she is, but if you find her, you find my daughter.  Please...” his voice broke, “please, find my child and take her away from here.”

"I will, Jundag.”  Avari’s tears flowed once again, but she made no attempt to stop them.  “I will.”

"But how will we find Calmarel and the child?" Yenjil asked.  “And more immediately, how do we get out of this temple?”  He glanced significantly at the door through which calls were persistently louder.

Jundag considered Yenjil.  He had seen the warmth and longing in the man’s eye when he looked at Avari.  Though it had first provoked a twinge of jealousy, now it pleased him.  Though he did not know him, the man seemed quick in thought and action, confident yet considerate, strong and able.  Most importantly, he seemed to care deeply for Avari, and Jundag had seen her blush at Yenjil’s gaze, suggesting that she felt similarly.  He sighed silently, and wished them well with all his heart.

“There is a back exit,” he said, “through which acolytes bear the bodies of the sacrificed.  It comes out several corridors away from here.  But I do not know where Calmarel may have fled.”

“If you are having anything that this Calmarel has touched,” Hufferrrerrr said, “I can be tracking her scent.”

“Jundag!”  Avari’s voice was excited.  “Here, where you were laying!”  He saw her stoop and pick something up.  When she rose, she held an ivory feathered pendant carefully by the chain.  “Wasn’t Calmarel wearing this, your medallion?”

His heart lurched, but he nodded assent.  The sight of the pendant around Calmarel’s neck always infuriated him, the way she had transformed a token of love into a symbol of domination.  Hufferrrerrr sniffed the medallion several times, then said, “This scent is being excellent for use in tracking.  Thank you!”

"And I believe that I can help gain Jundag...and us...some time," Shay said.  He pulled his traveling cloak from his shoulders and draped it on the ground.  Upon it he placed the gems at the four cardinal points, equidistant from one another.  As he placed the last gem, the brilliant diamond, he held it for a long moment, then sighed heavily and stepped back.

Working quickly but carefully, he sprinkled diamond dust in a line in front of the double doors, as well as the hidden exit through which they would travel, then in a pentagram that encompassed the cloak at its center.  Chanting quietly, he traced arcane figures in the air before each door.  All the while, the gems glowed steadily, until Shay recited his final words and clapped his hands, and the gems flared with such an intense light that all had to look away.  When the dazzle had finally faded from Jundag’s eyes, he saw that Shay yet stood by the pentagram, his head lowered in fatigue.  When the half-elf looked up, he was pale and panting slightly, but he smiled.

"Jundag," he explained, "I have inscribed a ward on each door.  They are tied to the position of the gems.  As long as the gems remain in place, the wards will remain on the doors."  He walked to the double doors and indicated the line of diamond dust.  "Do not disturb the dust of the pentagram or these lines.  If you want to go through one of the doors, you must first say the password."

"And what is that?" asked Jundag.

"Love,” said Shay with a quirky smile.  “It seemed a word that no worshiper of the Dark Gods would use accidentally."

Jundag nodded solemnly.  "You are correct."

Shay heaved a deep sigh, then looked Jundag in the eye.  “When the time is right, use the cloak to bring the cornerstones together.  Do not touch the gems!  If you touch more than one gem at a time, you will be destroyed, but the gems will remain.  They cannot fall into the hands of the worshipers of the dark gods.”  He held out his hand.  “Good luck...and thank you.” 

Jundag shook Shay's hand.  Yen also extended his hand, and the others shook his hand or patted his back as they passed by.  Then Avari stood before him.  The others turned and walked behind the altar toward the hidden door, leaving them alone.

"If the gods are gracious," he said as he took her hand, “we will meet again one day, beyond this world of pain and sadness."

"I'd like that," she said tearfully as she caressed his cheek.  "I could have loved you, Jundag."  She raised her arms and gently placed the chain with the ivory medallion around his neck, then leaned close and kissed him tenderly.

“And I, you,” he replied.  Jundag felt as if his heart would break, but he managed a smile as Avari touched his cheek once more.

"Die well, Jundagarro," she said, and she was gone.

CHAPTER 35

––––––––
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When I get hold of you, Lysethra Darkmist, you’ll wish you had been sacrificed as a child,” Mediator Koyrull promised under her breath.  “At least your death would have been quick!"

She smashed her black-iron mace once more against the temple doors.  The force of the blow jarred her so strongly her teeth rattled, but the strong stone doors remained, showing only chips where the weapon of power had impacted, rendering her mood even fouler than it already was.  Her personal guard hung back; they had not managed to budge the door with their mundane strength, and were avoiding her wrath.  She spun toward them in her rage, then spied Draemer racing around the corner with a small phalanx of clan monarchs, guards, and priests.

“It’s about time!” she snapped, then narrowed her eyes.  “Why are there so few?”

“Mediator,” said Druellae Gorgoneye as she stepped forward, “due to the delay it would take us to reach you and the importance of preventing the intruders from entering the citadel, I took the liberty of assigning patrols so no time would be lost in securing this sector.  I hope you are not displeased.”  She bowed low, though Koyrull saw her peek up apprehensively.  Druellae may be a two-faced opportunist, but the mediator grudgingly admitted that her actions were appropriate and welcome.  She looked over the rest of the group.

“Keff and Que-xeralla,”—she thrust her long-nailed finger as if she were stabbing a foe—“take your guards and go to the doors leading to the adjoining sectors; make sure nothing enters.  Yevondell, patrol the corridors by my chambers.  If you see any intruders, kill them!  I can get information from them later.  Druellae, you stay with me.”  Koyrull ignored the triumphant smirk on the matriarch’s lips and whirled toward Draemer.

“Where is that mage?”

Draemer opened his mouth to speak, a worried look on his face, before turning gratefully toward the weary-looking mage in dusty robes who bustled around the corner.

"Your servant, Mistress Mediator," the wizard greeted her, bowing low.  "What is your wish?"

"Open these doors," she said between clenched teeth.  "Now!  Matriarch Lysethra Darkmist is within.  Somehow, she holds the door shut.  Though my sacred powers greatly exceed hers, I cannot open then!"

"You believe them to be magically held, Mistress?" he asked.

"Obviously!" she seethed, stepping aside and shoving him forward.  "Just open it and get out of my way!"

"Yes, Mistress Mediator," he said, cringing away from her.

Chanting and gesturing, he cast his spell—the doors flared red for a moment—then stepped out of the way.  He smiled as he bowed and motioned toward the doors.

"They are unlocked, Mistress Mediator."

Koyrull shoved him aside and stood before the doors, holding her mace and a black-diamond amulet warily before her.  She nodded, and two of her guards pulled open the doors.  She glanced swiftly about the temple, noting with irritation the pile of sacrificed guards by the altar.  In the open space before her stood a bedraggled man, a golden collar around his neck.

"Lysethra!" Koyrull called out, not bothering to hide her irritation.  She strode forward, eager to get this over with so she could concentrate on sector defenses.  "What goes on here?  One slave―"

Koyrull’s mace, enchanted with runes of death and pain, a weapon more powerful than any other in Xerro Kensho, vaporized in a wisp of smoke.  It took the mediator a second further to realize that her hand was gone as well, vanished into cinders.  Instinctively, she thrust forward her amulet, and gasped as her arm disappeared up to her elbow.  There were no flames, no flickers of magic, just a barrier of searing energy that destroyed all that touched it.  Koyrull tried to stop, but it was too late; her momentum carrier her forward.  It all happened so fast, she did not even have time to scream.

Druellae Gorgoneye stared in horror at the mediator’s boots.  They lay askew at the edge of the doorway, the polished leather gleaming, save for the portion closest to the temple, which smoldered by the small pile of ash that had been the mediator.  Druellae tasted bile in her throat, but she swallowed hard and maintained her composure, though her mind was in turmoil.  She turned to the guards, but they were looking to her for guidance.  Once more she looked to the boots.

The silence of their shock was harshly broken by a discordant sound.  From within the temple, deep laughter rose and fell.  For a moment, Druellae thought that Xakra had descended to their plane to wreak havoc on them all, until she looked closer.  The slave stood there laughing, laughing as if in response to a deadly jest.
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Phlegothax banked, tucked his wings, and dove toward a balcony where a cluster of guards took aim with their bows.  Inhaling deeply, he felt the heat swell in his throat, and prepared to loose his fiery breath.  From the corner of his eye, a white flash caught his attention, then a searing pain tore through his side.  He roared, inadvertently quenching the inferno that was just emerging from his mouth.  Only a spatter of flames hit the marksmen, but it was enough to force them to flee.  A group of drakoll swept down onto the balcony to pursue them.

The dragon glanced down to see a ragged streak of charred flesh along his side.  He recognized the pain; the covetous wizard who had ridden on his withers had once attacked him with such a spear of lightening.  Well, this, too, would heal.  Phlegothax turned his great head in the direction from which the magical attack had come.  A group of wizards hid there, disguised as an illusion of pillars.  He huffed in amusement, and pretended he could not see through their pitiful camouflage.  These foes did not seem to understand how to battle with dragons.  Of course, no dragons lived deep underground where these ones normally dwelled.  Only the distantly related rock drakes delved to such depths, but they were stupid animals, with not a thought in their heads beyond feeding and mating.

He flew high and circled the Black City beyond sight of the wizards.  Several drakoll flew alongside, and after a few words, they departed to recruit more.  Once a dozen of his smaller brethren had gathered, Phlegothax drew a deep breath and dove, his path curling around the spire.  He burst into sight of the falsely pillared balcony at close range, and let loose his fire.  The pillars transformed into screaming men and women who tried to beat the flames from their robes or conjure cooling water to ease their burns.  They did not see the diving drakoll in time to cast defensive spells, and many died on the spot.  Some of the wizards, in their panic, fell from the high balcony, becoming twirling pinwheels of multicolored robes and flames.  Phlegothax dove after them and snapped them up, their bones crunching between his dire teeth, followed by a tangy squirt of blood before he swallowed.  The tidbits went far to ease the discomfort caused by the wounds they had given him.

He huffed with laughter, and banked in a swirl of wings to attack once more.
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Calmarel panted in exhaustion and sagged against the cold stone wall, letting her eyes droop shut.  Jundag’s pleading face floated in her mind’s eye, and she swore she could still hear his voice: “Kill me.”  So many times had she gleefully killed him, and now, when he asked for death—begged for death—she denied him.

“I could not touch the blade,” she muttered, knowing that Xakra would have sensed her presence.  And in the temple, she was within Xakra’s reach, subject to her powers.  Never could she give the Dark Goddess a chance to curse her as her father had been: an everlasting agony of putrefaction without death.

Calmarel looked around.  She had no idea how long ago she had fled the temple, but it seemed like forever.  She heard voices and pushed herself upright, straightening her robes and lifting her head high in a semblance of confidence that she did not feel.  A troop of guards passed, glancing at her with fearful recognition before quickly lowering their eyes.  Once they had passed, she continued the way they had come and encountered an ornately decorated door.  It looked familiar, and after a moment it came to her; beyond was the reception hall that led to the mediator’s chambers.

She glanced furtively toward both ends of the corridor, but no one was in sight.  Lysethra had said that the mediator would be away from the sector for days, so this might be a good place to rest and plan her next move.  She grasped the handle, opened the door and slipped inside, then shut it behind her.  It was quiet and dark.  No braziers were lit and she had no means of lighting them, so she allowed her eyes to become accustomed to the faint light that filtered in from the larger rooms beyond.

This was a small waiting area, furnished with stone benches and chairs.  She eased herself onto a seat and shifted the bundled baby onto her lap, then leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes for a moment’s rest.
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"Slow down!" Shay hissed.

"You speed up!" Avari shot back.  She had joined Hufferrrerrr in the van, following closely as he tracked Calmarel.  The sound of Shay’s harsh breathing assured her that their companions kept the quick pace.  The half-elf had been irritable since they left the temple; while all the others were silent, he muttered quietly and sometimes complained aloud, as he did now, but Avari understood.  It must have been hard to leave the cornerstones, accustomed as he was to using them.  Perhaps she’d feel the same if she were forced to leave Gaulengil; she shuddered at the thought.  But she was proud of Shay—she had her friend back.  And Jundag...  She shook her head; she couldn’t afford to think about Jundag right now.

Hufferrrerrr had led them unerringly through the dark corridors, and now they raced up a long flight of stairs.

"You are going too fast!" Shay said again, his voice farther away this time.  Avari felt a twinge of worry, but disregarded it.  The corridors had been blessedly empty of any troops, probably because they were all fighting the dragon and drakoll.

I never thought I’d be grateful for a dragon, she thought as she topped the stairs side-by-side with Hufferrrerrr and spun around the corner.  Uh oh.

That thought was all she had time for as she watched a heavy mace swing toward her chest.  The guard wielding the weapon had been tucked around the corner, and his eyes shone with a triumphant gleam.  He was short but well-muscled, and he had had plenty of time to gain momentum for his swing, obviously hearing their incautious ascent.  Avari started to raise Gaulengil, knowing she had no time to sidestep the blow.  Then something shoved her aside.  She heard the mace strike, and an answering howl of pain.

“Huffer!” she screamed as she rebounded off the far wall of the stair and skewered the stunned guard in the throat.  Her foot met with her fallen friend, and she fell over Hufferrrerrr and rolled, just as more guards rushed forward.  As she came up to her knees, one attacked her with a short spear, stabbing it directly at her chest.  She threw herself backward, hit the wall, and used it as leverage to push herself toward her attacker.  Knocking the spear aside with the hilt of her sword, she slashed and felt the tip of her blade skitter along his armor.  A second guard aimed at her head with his sword, then fell back, an arrow in his eye.

She used the opportunity to stand and leap over Hufferrrerrr into the fray, parrying thrust after thrust from spears and swords.  Two more arrows flew past her, but they struck armor, their targets undaunted.  A rush of harsh syllables reached her ears and she grinned—their back-up was nigh—then realized that the voice was not familiar.  Her body suddenly felt as if she'd been dipped in ice water, and she stumbled, numb with the cold.

Two swords thrust at her, and she only managed to turn one aside.  The other barely pierced her mail, but felt as if it had bitten deep into her chilled flesh.  She parried another thrust as she fell backward, trying to ignore the freezing sensation that slowed her reflexes.  In this state, her opponents would overrun her before she could regain her feet.

Avari heard the nonsensical words of another spell being cast, but this time she recognized Voncellia's voice.  The armored warriors about to beset her were flung back, screaming and flailing.  Yenjil appeared beside her and held out his hand, helping her to her feet.  In the lull, they stood and stared at the grisly result of Voncellia's spell.

Their opponents’ weapons and armor had clumped together as if drawn by a powerful magnet.   Even as they watched, an inexorable force pulled the metal toward some unknown center, crumpling it without regard to the tender flesh inside.  Blood spurt from the gaps in the crushed armor and helms.  The sounds turned even Avari’s battle-hardened stomach.

"Holy Eloss," Yenjil muttered.

A whisper of sound caught Avari’s ear, and she glanced up from the horrible spectacle.  A woman in dark robes stood beyond the doomed warriors, untouched by Voncellia’s spell. Avari and Yenjil both stepped forward, swords raised, before being blasted by frigid air that chilled them to the bone and dropped them to their knees in icy agony.

Lynthalsea fired an arrow at the woman, but the projectile disintegrated into frozen splinters before it struck.  Shay’s voice murmured close by her ear, and Avari felt his hand on her shoulder.  Warmth spread from this point of contact, and she shrugged, working movement back into her arm.  As the spiritual heat thawed out her legs, she braced her foot and prepared to charge, but Feldspar's shouted chant stopped her in her tracks.

"APPARAE FERROUS MAXIMUS!"

The bloody mass of crumpled armor, weapons and pulped flesh that had been a dozen enemy warriors suddenly lunged up.  It contorted itself into a humanoid shape, and took a hesitant, shambling step toward the dark sorceress.  The woman backed away, flinging a nugget of crystal and an incantation at the horrific golem, but the spray of icy shards that would have cut a living man to ribbons had no effect on the bloody metal mass.

It took another step forward, blood and meat squirting from its joints, and lashed out with a huge arm composed of two corpses twisted together.  The mass of crumpled metal and flesh struck the sorceress, flung her so violently against the wall that she actually stuck there for a moment before sliding to the floor, leaving behind a streak of thick blood.  The golem collapsed.

It took Avari half a heartbeat to realize that the battle was over, before she remembered how it began.

“Huffer!” she cried as she scrambled to her friend's side.  He lay askew on the floor, his torso twisted at an impossible angle.  She reached to cradle his head, but Brok blocked her.

"Do not touch him!  His back is broken."

“Dear Eloss!” she breathed.  “He blocked the blow to save me!  Help him, please!”

Avari felt strong hands on her shoulders pull her gently away.  She tried to resist, but the pressure was unrelenting.  She glanced and saw Yen behind her.  Avari tried to shake off his hold, but felt a gentle hand on her arm.

“Avari!”  Lynthalsea said quietly.  “Let Shay and Brok care for Hufferrrerrr.”

Avari relented and sat back, her shoulders slumping in weary defeat.  She felt so helpless.  From the corner of her eye she saw Feldspar and Voncellia standing guard.  Yen and Lynthalsea watched down the corridor in the other direction, their weapons ready.  Avari knew she should help keep watch, but could not force her limbs to obey her, and she remained on the floor.  Anxiously, she watched as the priests tended to her friend.

Hufferrrerrr lay utterly still save for his hands, which clenched impotently by his sides.  He was conscious but silent, his mouth gaping horribly, his yellow eyes wide with panic.  He wasn’t breathing.

"Please help him," she whispered.

“Avari,” Brok said, startling her from her daze, “you can help me here.  Hold his lower body still while I twist his upper body back into place.”

“Right!” she replied, and she carefully laid herself over the leotaur’s lower body, holding it tight.  “It’ll be all right,” she whispered, though she doubted he could hear her.

Brok reached his burly arms around Hufferrrerrr and locked his hands behind the leotaur’s back.  “Ready,” he said to Shay, and slowly he turned, realigning Hufferrrerrr’s upper body with the lower, all the while whispering soft prayers to Thotris.  Shay, chanting his own prayers to Tem, held his holy symbol to Hufferrrerrr’s back.  Hufferrrerrr’s eyes glazed over, and Avari thought for a moment that the life was departing from their depths.  But the effect was transitory, and soon they gleamed again.  He took a shuddering breath, and his lips flushed pink.  For several minutes he remained on the floor, heaving breath after deep breath, twitching his feet and limbs as if testing them.  Finally, he sighed heavily.

“How are you, Huffer?” Avari asked fretfully.

"I was in most terrible distressedness,” he answered, “but I am feeling much the better now.  How can I ever being of the thanking you for this most enjoyable method of helping to save me from dying?"

Avari realized that she still lay atop the leotaur, and scrambled off, feeling the leotaur’s purring laughter deep in his body before she stood back.

Shay smiled and stood.  "Try to stand, Hufferrrerrr.  Careful now."

Gingerly, Hufferrrerrr pulled his legs beneath himself, then eased up off of the floor.  He twisted his upper body back and forth.

"Everything is in the seeming of fineness, Master Shay and Master Brok."  He lashed his tail for a final test.  "Yes!  I am being much in the thanking of you both.  But it is now of the time for tracking again."  He bent to the ground and sniffed, then trotted down the corridor at a much more careful pace.  His companions all followed, warily watching and ready.
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"Sir!" shouted a lookout.  "The boats’re turnin' away!"

DoHeney dealt a furtive coup de grâce to an adversary who was grappling with a priest from Refuge, then looked over the side of the ship.  Indeed, the black boats were drawing away.  Onboard DoHeney’s Dream, the fighting eased as the remaining foe were killed or jumped overboard.  Cheers erupted from dwarf and human alike at the unexpected reprieve.  But DoHeney’s ear caught a high-pitched keening beneath the celebratory hollering.

“Quiet!” he called.  He looked to the black boats and saw their masters whipping the slaves to row faster.  “Why would they be leavin’,” he muttered to himself, “unless...”  He heard another keen, and yelled for the lookouts to keep a sharp watch.

“Above, sir!  Above!”

All eyes looked up, and groans replaced the cheers.

“By the Delver’s whiskers!” DoHeney cursed.  “Ready the catapult and crossbows!  Take cover!”

And the new foe, grotesque flying creatures mounted by more Dark God minions, swooped down like giant birds of prey.

CHAPTER 36

––––––––
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Hufferrrerrr stood before the closed door, his tail thrashing.  The rest of the companions spread out as Avari positioned herself close beside the leotaur.  Yen reached for the handle, but stopped at Voncellia’s raised hand.  She whispered her spell, and the handle turned silently.  At Yen’s nod, she flicked her fingers and the door opened.  From inside there came a short sound, like a cry cut off, then the patter of running feet.  Avari stepped in, immediately followed by the others.

How do these people get around without any lights? Avari thought irritably as she strained to see by Gaulengil's faint green glow.  She moved forward, then cursed quietly as she cracked her shin hard on a low stone table.  Beside her, Hufferrrerrr hissed a low chuckle and looked at her, his enlarged pupils bright against the darkness as they reflected the green-tinted light.  She scowled at him, knowing he could see her quite well.

An eerie green radiance brightened as they rounded the corner into the adjoining chamber.  There, they stopped in their tracks.  They stood at the entry to a large room, the walls hung with grotesque tapestries depicting the Dark Gods.  The room was bare of furnishings except for a long stone table surrounded by chairs.  The chair at the far end of the table was taller and more ornate than the others, and behind this chair was a closed door.  Beyond the table extended a broad balcony large enough to hold dozens of people.  The walls of the low parapet surrounding the balcony were etched with glittering runes.  But it wasn’t the balcony or runes that left them aghast, it was the view beyond.  A black cyclone, encased in a gleaming green skin, whirled down through the fortress core.

“The Void essence,” whispered Feldspar.

A chill ran up Avari’s spine, and she shuddered violently.

“The essence seems to be contained by a shield—the green barrier you see—rather like water in a funnel.  At the bottom must be portals to the dark cities.”  The awe was evident in Feldspar’s voice as he stared, transfixed by the sight.

“It’s all done with rune magic!” Voncellia said, pointing to the glowing symbols that covered not only the balcony walls, but also the walls of the core.  “This is the most intricate design I've ever seen!”

“We are not here for a discussion on magical theory,” Lynthalsea said quietly.  “We are here for her.”

Across the room a woman stood at the edge of the balcony, her dark robes blending in with the thick drapes bunched by the wall.  She stood erect and held her head high as she glanced toward them, a haughty expression on her face.  Though she might once have been beautiful, her pale skin was now tinted green with the glow of the vortex shield, and dark smudges beneath her eyes hinted of deep fatigue.

Avari took a sharp breath; it was her.  Her dreams of Jundag’s tortures flashed through her mind, and her face flushed hot with rage.  Her vision narrowed and her mind seethed until only one thought remained: I’m going to kill her.  Growling deep in her throat, she raised Gaulengil and stepped forward.

“Calmarel...” she snarled softly.

“Avari, no!” warned Yen as he tugged the back of her shirt.  “The baby...”

––––––––

“Avari!” Calmarel exclaimed before she could stop herself.  The opening door had roused her from a fitful doze; she had supposed that the mediator or her servants were returning.  Dashing into the council chamber, she had assumed her stance on the balcony while devising an explanation for her presence here.  Then she had heard that name—Avari—the name Jundag called in his direst moments...the name she loathed.

Her twinge of fear at the sight of the woman advancing with a naked blade dissolved into scornful satisfaction at the confused look on Avari’s face when she heard Calmarel utter her name.  She relaxed even more when Avari stopped and reluctantly allowed the man beside her to press down her hands, lowering the huge enchanted blade.

“Just as I thought!” Calmarel said with a sneer.  “You let men decide your actions for you.  Jundag was right to abhor you!”

The people who faced her—an odd variety of races, but definitely all surface-worlders—looked blankly at her, though Avari’s eyes had blazed at the sound of Jundag’s name.  Of course, she thought, they would speak the same gibberish that Jundag spoke before the spell of translation was placed on him.  Perhaps I can use this to my advantage; distract them long enough to summon soldiers.

“You’re too late!” she said as she advanced slowly, sweeping a hateful gaze along the line of intruders, then locking her eyes with Avari’s.  “I don’t know how you managed to breach the shield and gain entry to the citadel, but guards will soon be here to take you prisoner.  Then you’ll know the wrath of the mediator!”

She continued ranting, not caring that they could not understand her, just trying to keep their attention on her face and not her actions.  Just another moment, she thought as she worked her way around the table.  If I can just make it to the mediator's chambers...

Opening the doors without the mediator’s consent would trigger the wards, summoning guards.  But as Calmarel inched toward the head of the table, Avari mirrored her moves on the other side of the table.  Several of the tall woman’s companions moved as if to help, but Avari called sharply to them, and they stopped and simply watched.

Finally Calmarel reached the mediator's chair; the door was mere steps away.  Bracing herself, she lunged for it, but even as she stretched her hand out toward the latch, Avari slapped the flat of her blade against the lintel, effectively blocking the portal.

Calmarel's temper flared.  Without thinking, she snatched her flail from the ring at her belt and whipped it right at Avari’s head.  Her arm jolted as the demon-forged flail met the silver lightening of Avari’s blade.  The green gem in the sword flared, blinding her.  She backed away, swinging her weapon defensively; it felt inexplicably lighter.  She blinked to clear her vision and saw the deadly spiked whips of her great weapon lying upon the floor, still writhing like vipers in their death throes.  Slowly, their movement stilled.

She dropped the useless haft and stepped back again.  From the corner of her eye, she saw the tall intruder with canine features whispering and holding out some kind of icon: a priest.  A nervous shiver shot up her spine, but again...no attack.  Her contempt for these trespassers grew.  Though armed, they don’t attack, and when attacked, they just stand there, she thought incredulously.  A tiny mew of hunger met her ears, and she realized why her foe held off; they would not attack while she held the baby.

I’ll get out of here yet! she thought, and began her distractive tirade once more as she edged away.

––––––––

“If you’re trying to rescue Jundag, you’ve failed,” the vile woman boasted.  “He’s dead, and I must say it was quite a painful death.  He cursed you at the end, Avari.  He damned your soul to all the Nine Hells.”

Avari started; how odd it was to suddenly understand the language that only a moment ago had been gibberish.  But she had heard Brok whisper his invocation, and realized that the prayer must allow them to understand one another.  She forced down her impulse to gut Calmarel for her hateful lies.  Revenge alone was not her goal here; they were after the baby, which was tucked into the crook of Calmarel’s arm.

“Jundag’s not dead, Calmarel!” she answered, pleased to see that she startled the woman by understanding her words.  “And it’s not me he hates; it’s you.”  She laid Gaulengil on the floor and stepped over the blade, holding her empty hands out before her.  “I loathe you for what you did to him, but I’m willing to forego revenge if you just give me the baby.”

If Calmarel looked startled before, now she looked shocked.  She stared at Avari, then wildly at her companions.

“My baby!” she cried, then barked a near-hysterical laugh.  “Why would I ever give you my baby?”

“Because it’s Jundag’s baby, too,” Avari said, trying to dispel the vision of Jundag coupling with this fiend.  She swallowed hard.  “He loves her, and he asked me to save her.”

“Save her from what?” Calmarel spat.  “I’m her mother!  She’s under my protection.”

“But how long can you protect her in your world,” Shay asked in a soothing voice as he stepped cautiously forward, “when your unholy powers have been revoked?”

Calmarel shot her gaze to Shay and stepped back again, tightening her arm around the child.  Avari took another step while Calmarel’s attention was on Shay, but the woman saw the movement and backed several steps onto the balcony.

“Stop!” Yen called.  “Beware behind you!”

Calmarel shot a quick glance back and stopped; the parapet was close behind her.  She instead sidestepped along the edge of the low stone wall.

“You think to protect my child by taking her to your world?” she taunted.  “Even as we speak, your world is dying!”

“Not for long,” Avari countered.  “This fortress will soon be destroyed, and everyone here with it.”

“Hah!”  Calmarel twisted her face in contempt.  “And how do you intend to destroy the citadel?”

“We don’t,” Avari said with a smile.  “Jundag will.  He has all four of the cornerstones.  He’ll use them to destroy this...citadel.  And you’ll die with it.”

“I’ll never give up my child,” Calmarel promised.  “If I die here, then she dies with me!”

––––––––

Calmarel deliberately turned toward the parapet, repressing a smile.  These people were even easier to manipulate than that foolish Grimlord Gorgoneye; they spouted information like a fountain.  She refused to believe that Jundag was still alive; she knew death, and he was so near to it when she left him, he never could have survived long.  They have a priest, taunted the voice in her mind.  He could have healed him.  No, she quickly dismissed the thought, he is dead.  Besides, the gem she boasts of is here in my—  She stiffened as she patted the pocket where she kept the ruby that had destroyed Iveron; it was gone.

Jundag! she cursed silently.  He stole it!

Uneasy now, she reviewed her options.  She could not return to Xerro Kensho, not bereft of her powers, and if the citadel was doomed...  Thinking fast had always been her forte, and lying came easy.  Though it disgusted her, it seemed her only chance to survive was to accompany these people to the surface world.  Given time, she would find her way back to a more accommodating world.  She quickly stepped to the parapet.

“Wait!”  It was the elf woman’s voice.  “Please, Calmarel, do not be foolish.  We can offer you sanctuary.”  Avari started to protest but was hushed.  “We will guarantee your safety and the child's, if you agree to come with us away from here."

Ahhh, there is the offer.  These people so fear death, they even keep their enemies alive.  Fools!  Calmarel composed her face before she spun around.

"You would never honor such a promise!  She," she pointed violently at Avari, “would never honor that promise!  How can you guarantee my safety?"

"I promise," Avari said through clenched teeth, “that I won’t harm you if you give us the baby.”

Calmarel relished the obvious pain it gave the other woman to say these words.  She backed up until she felt the parapet cold against her legs.  Twisting her face into a false rictus of fear, she stared wildly at Avari.  

“How can I believe you?” 

Avari extended her hand.  "The only guarantee I can give is my word of honor.  If you truly knew Jundag, then you know what honor means in our world."  She took a step closer, now only an arm’s length away from Calmarel.

Calmarel flushed with triumph, though she presented an expression of fearful consternation.  These fools would save her and her daughter, and one day she would repay them in the most painful way possible.  She reached out a trembling hand, and her voice quavered.

"I accept your offer, but only―"

Calmarel’s words were lost in a furious roar of pain and the sharp crack of fracturing stone.
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Jundag exchanged glares with Grimlord Gorgoneye.  Gorgoneye’s mien was hateful and his words brash in front of his sister, Druellae, but Jundag spied the fear in his eyes when he glanced into the temple.  Jundag laughed and waved and made rude gestures, inciting the grimlord to order another volley of arrows shot through the temple doors.  Like the previous arrows and spears—and the mediator—they disintegrated at the plane of the doorway.  The pile of ash was growing.

“Warriors!” the grimlord commanded.  “We will exhaust the magics of this spell by overwhelming it.  Attack!”  Six warriors shuffled toward the doors, and at their master’s command, charged toward Jundag, weapons leveled and ready.  But the power of the cornerstones vaporized them all in a flurry of ash.

“Is that the best you can do, Gorgoneye?” Jundag taunted.  “Do you not have a champion that you can send to face me?  Oh, but I bested your champion, did I not?  Well, send all your troops in to kill me...if they can!”

The grimlord flushed with rage and turned to summon more troops, but his sister shot him an ill-tempered glare and waved her hand dismissively.

“Don’t be stupid! He taunts you to get you to waste our troops.  We cannot fight this foul magic.  Summon slaves!” she commanded.  Druellae approached the door—but not too closely.

“Lysethra!” she called out as she squinted into the dim temple.  “This is futile.  You have killed the mediator, and must give yourself up to the council so we may determine your fate.”

“Lysethra’s fate has already been determined!” Jundag called back.  “I killed her!”  He jerked a thumb toward the body.

Druellae gasped and retorted, “Slave, you will die slowly on Xakra’s altar for your transgression against a clan matriarch!”  But Jundag saw her eyes shine in elation.

“Lysethra already tried that, and look at where that got her; she is dead, and I am alive!” Jundag shouted.  “The hells will soon have you all!”  He laughed at her furious expression.

The laughter brought on a coughing fit so harsh that Jundag would not have been surprised to see his lungs lying on the floor before him.  The air seemed as thick as honey as he struggled to draw breath.  He would have liked nothing more than to lie down and fall into a quiet death beyond pain; but he could not allow himself such a luxury.  More time, he thought.  I must give Avari as much time as possible.

A new sound reached his ear, and he looked toward the doors.  The slaves had arrived, and Druellae set them to work.  With picks and hammers, they pounded and chipped at the wall to one side of the doors.  Jundag sighed.  He did not understand the magic that protected the doors, but it seemed that this plan to circumvent the spell might indeed work.  With an effort, he resumed his taunting in the hope of drawing more ill-fated attacks, while silently wishing his friends luck.
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Phlegothax banked hard, lashing out with his tail as he swooped past a broad balcony.  Stone pillars disintegrated into rubble, killing the foes who hid behind them.  The dragon roared in triumph and wheeled toward the next balcony, where a single woman stood alone, shouting and gesticulating.  She, he thought, will be tasty.

Without warning, a huge net materialized in front of him.  He inhaled deeply, then breathed out a bare trickle of fire; his flames were exhausted.  Too close to turn, he barreled into the net, and its sticky strands enveloped him, folding his wings flat to his body.

Propelled by momentum, he plunged onto the open balcony, crushing stonework and enemies alike as he tumbled across the broad platform.  He thrashed madly, tearing at the net to free himself.

Pain lanced his flank, and Phlegothax craned his neck to see a dark-armored warrior plunge a smoldering black sword into his side.  The blade stabbed again and again, piercing the flint-hard scales as if they were parchment.

Phlegothax roared in agony and rage, and lunged forward to snap the man up in his jaws, but the webs held him tight.  But a dragon’s mind is as much a weapon as fire, teeth and claws, and Phlegothax thought quickly.  As the armored figure raised his foul blade to strike again, the dragon shifted his vast bulk and rolled over him.  The heavy armor resisted the crushing weight for a brief moment, then crumpled like the carapace of a cockroach underfoot.  The warrior's screams died in a gush of crimson blood.

With a thrash of his tail, Phlegothax swept away the few foes who had not yet fled, then righted himself.  Bit by bit, he tore at the webs around his head and neck until he could open his jaws, then snapped at the strands binding his wings.  In moments he was free, and he looked around, assessing the situation.

He was injured, but not gravely; his wings were intact, and he was not greatly weakened by his wounds.  The drakoll fought viciously, though nearly a third of their number had perished.  But Pytt was their home plane; if they died here, Draco would instantly reforge their spirits into physical bodies once again.  Phlegothax wasn’t sure what his own fate might be, and for the first time in his long life, he wondered if he might be judged worthy by the god of dragons.

Unfortunately, there seemed no end to their foes, and the fortress itself was little damaged.  His companions had obviously failed to disrupt the flow of Void essence; the torrent continued to flow, continued to destroy his world.  He breathed a heavy sigh of annoyance.  It was up to him.

Phlegothax clamped his talons onto a huge piece of broken pillar and launched himself into the air.  Flapping his great wings laboriously, he circled the spires, climbing ever closer to The Void.  The air roared in and out of his lungs as he built up speed.

When he could go no faster, he banked and released his heavy load, craning his neck to watch it crash into the black stone of the spire.  The spire cracked, and shards of stone rained down onto the fortress.  Some of the runes etched onto the stone sparked and flashed, then faded as their magic was disrupted, but thousands remained, and still the spire stood.

His furious roar shook the air as he banked hard and flew toward the cracked spire.  As he soared past, he lashed the fracture with his heavy tail, and another chunk of stone fell.  Black lightning crackled overhead, a flash of blinding darkness.

Phlegothax screamed as pain lanced through his wing.  A glance confirmed that he had been struck by the discharge of Void essence.  His wing was a withered black husk; he would never fly again.

He roared in anguish as he fell into the core of the fortress.  Lashing out with his claws and tail, he tried desperately to seize hold of something—anything!—but the stone was too smooth and the etched runes too shallow.  Refusing to give up, he fought to keep from falling into the swirling pit of blackness that awaited him below.
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The enraged roar swelled until Yenjil’s ears rang.  Then, amid a rain of falling stone, a massive shape—crimson scales tinted garish green in the runes' glow—flashed past...and stopped.  Phlegothax clung to the balcony, its saber-like talons scratching sparks as they skittered across the stone.  When Yenjil looked the dragon in the eye he saw rage and frustration, but neither fear nor defeat.  Then, the stone fractured and peeled away, and with a roar that shivered the air, the dragon fell.  The roar faded.

Before Yenjil could draw a breath, a spider web of fissures spread across the balcony.  Calmarel, her hand still outstretched toward Avari, stared in shock, and panic flashed across her face as the stone shifted beneath her feet.  Off balance, she waved her free arm wildly while clutching her child closer, but she was already falling.

"No!" Avari cried as she lunged, reaching out toward Calmarel in desperation.

Yenjil leapt forward to grab her, but a bolt of silver shot past him.  Gaulengil impaled Calmarel just below her sternum, and hung in the air, preventing her fall.  Avari stood wide-eyed, her empty hands outstretched toward Calmarel, her gaze fixed on the enchanted weapon.  Slowly, reluctantly, she wrapped her fingers firmly wrapped around the sword’s hilt.  Calmarel sagged on the blade, staring in horror at the razor-edged steel as it absorbed the blood that seeped through her robes.  Yenjil saw her face twist into an expression of pure hatred as she looked at Avari.

“Your...word!” she gasped.

Avari shook her head slowly and held out her free hand out to Calmarel.  “I...I didn’t—"

“Kill me," Calmarel continued with great effort, “and you kill Jundag’s child.”  She held the crying baby out from her side, but kept her eyes on Avari’s.

“Avari didn’t do it, Calmarel,” Yenjil called as he scrambled across the splintered stone toward them.  He glimpsed the rest of their companions picking themselves up off of the ground.  Shay and Brok knelt by Voncellia, who seemed to have been injured by the dragon’s violent passage, while Feldspar edged toward the shattered parapet.  “We can heal you!”  But the woman seemed not to hear him, so focused was she on Avari.

"Give your baby a chance, Calmarel," Avari begged as she stretched her hand farther, grasping for the swaddled child.  “For Jundag!  He loves her!”

"Jundag...loved me...more!" Calmarel sneered before spitting bloody phlegm onto Avari's outstretched palm.  Then, with a cruel smile, she purposefully released her hold on the bundle in her arm, letting the soft fabric slip through her fingers.  The baby fell.

"NOOOO!!" Avari howled.  She raised Gaulengil, and Calmarel slid down the blade, jerking to a stop on the hilt.  Avari snatched the woman’s throat with her free hand, then ripped Gaulengil free, cleaving the body and tossing it from her with disgust.  Movement caught Yenjil’s eye; a grey-cloaked figure wavered on the edge of the balcony...and fell.

"Feldspar!" Voncellia screamed as she scrambled away from Shay and Brok toward the crumbling precipice.  Hufferrrerrr grasped her shoulders and pulled her back, careful not to disturb the cracked stonework.

Not a word was spoken as the companions stared into the core.  Yenjil’s heart ached with the loss: Phlegothax, Feldspar, Jundag...the baby.  He looked at Avari and was unnerved by the empty expression on her face; even after her darkest dreams, she had not looked so distraught.  He opened his mouth to speak and hesitated, unsure what to say.

Hufferrrerrr growled, breaking the pensive silence, and started to pace along the ledge.  "Well," the leotaur said, "we are all quite in the being of knee deepness in the excrement of dragons now, are we not?"

Yenjil looked into the hazy depths of the core.  Feldspar had carried the Starstone, their only way home.  He saw Lynthalsea sag into Brok’s embrace, while Voncellia hung her head.  Avari merely stared at the sword in her hand with an expression of anguished betrayal.  Both Shay and Hufferrrerrr started to move toward Avari, then stopped and looked at him.  Yenjil nodded and approached, startling her with a gentle touch on her arm.

“It was not your fault, Avari,” he said softly.

“I...gave my word,” she whispered.

“And you kept it,” he insisted as he turned her face so she looked him in the eye.  “Gaulengil acted on its own; there was nothing you could have done.  And considering that Calmarel was already falling, perhaps it was the only thing to do.  She had the chance to save both her baby’s life and her own, and she chose not to.

What matters now,” he continued, “is that, without the Starstone, we're all about to die.  But before we do, I have to tell you something!"

"You love me," she said, the corners of her mouth quirking upward just a trifle.

"Yes, but that's not it."  He held her face between his hands and looked deep into her eyes, those beautiful green eyes that he had missed so much.  "I want to say that...I'm an idiot!"

She coughed out a reluctant laugh.

"I don't care if you're a horse-farmer, a warrior or a street trollop.  I haven't the right to dictate how you live your life.  I know I was to blame for you leaving, but I missed you more every day you were gone."

Briefly her eyes went hard and she stiffened, and Yenjil felt a stab of remorse; was his apology too late?  But Avari gave her head an impatient little shake and smiled, then pulled him roughly to her and kissed him hard.  He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back, soundly and passionately.  For the first time in nearly a year, his heart was light.  If they were to die, so be it, but right now there was no place he would rather be.
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Jundag knew it would happen eventually, but it took far less time than he had hoped.  Above the hammering he heard a rattle, and turned his head to see a shower of small stones falling from the wall beside the open doors.  More hammering, and a tiny hole opened in the wall.  It would not be long now.

He eased himself to the floor next to the cloak upon which the cornerstones were arrayed.  He smudged the pentagram Shay had carefully drawn, but it did not matter; his foes had long ago given up their attempts to pass through the doors, and would not know that the wards had been voided.

Jundag glanced down at the ivory feather-blossom medallion that hung around his neck.  He removed the medallion and kissed it tenderly, then placed it in the center of the cornerstones.  Ever so carefully, he gathered the four corners of Shay's cloak and twisted them into an easily gripped wad of cloth.  Glancing up, he saw that the hole was considerably larger now, nearly wide enough to allow a slim person to squeeze through.

"It is time," he decided.  He looked at the gems and marveled at the thought that he, who so feared and mistrusted magic during his life, now depended on it for his death.  “But now, at least, my destiny is in my own hands.

"Be well, my daughter," he prayed as a larger piece of stone fell away from the hole in the wall.  “Grow strong and live long.”

A slave was shoved through the hole.  The poor creature cringed but did not burn away; it darted off into the depths of the temple amid shouts from the crowd gathered outside.  Jundag spied Druellae and Grimlord Gorgoneye gazing at him in triumph.  He smiled back, and was pleased to see their exultant expressions falter.  But their faces were not the vision he wanted to carry to the afterlife.  He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, then whispered his last words as he lifted the corners of the cloak high.

“I love you, Avari...my friend."
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"Holy Mother of Beauty!"

Brok's cry drew their attention, and Avari looked up.  A huge, ugly bird flapped awkwardly to the parapet and dropped a dark bundle onto the stone, then landed nearby.  An indignant squall rose from the bundle, and Avari’s heart leapt.  She disentangled herself from Yen’s embrace and raced to it.

"Feldspar!" Voncellia cried as she rushed toward the bird, which flailed its great white wings and squawked irritably, nearly pecking her eyes out with its long beak.  Then the animal collapsed inward, the wings shortening and losing their feathers, the beak curving and melting into Feldspar’s long, thin nose.  The plumage smoothed into robes, and the scaly yellow feet fused to form his boots.  The elderly wizard nearly collapsed, but Brok and Hufferrrerrr caught his arms and held him upright.

Avari stooped and snatched up the bundle, then gently folded back the blanket.  Abruptly, the baby stopped crying.  Sky-blue eyes fringed in dark, wet lashes stared up at her, melting her heart.  The babe’s little pink lips pursed in what Avari thought was a smile, but was apparently gas, considering the burp that rocked the tiny body.  But her tryst with the little one didn’t last long.

"What are you all waiting for?" Feldspar bellowed as he dug in his pocket, then held up the Starstone.  “Get over here and hang on!  Can’t you feel the energy?  The cornerstones!”

Yen grabbed Avari’s arm with one hand and Feldspar’s sleeve with the other, while the rest held on to whatever they could reach.  Feldspar spat out the word of activation, and before Avari could even catch her breath, the dark citadel vanished in an explosion of light and sound.

CHAPTER 37

––––––––
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––––––––

Fire!” DoHeney bellowed.  He squinted to see the flight of arrows arch overhead, desperately praying that at least some would find their target.  But the flying beast screeched and loosed the boulder it clutched in its talons.  Free of the heavy weight, it banked and pumped its wings to soar above the deadly onslaught.

"Damn it all ta the Nine Hells!" he swore savagely.  Several of the creatures had been downed during their initial attack, but they had quickly learned to avoid the dwarven missiles by flying high and changing course erratically.  Now they attacked from high above, dropping boulders that smashed sharply against the deck of DoHeney's Dream.  The dwarves and humans dodged and ducked, but the debris that accumulated on the deck made footing treacherous, and well-placed strikes chipped and cracked the stone of the ship’s hull.  The rigging was ravaged, and the ship moved sluggishly.

“Bring some o' that rubble over here!” called UrMae without looking up from where she crouched over a wide crack through which water poured.  Clerics, wizards and troops alike scurried about the deck, gathering pieces of stone and dumping them next to the dwarven priestess.  UrMae’s lips moved as she appealed to the Earth Mother, and her hands skillfully molded the bits of stone into the hull to stem the flood.  Slowly, the flow became a trickle, then ceased entirely.  UrMae sat back on her haunches and blew stray hairs from her eyes.

“Good work, lads and lasses!” she encouraged.  “Let’s keep that water where it belongs—outside the boat.  No stinkin’ cave bats are gonna git the better o’ my shipbuildin’!”

Her light words elicited a cheer, but DoHeney watched her wince as she levered herself to her feet.  Although the other priests and priestesses assisted as they could, none had skills equal to those of the high priestess, and she was running herself ragged to keep up with the repairs.  This did not bode well; if UrMae’s legendary vigor was flagging, if she could no longer repair the ship, they were doomed.

“Ware above!” cried someone, and DoHeney craned his neck back.  From high overhead, near the ceiling of the cavern, sparks cascaded and light flashed.  He struggled to discern what was happening, then exhaled sharply.

“By the Delver’s dirty toenails, git this ship movin’!” he yelled.

Another flash of light, then a tremendous crack that was not thunder, but a portent of doom.  A piece of the bug-glittered ceiling fell.  DoHeney’s eyes widened and his heart sank as he watched the huge stalactite plunge toward the ship.  He heard the wizards and clerics calling out spells and invocations, trying to move the ship by any means possible, but it was too late.  The great cone of rock would hit them dead in the center of the middle hull, and he did not know how the battered ship would survive the impact.  As everyone scattered to the outer hulls, he noticed a red-clad figure moving against the fleeing tide.

"Prael!" DoHeney yelled above the din.  "What're ye doin'?"

The mage paid him no attention as he positioned himself directly beneath the plummeting rock.  Raising his arms, he began chanting and weaving intricate designs in the air with his fingers.  His tattered robes, shredded by attacks that had sliced through the cloth but passed harmlessly through his cursed flesh, fluttered in the wind the other wizards conjured to fill the torn sails.

DoHeney watched helplessly, whispering a prayer and despairing of his failed leadership, when he spied a shimmer above Prael’s outstretched hands.  The wizard never looked away as the rock fell right at him.  Then, with a crack like a thunderclap, the stalactite hit the protective shield that Prael had erected above the ship.  DoHeney felt a sharp sting in his cheek as shards of stone flew in every direction.  But the bulk of the stalactite slid along the angled shield and into the water.  The ship rocked with the wake of its passing, but the attack had failed; there was no damage.  Cheers rang out, and crowds rushed to aid Prael, who sagged against the center mast, his features creased with exhaustion.

DoHeney grinned and shook his head in wonder.  "I'll be a pointy-eared sonofa―" A deep rumble rolled across the water, interrupting his thoughts.  The entire cavern shook, the mirror-smooth water rippling with a thousand wavelets.

"What the―"

Concentric waves ripped across the surface of the water, quickly building until the ship was buffeted by great frothy breakers.  DoHeney braced himself against the hull and looked in the direction from which the waves derived: toward the city of the children of the Dark Gods.

A sudden light flashed through the windows that honeycombed the lower half of the great structure, giving the impression of an hourglass full of glowing sand when time has run out.  The light was immediately followed by fire and molten rock, as if hell itself burst forth.  Sharp cracks rent the air as the great stone structure fractured, whole sections melting and sagging into slag.

As DoHeney watched, the lower half of the city fell in upon itself, broke free from the upper half of the huge column and collapsed into the lake, raising an enormous cloud of steam.

Then he saw the wave.

It emerged from the steam like an impossibly mobile hill, already thirty feet tall and growing.  Thundering toward DoHeney's Dream, it engulfed the smaller enemy vessels, leaving only debris in its wake.  DoHeney glanced up at the tattered sails of the dwarven ship; there was no way they could outrun this behemoth.

"Turn toward the wave!" DoHeney bellowed.  Cries of alarm came from the dwarves at this seemingly counterintuitive command, but several of the wizards and priests had been to sea, and they quickly complied.  Ponderously, the ship turned until the three hulls faced directly into the wave.  DoHeney had just enough time to yell “Hang on!” before it was upon them.

With a roar like an enormous waterfall, the wave lifted the bows up and up and up, while her crew clung for dear life.  DoHeney looked back at the steeply angled deck and the yawning space behind them, and immediately regretted it.  Turning his gaze forward again, he spied the spume-spattered wave crest, then lost it as the ship reached the peak.  For an unsettling moment, DoHeney's Dream teetered atop the prominence before reversing its angle and plunging down the backside of the wave.  Water cascaded over the bows, threatening to wash all overboard.  DoHeney prayed as he had never prayed before, and from behind him, he thought he heard similar supplications in languages both dwarven and human.  Just before he thought his lungs might burst from holding his breath, or his fingers break from clenching the hull side, the ship leveled out, and the roar of the wave diminished behind them.

Finger by stiff finger, DoHeney loosed his grip, then turned and slumped against the hull.  Hundreds of soggy dwarves and humans—his troops—littered the deck.  Several glittering mounds shielded the unconscious and wounded who were too weak to maintain their own holds on the ship.  One by one, the shelters winked out as the summoners released their shielding spells.

Pulling himself up to look over the side, DoHeney gazed at the placid waters.  The wreckage of the enemy fleet littered the lake, and bodies floated everywhere.  Already, pale shapes cruised beneath the surface, roiling the water as they struck at the dead, pulling the corpses down into the depths.  He sighed gratefully when he saw that none of the dead were dwarves, then realized that their heavy armor would drag them under; he would not know the extent of his casualties until a count was taken.  That thought reminded him of their foe and he quickly scanned the air above, but the destruction of the city seemed to have crushed their opponents’ will; the beasts were hurriedly flying toward what was left of the city.

The city...

The entire bottom half of the hourglass was gone; shattered and sunken beneath the dark waters of the lake.  The enormous stalactite of the upper half hung from the cavern ceiling, its glow greatly diminished, as light shone only here and there from its windows and portals.  Gazing at the desolation, DoHeney could barely find it in himself to exult: how many of those who died in the cataclysm had been innocents, slaves or others trapped by the greed and wickedness of the Dark-God worshipers?  And his own troops...  He dreaded having to face the widows and children of those who hadn’t survived.  DoHeney tasted salt, and realized that not all the dampness on his face was from the lake.  He started when a strong hand clapped him on the shoulder.

“It may seem like ye failed right now, boyo,” UrMae said in a subdued voice, “but most o’ yer troops’ll be marchin’ home wi’ ye.  Ye done good!  It’ll jist take ye some time ta understand that.”

Prael joined them, leaning wearily against the ship’s stone bulwarks.

"I presume that Shay and the others have succeeded," he said as he nodded at the decimated city.  "I don’t know what force other than Void essence would have such a dramatic effect!"

DoHeney thought of the cornerstones—the beautiful diamond, sapphire, emerald, and ruby—and opened his mouth to disagree, then reconsidered.  Some things were better left unsaid.  He murmured a short but fervent prayer that his friends had survived their mission, then turned his back on the ruined city and surveyed his troops.  The strain of the battle and subsequent tidal wave was evident in their slack faces, blank eyes, and slumped shoulders.  DoHeney felt the same way, but realized that he did not have the luxury of exhaustion.  He was their leader, and had to act like one.  It took a moment, but he managed to twist his mouth into a wide grin.

"Well, I think we’ve done all the damage here that we can do!" he called out in a jocular tone.  "What say we jist point this ship back where we come from and head home, eh?  I think all ye heroes deserve some celebratory ale, an’ the sooner we’re home, the sooner you'll get it!"

Smiles appeared on a few faces and, after several false starts, a hearty cheer rang out, echoing across the water and throughout the cavern.  Some started clearing debris from the deck, while others tended to the wounded.

"That sounds right nice ta me, DoHeney!" UrMae said before turning to Prael.  "If one o' you wizardly type's'd be kind enough ta turn the wind round the other way, we’ll git goin’!" 

Prael crooked his head up at the ragged sails.  “I’ll have to re-rig her first,” he said, then looked down at his tattered clothing, “but I am afraid I have no handkerchief to use for my spell.”

“Ah, but that’s easy!”  UrMae dug around in a small bag that hung from her waist, and extracted a white piece of cloth.  She blew her nose vigorously in it, then held it out to Prael.

With a polite smile, the wizard grasped the corner of the cloth between his red-gloved fingers, and cast his spell.  The cloth dissolved into shimmering sparks that flew to the masts and tumbled down as gleaming white sails.  Marris limped up, her sodden robes dragging behind her, and began her own incantation.  The sails billowed, then filled with a magical breeze.  As she twirled her hands, the breeze shifted direction, pointing them away from the chaos and death.  DoHeney's Dream sailed toward home.
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The skies above the Ironwall Mountains exploded with the brightness of a hundred blazing suns, and a thunderclap that shook the mountains to their roots.  Far off in Beriknor, Tinarre stood atop a tall tower watching the violence.  He shaded his eyes until the brilliance had faded...and smiled.  The swirling black storm that had darkened the eastern sky was gone.  He bowed his head and quietly sang a song of thanks to the Lady of the Forest.  Then a brief frown twisted his lips, and he prayed for the safe return of his mistress and her companions.

His supplications complete, he descended from the tower, fetched their horses, and started toward Refuge.
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Deep beneath Zellohar Keep, DoHurley woke with a start.  The ground shook violently beneath him, and small stones fell from the ceiling.

It’s the end, he thought.  He closed his eyes and sighed; he had done all he could for his people, and it had not been enough.  They had sung and danced and gorged themselves on food and drink until they could take no more.  Then one by one, dwarves and humans had left the glow of the fires, retreating to their blankets to stave off their chill and exhaustion.  Finally the fires themselves had died down, their fuel consumed.  Only the gleam from the cavern’s vents remained, but the glow was a false promise; the frigid air blanketed the ground and allowed no life-giving warmth to rise above the crevice edge.

DoHurley smiled as he thought of his dearest pleasures in life: the feel of solid granite beneath his feet, the taste of spicy meat fresh off the fire, the bite of freshly brewed ale on his tongue.  He recalled the blazing heat of a coal-fired hearth, his feet toasty warm as he reclined in his favorite chair.

I’ve heard, he thought, that freezin’ ta death brings comfortin’ sensations, and damned if I can’t feel the heat o’ that hearth now.  If I didn’t know better, I’d actually think I was sweatin’.

He felt an odd sensation; something trickled down the side of his nose.  Then another trickle down the back of his neck.

“What the—"

His eyes flew open and he jumped up, tossing aside the heavy cloaks and blankets that had covered him.  The cavern’s air was absolutely balmy.  The stench of sulfur had never smelled so sweet as he rushed to the nearest crevice and leaned over, inhaling the searing air until he could feel the nose hairs burning within his nostrils.

"By the Maker's hairy knees, they done it!" he yelled.  Overjoyed, he ran here and there, shaking the bundles of blankets until ruddy faces looked out at him.  Surprisingly, many turned away, while others grinned, and a few women winked.

A little confused, but too happy to care, he made his way back to his own blankets...and remembered the final event of the evening.  Irielnea lay there, just pulling the blankets back up over her beautiful bare breasts.

"DoHurley," she said with a sly, intimate smile as she gazed up at him, "does the king have no clothes?"

He dove back under the covers with a yelp.  From the corner, he could already hear MurFindle and BoRindall whispering harshly about what a disgrace it was to be subjects of a king without the sense to dress before prancing about.  But the rest of the folk just laughed with delight as they crawled from beneath their heavy blankets and embraced one another, joyful to have survived.  Irielnea pushed close to DoHurley, her skin soft against his, and kissed his nose.

Ah, yes, he thought contentedly, ‘tis good to be alive.

EPILOGUE

––––––––
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––––––––

Avari cradled the warm bundle in her arms.  The baby’s blue eyes—So like Jundag’s, she thought—peered up at her anxiously, then the entire face scrunched up and started to turn pink.  Avari quickly handed the child to the nursemaid she had hired in Fengotherond.  A brief twinge of jealously plucked her heartstrings as she watched Jundag’s daughter clamp onto the woman’s breast and happily suckle, but she shook it off and turned back to her friends.

It had been two weeks since they had escaped from the citadel.  Feldspar had immediately confronted Belregash and demanded to use his scrying mirror, holding the Starstone hostage until they had seen for themselves that the citadel was no more.  Now they were assembled at Refuge, sharing stories with DoHeney and DoHurley.

She smiled when she looked at the dwarf king and Irielnea, sitting side by side and holding hands.  War certainly makes strange bedmates, she thought, then blanched, realizing that this was Shay and Lynthalsea’s mother she was thinking about.

“Drink up, lassie!” DoHeney said as he slapped her backside and handed her a mug of ale he had just filled.  “Have yer fun while ye can, cause ye’ll be busy fer the next twenty years.”

"What?"  She accepted the ale and looked at him quizzically.

"Well, I think it's clear that Jundag wanted ye ta care fer the babe," DoHeney said.  "Ye got the perfect place to raise the lass: a nice, cozy house out in the woods wi' lots o' smart and lovin' people to see she learns what she needs ta learn."

Avari looked around and saw similar expressions on everyone’s faces.  It suddenly occurred to her that soon she would be travelling home, leaving her friends once again to resume her life at Searest.  She looked at the baby and felt a wave of panic as she considered the daunting responsibility.

“But I know absolutely nothing about raising children!" she protested.  "I was an only child.  I didn’t even have any cousins!"  She shook her head.  "Now if she was a horse..."

“No hitchin’ her up wi’ a bridle and reins,” joked DoHurley, “even if ye think she needs restrainin’.”

Avari smiled nervously as the others laughed, then Irielnea seemed to take pity on her.  “Laugh as you will,” she said as she shook her finger in mock anger at them, “but note that the only two not laughing—Tinarre and me—are also the only ones here who have actually raised children.  Avari,” she said solemnly, “how would you proceed if she was a horse?"  

"Oh, that's easy."  She counted off the ancient formula that her father had taught her as a child.  "Make sure it knows who's boss, make sure it knows what you want, and make sure you treat it well, with lots of love and affection."

"That sounds like a winning formula to me," Irielnea said, raising her wine glass in toast.  "Though I will tell you, regardless of how good the child is, there is no end to a parent’s worry and aggravation. At least, that’s what I’ve found with these two whelps."  The others laughed as she cocked a wry eyebrow at her children, and both Lynthalsea and Shay blushed.

The attention off of her, Avari recovered the child from the wet nurse, boosted her to her shoulder, and began to pace while patting her back and murmuring softly.  After two circuits she turned to find Yen standing before her, watching her and the baby with warm eyes.  The baby wiggled and Avari turned her around to lay in the crook of her arm, grateful for the distraction.  She and Yen had not talked much since their return, and the silence between them was awkward.

“You look quite natural with her,” Yen said as he held out his finger so the baby could clutch it with her tiny hands.  After a long moment, he continued softly.  “Avari—"

"Please, Yen," she interrupted, putting her fingers to his lips, "don’t say it.  I'll never be able to repay you for what you did for me.  I loved being with you in Fengotherond, but once I got away from it, I saw how much I missed the wilderness and open spaces.  I can’t live in your world.  I hope you understand that."

It tore her soul to say these words; she had been rehearsing them for days.  But despite their passionate kiss in the citadel, she knew Searest was her home now.  To leave it would be to abandon the life she loved, and that she would not do.  So she would wish Yen well as he returned to his life in Fengotherond as captain of the guard, perhaps to marry Elestia.  Her gut twisted, but she had to get through this.

Yen surprised her by taking her raised hand in his and kissing each of the fingers, one by one.  He smiled.

"Searest is where you belong.  I do understand that.  But," he hesitated, then gazed into her eyes earnestly, “you have taught me much: to follow my passion, to dedicate my life to a cause I love, regardless of what anyone else says.  I, too, tire of the city and war.  Perhaps—”  He faltered, cleared his throat, and continued.  “Perhaps you will allow me to visit you at Searest.”

“Yes,” she said, returning his smile and feeling the heat of her blush, “I’d like that very much.”

She turned back to her friends, pleased to feel Yen’s warm hand on the small of her back.  DoHurley and DoHeney talked and gestured emphatically while Irielnea looked on with a contented smile.  Lynthalsea reclined in Brok’s arms, and he gently caressed her dark hair.  Tinarre nodded as Hufferrrerrr enthusiastically showed him his new scars.  And Shay, Feldspar, and Voncellia argued about the best way to choke down a newt when casting a spell.  Then the baby belched resoundingly, and all eyes turned toward her.

"Well, since I’ve got everyone’s attention, I need to ask for your help," Avari said.  Grasping the baby with both hands, she held her out.  "What do I name her?"

The quizzical looks she got mirrored her own, then the room erupted as everyone called out their favorites and lambasted each other for their foolish choices.  Avari smiled.  Now this was a problem....
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Phlegothax stirred and squinted into the light.  This was not the garish green light that had washed over him as he fell, but rather a pearly white light that pacified his embittered thoughts.

I failed, he thought morosely.

“You did not fail.”  Onnowarr’s voice filled the air around him, soothing him with its music even while fortifying him with its strength.  “You spent your life to save your world, and to rid mine of an abhorrence.  You are favored in Draco’s eyes, and deemed a fit companion for his daughter.”

Phlegothax opened his eyes wide and beheld a lush green forest sweeping down the mountainside upon which he lay alone.  Beyond the forest were the open skies of Pytt, and in the distance, dragons flew free.  He huffed and stood, stretching his wings—both whole and hale—and twitching his tale.  Even in his prime, he had not felt as strong and vigorous as he did now.

Apparently, he considered, I was correct in assisting those puny beings with their task.  He thought of the tall warrioress—Avari—and his eye gleamed.  It would seem like no time at all before she, too, arrived.  He looked forward to meeting her again, sharing tales of their lives, perhaps hunting together.  She would be a fit companion for a dragon.

He huffed again in amusement, then leapt off of the peak and soared into eternity through the crystal air of Pytt.
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Calmarel woke slowly; her arms ached.  She tried to shift them but...she could not move.  Her eyes flew open, and despair enveloped her like a shroud.  All about her—above, below, to the sides—stretched the infinite lattice of Xakra's web.  Here and there dangled grey bundles of silk, some dripping vile fluids, others shriveled and dry.  Calmarel herself was suspended, naked and spread-eagled, by thick, sticky strands.   Now, she realized fearfully, she truly knew what it was like to feel vulnerable. 

She caught movement out of the corner of her eye, and Xakra came into sight.  Although the Dark Goddess was in her feminine guise, her form seemed to shift and waver.  One minute her legs were long and lovely, the next they were jointed and chitinous.  Now her body had the voluptuous curves of a woman, but soon the skin swelled and turned black as the bulging abdomen of a spider emerged, then she transformed back again.  Only one thing didn’t change: Xakra’s multiple eyes stared into Calmarel’s, and they blazed with displeasure.

Calmarel’s mind begged for her to close her own eyes, rid them of the horrific spectacle, but she dared not.  Her violent trembling shook the silky strands of the web, and the grey bundles bounced up and down.

Snarling, the Queen of Webs raked her fingernails across Calmarel’s bare torso. Searing pain lit her nerves, and Calmarel screamed until her throat was raw.  The Dark Goddess smiled.

"CALMAREL DARKMIST," she hissed as she towered over her, black ichor dripping from her fangs onto Calmarel’s skin, burning her flesh.  "IT IS TIME, MY REBELLIOUS DAUGHTER, THAT YOU LEARN OBEDIENCE.  UNFORTUNATELY, I AM TOO BUSY TO ATTEND TO YOU MYSELF.  HOWEVER," she continued as she peered into the web, "I HAVE FOUND ANOTHER WHO IS EAGER AND READY TO TEACH YOU."

From the direction of Xakra’s gaze, a figure wound her way through the twisting maze: Lysethra!  Calmarel’s heart leapt.  Her sister would help her!  Her sister would...  Calmarel’s newfound hope withered in her breast, and she quailed under her sister’s malevolent gaze.  Lysethra’s neck was twisted where Jundag had broken it, and her eyes still bulged from their sockets.  One hand flopped at the wrist, while the other held a small, curved knife.  In the back of her mind, Calmarel absently recognized the knife, having used one like it many times herself.  She understood quite well the slow, painful damage it could inflict.

"ENJOY YOUR ETERNITY, CALMAREL DARKMIST," Xakra taunted as she crawled away through the endless web.  Her unearthly laughter pealed loudly, resonating off of the web, sending vibrations through Calmarel’s body.

I’m dead, Calmarel thought wildly, and nothing can harm me!  She squeezed her eyes shut and repeated her mantra again and again, as if trying to convince herself that it was true.  But she screamed when the cold, keen blade parted her skin, and realized that no words were sufficient to abate her torment.  She barely heard Lysethra’s satisfied chuckle.

"Well, sister younger, let us see what you can learn today..."

Thanks for reading!
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