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Chapter 1

Corpses littered the streets, and smoke filled the air as Nexus burned from numerous small fires. Rumors fueled panic, which in turn led to looting and rampaging mobs. The city’s nobility and its wealthy had walled themselves off in their safe districts. Nearly the entire mercenary population had become in high demand practically overnight, providing private security for the well-heeled. Outside of those fortified enclaves, gangs and thugs ran rampant, the strong preying on the weak. An outbreak of disease had begun in the slums, likely from the lack of fresh water and food. The Nexus Watch had been hastily fortified by the Magehunters in an attempt to bring order, but that didn’t seem enough.

The rule of law was near to crumbling, strained beyond its resources. Such was the way of things when chaos took hold.

Only three days have passed, and already the city tears itself apart. Give it another week, and it will be inhabited only by the dead and dying. Nera had no doubt once the nobles’ food and coin ran out, their hired swords would turn on their masters like starving hounds, biting off the hands that fed them.

Nera pulled the cowl of her cloak lower as she made her way through the mob gathered in the High Market. Although still wanted by the Magehunters and Special Judiciary, she figured they had more pressing matters than searching for fugitives. She saw no reason to tempt fate, however, and wore a minor illusion to conceal her distinctive features.

Tempers flared and elbows flew amidst the mob as people jostled nearer the front. Angry shouts and curses rang out around her as people implored the guards to let them pass.

“We just needs a bit o’ corn and flour ta feed the younguns! And some fresh water. Please, sir!” shouted a man next to Nera. He was disheveled, with tattered, dirty clothes. 

She wished she could help out some of the more honest people, but her own belly was empty, her coin purse nearly so. She thought yesterday was the last time she had eaten, but she couldn’t remember.

The stony-faced guards ignored the crowd, holding their positions behind a barricade fashioned from overturned merchant wagons propped up by great stone blocks. A few members of the Nexus Watch, reinforced by a greater number of hired mercenaries, kept the mob at bay with pikes and loaded crossbows.

The decorative gates of the Merchant District had been torn loose from their hinges by an angry giant in search of food the day past. Following a bloody battle, the giant had been slain along with a dozen mercenaries and members of the Watch. A number of citizens unfortunate enough to have been caught up in the violence had also fallen from crossbows wielded by the overeager mercenary guards. The makeshift barrier had been erected to block off the Merchant District from the rest of the city. Nera knew a similar barricade also fortified the locked gates of the adjoining Noble District.

The chain of events leading to this crisis had followed the explosion that had rocked the foundry, halting the Machine beneath the city and possibly destroying it altogether. All portals to other planes had been shut, cutting off trade to Nexus. Fresh water had stopped flowing to the Molten Canal, which had become a stagnant, fetid channel. She guessed the air had stopped as well, though she didn’t know whence it issued.

Assuming violence doesn’t destroy Nexus first, it will die of starvation and lack of oxygen in a matter of weeks, if not days. The city is doomed.

The High Market, where the mob was gathering, resembled a war zone. Stalls and carts had been destroyed during rampant looting and rioting following the shocking rise in the price of goods due to lack of supply. After a couple days of doubling and tripling their prices, the sellers and merchants had feared for their lives, abandoning their shops and stalls and fleeing for the closed districts as, more often than not, their wares were taken by violence. The Watch occasionally still patrolled areas of the city when manpower allowed, but they couldn’t be everywhere and only halfheartedly intervened when crimes were unfolding.

For the time being, everyone seemed to have adapted to the new status quo. The wealthy hid behind their guarded barriers while the common folk rationed what goods they had and sheltered in place, wary of emboldened gangs of vicious thugs prowling the streets.

Two days past, Nera had ventured into the sealed-off districts by crossing the rooftops and hopping over the walls. She had managed to make off with a small stash of provisions although she was in no hurry to attempt the feat again. The crossbow bolts loosed in her direction indicated that whatever remained of the Watch, and certainly the mercenaries, had little interest in arresting people. The rooftops were guarded now by mercenaries with crossbows. A bolt through the chest would be the best outcome any thieves caught in the closed districts could expect.

A mercenary guard with a shaved head stood up on a crate behind the barrier so the crowd could get a good view of him. He made a big show of taking the last bite from a green apple, letting the juice run down his chin. With a flourish, he tossed the core into the crowd. People jostled to catch it, shoving each other down in the process. A fat man knocked an old woman down and caught the apple core. He stuck it in his mouth and sucked the remaining juice from it.

The mercenary yelled an insult and gave a rude gesture to the fat man. He laughed heartily and exchanged jokes with his comrades.

Nera spat on the ground in disgust. She wished she had Endira’s abilities sometimes—the ability to tip the crate over with her mind and send the bastard to fall and break his arse right then would’ve been too tempting to pass up.

The thought of Endira made her realize she should be getting back.

“When do they distribute the allotments?” she asked a middle-aged woman standing beside her. The mob was waiting for whatever small rations the Watch would distribute from the granary, under orders from the Pale Lord.

“Six o’clock, didn’t ye know?” the woman asked in surprise. “Haven’t ye been eating anythin’, dear?”

“Not lately. Thanks.” She turned and ducked through the crowd. If worse came to worst, she might be begging for rations with the rest of them soon enough.




***




Nera returned to the Seer’s residence to find Endira preparing a pot of tea.

“Has there been any change out there?” Endira asked.

The elf and she had reluctantly stayed together after the battle with the Pale Lord three days past. The Seer’s parlor and suite of rooms in the back of Nihad’s Magic Emporium was as good a place to stay as any, Nera figured—more secure than most, at any rate. Her hovel had likely been looted and taken over by squatters days before, thanks to the dwarven retrieval officer who had pursued her—either that or burned down in the raging fires.

Nera declined when offered a cup of tea. “The mobs are relatively calm for now, but that won’t last long. I don’t know how long the food will hold out, but I think water and air are a greater concern.”

Endira nodded. “I consulted with Nihad while you were away. The only way to get off plane would be to find some type of artifact that allows portaling. He does not specialize in teleportation himself. His abilities would only create local portals. Those few mages of great enough power to reach other planes are likely already gone themselves or charging so much as to be unaffordable.”

Nera wasn’t surprised at the news. “I did pick up a piece of interesting information. Seems a fair number of the more powerful mages, those who maintain an uneasy peace with the authorities, have disappeared. Perhaps they fled, as you say, but some believe they have been rounded up and imprisoned by the Magehunters—on the orders of the Lord of the City.”

“A lord increasingly fearful of losing his power,” Endira said. “Yet these times will be the end of him and the city if he continues to do nothing about the situation.”

Nera scratched at a scab on her forearm, a reminder of the numerous cuts and bruises covering her body from the battle at the fortress. “He’s been sighted on occasion at the scene of the foundry, along with some work crews clearing rubble, but this place will be a city of the dead long before they can fix the Machine, it seems.”

She took a drink from her half-empty wineskin and nibbled on a heel of bread she had, left over from the food she had procured from the Merchant District earlier. The two of them had reached a consensus that they must find Malek and try to save him, but that required getting off plane, which was proving to be an impossibility. Guilt gnawed at Nera for being complicit with Endira by turning on Malek during the battle. The need to set things right with him was a powerful motivator.

“I did have an idea,” Nera said. “Might sound a bit mad, but we’re running out of options.”

“Might as well say what’s on your mind. Mad idea or not, it’s better than none.” Endira gave her a weary smile and sat on one of the low chairs with her cup of tea.

“This involves tracking someone. You remember that dwarf bastard that captured and nearly killed us?”

“You wish to seek him out?” Endira asked with raised eyebrows. “Might I ask why?”

“The retrieval officers can open portals off plane. I don’t know of any other retrieval officers personally, so I thought we might try to make a deal with that dwarf.”

“Sounds risky… He didn’t seem like the type to cut a deal with his quarry. Nera, there was a tinge of madness to him when I touched his mind at the warehouse.”

She shrugged in resignation. “That’s the only idea I’ve got at the moment. Well, there is one other possibility, but that would be even worse… Last resort, for certain.” Nera shuddered at the thought. “Can you find this dwarf since you touched his mind?”

“Yes, I believe I can. How do you plan to approach him before he tries to split you in twain with his axe?”

Nera smiled. “Sneaking up on unsuspecting victims is what I do. I’ll find a way to get the jump on him, and then we can have a chat.” She finished the bread and stretched. Weariness tugged at her, and she shrugged off the thought of taking a nap. They had been at a loss of what to do for almost three full days, and Malek needed their help.

Quit stalling and get to work. Find the dwarf. Pay the guild a visit. Then get off plane, hopefully.

Endira could certainly be useful, but she was preoccupied, caring for her ailing master and loathe to leave his side. 

“How’s the Seer?” Nera asked.

“Not much change,” the elf replied with a sigh. “He has fallen into a deep sleep and may never waken. There is naught I can do but keep him comfortable at this point.”

“If you can get away for a bit, would you care to go on a walk with me? Pinpoint the dwarf’s location, and I’ll take it from there.”

Endira got to her feet. “Yes, I believe some air and exercise will do me good. I shall let Nihad know I’ll be out for a bit so he can keep an eye on the Seer.”

“It might do him some good to get out for a bit, too. Prickly old bugger.” She didn’t know the connection between the two old men, but Nihad seemed to care for the Seer as Endira did. Perhaps they were distant relations or just old friends.

The thought of family and friends steered her thoughts in a gloomy direction as Arron and Malek came to mind. Can’t do anything about Arron any longer, but Malek I may be able to help. But that means I need to get off my arse and get to work.

She went outside to await Endira, itching to take some action to find Malek.




***




Flurbinger Flent growled in frustration and pounded his fist against a massive gear, broader than he was tall. To the best of his knowledge, and that of his crew, the only ailment afflicting the Machine currently was lack of power. He and his crew had personally inspected nearly the entire Machine, excepting the internal parts in the core he couldn’t get to, and all seemed to be in order. True, something had been out of alignment previously, but that was a minor issue compared to its current dormancy. Mana supplied the foundry, which converted it to energy to power the Machine. With nothing remaining of the foundry but scrap metal and rubble, the Machine had no power source, so all the portals had been closed. Nothing could get in or out of Nexus, and as a result, the city would soon perish.

The gnome took a moment to calm himself and give thanks to Marakesh, God of Industry, that he wasn’t outside. Reports came in sporadically, each sounding worse than the last. At least that madness remains out there. Inside my realm is just iron and oil, sweat and work.

He took a deep breath and wondered if he should report to the Pale Lord or his damnable chamberlain on their lack of progress. Flurbinger had argued the point until he was blue in the face, but he’d been repeatedly sent back to keep searching for the elusive fix. However, none existed, save rebuilding the foundry. That would take years, short of some magical intervention.

Surely, the Pale Lord can use his magic to fix this. There must be a way.

“What do you have to report, Flent?” an unwelcome voice called from nearby.

Flurbinger sighed and straightened his back before turning toward the chamberlain. “The same report as last time you asked—the Machine is fundamentally sound. It requires energy to function, and until that is restored, it will sit here, still and silent.”

The chamberlain ran his long blue fingers along a cog on a gear beside him as he stared at the gnome with his bulbous pink eyes. “And you are confident of this?”

“Yes, as I’ve said many times now.” Flurbinger tried to rein in his frustration before he said something he regretted. “What is being done to restore power?”

“Come along, and you shall see.” The chamberlain gestured for the gnome to accompany him.

Flurbinger shook his head. “Nay, I should remain here in case my men find something—” His words were cut off as the chamberlain reached out and snatched hold of his upper arm in a bony hand. “Oi, what do you think ye’re doing?”

The chamberlain incanted a few words of magic, and suddenly Flurbinger’s home and workspace blurred and became the despised open air. He stumbled as his stomach flopped from the disorientation of the sudden teleportation. After a moment, his urge to retch was overpowered by the sudden fear of the open air above him. Fortunately, his attention was captivated a moment later by a crackling surge of energy coming from nearby, throwing multicolored illumination off the blackened shards rising from the ground—what had once been the foundry’s skeleton.

“What in the Abyss?” he asked in startled awe. 

A glowing rope of magical energy extended overhead, issuing from somewhere beneath the fortress, likely the mana warehouse, he guessed. Following the path of the energy, he saw the Pale Lord standing a short distance away.

The ruined foundry had been cleared of a majority of its debris over the past three days by the tireless work of teams of collared workers, motivated by frequent lashings from the overseers. The floor of the foundry was empty save for Flurbinger, the Pale Lord, and the chamberlain. The luminous rope of energy flowed into a massive pipe in the ground. The Pale Lord had his hands raised, directing the magical flow.

“Go ahead and approach, but do not disturb him,” the chamberlain instructed.

His awe overruled his fear, and Flurbinger stepped up near the Pale Lord. He peered into the ground, where he knew steam from the furnaces had been forced through the pipe to where it propelled pistons into motion to power the Machine.

“Can this work?” he whispered hopefully.

At first, he didn’t think his question had been heard, but then the Pale Lord replied.

“No, something rejects my attempts to restore power. I have pondered the problem, and this remedy should work, yet it resists my attempts. Therefore, the Machine is somehow impaired.” The Pale Lord’s voice was emotionless.

“My Lord, if there is damage, it is beyond my knowledge to detect and fix. I suspect it could be whatever caused the previous fault. Perhaps our enemies sabotaged the Machine directly as well.” Quenching his fear and keeping his voice steady took all his effort. Flurbinger felt sweat beading on his forehead at the proximity to the crackling energy. The heat beat at him like a forge.

The Pale Lord lowered his hands, and the rope of energy shimmered and faded away with an angry hiss, like a glowing sword taken from the anvil and plunged into a bucket of water. 

“My city is ailing. There is not much time to restore it to health before irrevocable damage is done. Redouble your efforts, Master Flent. Do not disappoint me.” The Pale Lord’s lanternlike eyes bored into Flurbinger’s for a moment, and then he disappeared, teleporting away.

Flurbinger let out a deep breath as his fear receded, to be replaced with something else—hopelessness. The sense of impending failure threatened to drown him in a deep depression. There is nothing further to be done. The next time he asks and I have nothing to show, his anger will be the end of me. I fear Nexus will shatter like a rusty nut under a wrench.

He glanced over his shoulder, looking for the chamberlain, but he also was gone. The gnome was standing alone in the ruined skeleton of the foundry.

Resigned to his fate, Flurbinger scurried toward the nearest access tunnel, eager to be back underground, even though he knew it was futile.




***




“Greetings, Sister Idrimel. How goes your day thus far?”

Idrimel turned to see Andras, the High Priest of the Temple of Sol, smiling through his thick iron-gray beard. The busy priest had stopped in the hallway to greet her, always finding the time to speak with her and Athyzon. The siblings, due to their plane-blessed nature, she suspected, were revered in the temple and almost treated as if they were royalty.

She returned Andras’s smile. “I am glad that I can be of use in this time of trouble. The sick and wounded are many, and Sol provides me with his blessings that I might tend to them. In that, I am content.”

“Ah, but there is something that yet troubles you, I sense.”

She nodded, face falling slightly. “You are wise, Brother Andras. My brother and I were given this quest by a celestial, yet we seem to have lost our path with the destruction of the foundry. We located and destroyed the fiend responsible, but alas, it was too late. Since then, I fear I have not been favored to receive Sol’s holy guidance. I’m delighted to be of service in whatever way I can, but I feel as if I have not the wisdom to see where my path leads from here.”

Idrimel tried to conceal her frustration, for fear the high priest would think her more concerned with her own glory than the will of Sol. She and Athyzon had been making progress in their quest when they had tracked down and battled the fiends in the warehouse, and then the gnome had come along to aid them. After the destruction of the foundry, Yosrick had disappeared to find his uncle and “take care of some business,” in his words. The siblings, unsure of how else to put their skills to use, had returned to the temple and spent the past three days aiding the clergy in curing the ill and those wounded in the violence.

Andras stroked his beard and nodded. “This is understandable, especially after receiving a task of such great import, that when you encounter a time when your feet might falter, you’d feel confused, perhaps your faith shaken.” He placed his strong hands on her shoulders and held her captive with his words. “Take heart, Sister Idrimel, for although dark times may plague us, in time the Lord of Light will illuminate a path for us all. We must keep the faith and persevere. Just ensure that you are prepared to answer the call when you hear it.”

She was heartened by the high priest’s words. “Thank you, Brother Andras. Your words bring wisdom and comfort. I shall continue my prayers for enlightenment with renewed faith.”

The high priest nodded and bade her good day with a polite bow.

As she walked the halls of the temple, Idrimel wondered how her brother was faring. At the request of the Nexus Watch, the Temple of Sol, among others, was assisting by providing patrols to ensure safety for the citizens. Athyzon had volunteered to lead a patrol, happy to put his skills to better use, whereas Idrimel had decided to remain at the temple and use her healing talents aiding the less fortunate.

She sighed. I’m no use to anyone here, loitering deep inside the temple. Sol blessed me with these abilities to carry out his will, and for now, I must be satisfied with a brief halt along my journey. She set out to relieve some of her fellow priests aiding the common folk.




















Chapter 2

Bone-chilling fog gnawed at Malek’s exposed skin, threatening to steal inside and snuff out what precious warmth remained in his body. He clenched his cloak tightly around himself as he wandered blindly in the mist. Although nothing had gone according to plan back in Nexus, he was glad he had his cloak and the meager supplies he had brought as a precaution. Without them, he would likely have been dead in no time, for no living thing could survive for long in the environment in which he found himself.

Crumbling remains loomed out of the fog around him, what looked to have once been wondrously constructed buildings and towers. For days, he had wandered the seemingly endless ruins—the desolate carcass of what he imagined had been a once-great city. His footsteps echoed hollowly as he aimlessly traversed roads paved with neatly fitted stones. A fallen spire or crumbling archway occasionally took form in the mist when he drew near.

His appearance in such a forlorn place had come as an abrupt shock. One minute, he had been engaged in battle with the Pale Lord of Nexus, and the next he found himself in this desolate expanse of ruins. For a moment, he had felt a glimmer of hope as he had gotten the upper hand over his foe, but then the tide of battle had turned swiftly when his companions had turned on him. He remembered Nera and Endira calling out warnings for him to stop, the elf’s voice sounding telepathically in his head. By that point, it was too late—the power had been consuming him, and he was on the precipice of losing control. The last thing he remembered was a sharp pain in his thigh from where Nera’s dagger had pierced him, followed by a brutal psionic assault. His consciousness had faded under the agonizing sensation of burning alive from the Pale Lord’s renewed magical assault. When he awoke, he was no longer in Nexus but in this forsaken land where nothing but ruin surrounded him.

Malek’s whole body still ached: a severe headache threatened to split his skull while his thigh still throbbed where Nera’s dagger had pierced it. Fortunately, he remained unburned, likely as a result of instinctively siphoning the Pale Lord’s magic before it could do real damage. He had crudely cauterized the stab wound with his magic, but without any vitality available to draw on, it couldn’t heal properly. He was starting to doubt that might ever happen.

The sting of his companions’ betrayal was a different type of wound—one that could not be magically sealed, and it troubled him more than his physical pains. The nagging thought that perhaps their actions had been done for his own good tried to surface, but he thrust that thought to the back of his mind to explore at a later time. At the moment, he was on the verge of collapsing from exhaustion. What he needed was rest.

He didn’t know if time flowed differently here, but he acknowledged the likelihood. He felt as though he had been wandering for days until he would nearly collapse from exhaustion, sleeping when the need took him, yet no matter how much rest he got, he still felt tired. Besides physically, he was also mentally taxed, finding it difficult to focus.

Knowing his strength was near its limits, he sought shelter. He limped into the small courtyard of what had likely been an estate, now partially covered by a collapsed tower. Some tumbled blocks formed a small cave, into which he crawled. He slumped against the wall, leaning his head back against the cold stone and massaging his aching thigh. Exhaustion immediately threatened to slam his eyes shut despite his demands to keep them open.

Malek extended his senses outward to the limits of his perception once again in the hopes of finding some sign of life. His second sight reached perhaps a mile or two, but he could sense nothing at all. He realized his second sight was worthless here, revealing a barren place little different from what his eyes could see. He could detect no bloom of life in the bleak gray of his surroundings from which he could draw vitality, nor was there any residual magic in the land itself. Not even dead plant life, a potential source of fuel for a fire, could be found anywhere. With dawning horror, he realized he was truly alone in a dead land.

“This must be the Gray Lands, as the Seer spoke of.” His voice seemed a feeble thing, choked off by the oppressive fog.

Naught but dust and decay. Fitting punishment that the Pale Lord sent me here, where my long-lost ancestors died, consumed by their lust for power.

Malek sighed. He still held a substantial reserve of power within him from the massive amounts of energy he had drawn in Nexus. Knowing he had to conserve as much as he could, he poured a small amount of magic into a stone upended from the floor. The stone glowed red hot, generating sufficient warmth in the enclosed space. He lay down, trying to make himself as comfortable as possible on the hard stone floor. He succeeded and, within moments, was fast asleep.




***




“I think she fancies you, lad.” Magellan grinned and waggled his brows as soon as the pretty serving girl walked away.

Malek blushed. He was surprised when Ilyena had seemed to notice him for the first time about a week past and had actually greeted him with a warm smile. Since then, he’d been back to the inn to see her on every occasion he could manage although he’d not admit that to anyone. Magellan had taken note, of course, and made it a point of venturing down to the inn for dinner that evening, a rarity for the solitary mage, who preferred to stay out of the nearby village. He usually sent Malek on the short trip into town to pick up any supplies they needed.

The locals occasionally glanced in their direction curiously, obviously surprised the mage had seen fit to venture into town for dinner, with his apprentice in tow.

Embarrassed, Malek focused on his food. The pot roast and vegetables had been taken fresh off the hearth. He nearly burned his mouth as he devoured them, so delicious was the meal. Maisy was an exceptional cook, as evidenced by the packed common room. The cider was fresh and crisp and complemented his food nicely.

The folk in the inn chatted of day-to-day events, such as the price of hay or how the Miller’s sow had birthed a dozen piglets. Malek thought he might be happy growing up and staying in a quiet village like Northbrook. Magellan had raised and taught him for several years, and he was on the verge of reaching manhood. Although he hadn’t made much progress in learning about and controlling his own power, he was knowledgeable in herbalism, history, magical theory, alchemy, and other disciplines Magellan had instructed him in. He could speak and understand Elvish and Dwarven to a fair degree. The thought of using his magic to help the locals sounded appealing; however, from what he’d experienced so far, his powers seemed useless other than for destroying things.

Perhaps I can use my magic to defend the village from any bandits or raiders that might try to attack us. His mood darkened as his thoughts involuntarily turned to the attack on his home when he was a boy, before Magellan had arrived and taken him in.

Magellan lit up his pipe with a snap of his fingers. The old man inhaled deeply and blew a contented smoke ring.

Malek tilted back his mug of cider but was disappointed to find only a drop remained.

“Was everything to your liking, Master Magellan?” Ilyena appeared at Malek’s elbow. She gave him a cute smile and placed another mug of cider in front of him, swiftly banishing his dark thoughts. Then she began clearing their dishes.

“Excellent, young lady,” Magellan replied. “Please give my compliments to Maisy.”

“I’ll do so, sir. And what about you, Malek?” Her brown eyes twinkled with amusement.

Malek cleared his throat. “Um yes, everything tasted great. The service too.” He grinned—like a fool, he thought later.

Ilyena held his eyes a moment, her own smile widening. “Well, that’s what we like to hear. Will ya be back by the inn tomorrow, then?”

Malek glanced at Magellan, but his master was busy studying a smoke ring as it drifted toward the ceiling. Magellan squinted, and the smoke formed a winged horse that beat its wings and sailed gracefully around Ilyena’s head before fading away as it neared the ceiling.

The girl laughed brightly, and Malek’s heart raced at the sound.

“Sure. I’ll, uh, see you on the morrow then, Ilyena?”

A farmer across the room called for Ilyena to bring him a refill, and she waved in acknowledgment. 

“Right. See ya on the morrow, Malek.” She gave him another small grin and, with her arms full of dishes, brushed against his shoulder as she headed for the kitchen.

Magellan smiled at Malek, clearly amused by his discomfort.

He looked away in embarrassment, and when he chanced to look over again, his master’s face had twisted in distress as if something hadn’t agreed with him. He leaned over as if in pain.

“Master, does something ail you?”

The mage didn’t speak, but his face went slack, and drool dripped from his lip. His eyes rolled back in his head.

Malek rose to his feet in alarm and went around the table. Magellan looked very unwell. As Malek touched his arm, the old man suddenly imploded, caving in on himself with a ripe bursting sound. He was suddenly gone. Only ash remained, floating gently down from where he had once sat.

“I’d say Maisy’s special didn’t agree with the old man!” shouted a villager.

Laughter chortled around the whole inn. Malek felt shock and rage in equal measures. His mouth opened in a scream of horror.




***




Malek shuddered awake with a strangled cry. He sat up and looked around, on the verge of panic, not knowing where he was. Power thrummed through his body, and he realized he was barely containing it, like a pot about to boil over suddenly.

For a moment, he thought he was still dreaming. His surroundings were colorless—all he could see were shades of gray. He was sitting in an alcove of gray stone. The air was musty and damp, his vision obscured by a lighter gray fog a short distance outside his small cave. Even his blue robes seemed to have had the color leached from them, leaving barely a hint of the hue they had been.

Then it all came back—Nexus, Magellan’s death, the battle with the Pale Lord. And now the Gray Lands.

He cursed silently. The dream had felt incredibly real. He had hoped for a moment that he had passed on to the afterlife and the gods had returned him to that happy time in his life. But that was not to be.

After a moment of concentration, he calmed his mind and allowed the power to subside within him again. The stone he had heated earlier had grown cold. Not knowing how much time had passed, Malek clambered out of the small cave and stretched, trying to get his aching muscles functioning again.

“I had better continue on… Where, I know not. Perhaps there is knowledge to be gained from studying these Gray Lands.” 

Malek took a sip of his water and kept his thoughts limited to finding some clue as to what had happened there. The Seer had told of a cataclysm brought about by the corruptors’ abuse of their power.

Perhaps I can learn from their failures. That is where I shall start. He focused on those thoughts. Anything more than that, and his mind would go astray, sinking his mood into either depression or fright. Neither would be helpful, and both could get him killed.

He couldn’t sense any living menace around him, but something had destroyed this civilization, and he couldn’t help but fear whatever had done so was still out there, waiting for some tasty living morsel to wander into its trap.




















Chapter 3

Nera slipped through the shadows, cutting through the boundary of the slums, in search of the dwarf. Endira had been able to narrow down his location to the edge of the slums, inside an inn that Nera was familiar with. She hoped to sneak up on him after he retired to his room in order to avoid making a scene. She was counting on getting the drop on him. If not, the confrontation would be risky and possibly dangerous.

Since the Machine had fallen silent, the slums had taken a turn for the worse. A fragile peace was normally in force, with different gangs and guilds controlling separate territories. Frequent skirmishes were normal, but there had always been a sense of stability in the past. Not any longer.

Screams and the sounds of fighting were common now. Smoke billowed from a block that had been set afire several streets over.

She froze when a pair of rogues jumped from a second-floor window a dagger’s toss ahead of her. One of them, a slight female, rolled and regained her feet smoothly. Her male companion wasn’t so fortunate, landing heavily and crumpling to the street with a cry, ankle either badly sprained or broken.

A middle-aged man, apparently the homeowner, appeared in the window, shouting curses. He leaned out and twirled a sling in his hand.

The female rogue shouted encouragement to her companion, eyes darting to the whirling sling and back as she pulled her partner to his feet. The man winced and limped along. He suddenly yelped as a stone thudded into his shoulder blade. A second shot from the sling hit the woman on the arm, making her screech. They wisely took cover by pressing themselves up against the building front, where the homeowner’s stones couldn’t reach them.

After the excitement died down, Nera proceeded, hand on the pommel of her enchanted dagger, Lightslicer. The fire burning nearby seemed to be growing, from the glow given off and the stench of smoke, stronger than when she had entered the slums. She wondered if her hovel would still be standing when the unrest was over.

Nera glanced down Silverlark Lane, which wended through the heart of the slums and eventually ended near her guildhall. She reminded herself to pay them a visit very soon.

“I’ll settle that score once I find this dwarf,” she muttered to herself.

Turning the opposite way on Silverlark, she made her way toward the Shiny Gem, an inn that was anything but shiny or a gem. Thinking she would make it there while avoiding any trouble, she was disappointed when shouts drew her attention a short way ahead.

She rounded the bend in the street and saw a group of four thugs harassing an elderly couple. One of them roughly grabbed the old woman by the arm. The old man moved to defend his wife, and the thug behind him smacked him in the head with a club, felling him instantly.

The old woman screamed and tore herself free of the man’s grasp, falling to her knees beside her motionless husband.

With a shock, Nera recognized the old woman. “Mathilda? Ah, damn it… I must help them.”

Mathilda and her husband, Wilford, had lived in the slums for as long as Nera could remember, always showing kindness to her and Arron, the woman slipping them fresh-baked bread and muffins whenever they stopped by. As a young orphan, she had often dreamed of living in an ordinary family, with parents like the kindly couple. She was ashamed to think she hadn’t paid them a visit in years.

Two of the thugs kept a lookout while the other two rifled through the couple’s possessions, which they had dropped in the street. They apparently hadn’t seen Nera, nor would they until it was too late, she vowed.

“Leave us be! Just take what you want,” Mathilda cried. Tears ran down the old woman’s cheeks.

“Be silent, ya old hag!” One of the thugs raised a foot to kick her over.

He never got the chance. A knife appeared through the sole of his boot. He howled and hopped backward, toppling over and landing on his backside.

The lookouts whirled in her direction. One held a crossbow, the other a short sword. The last thug rose from ransacking the bags and squinted in her direction.

She could’ve picked them off with her throwing knives and likely sent them fleeing, but she was sickened by their treatment of the elderly couple—friends of hers who had always been there for her and Arron when they were growing up. These bastards will pay for hurting them.

The crossbow twanged, but she was ready for it. With a quick flick of her wrist, Lightslicer deflected the bolt off to one side, where it thunked into the clay wall of a house. Nera streaked toward them at a sprint.

The crossbowman backpedaled, mouth wide in surprise. He had the string halfway cocked back. A quick slice of her dagger cut the taut string, which snapped the thug in the chin. She swiftly stabbed him through the ribs, and he hit the street.

Nera spun just as the other two attacked her simultaneously. The thug with the club swung, but she ducked it then sidestepped the other’s stabbing short sword. She jabbed Lightslicer into the clubman’s bicep. The weapon tumbled from his grip. She kicked the club with the toe of her boot, launching it into the other man’s face.

He stumbled back, more surprised than hurt, although blood trickled from his nose. The club rebounded, and Nera sheathed her dagger, caught the club in a two-handed grip, and unloaded on its owner, smashing him full in the face. Teeth flew, and the thug’s nose smashed flat. Blood spewed, and he dropped like a poleaxed steer.

The last thug on his feet took a quick glance around at his fallen companions. Evidently not liking the odds, he turned and fled. 

“I thank you for your aid, dear.” Mathilda looked up at Nera curiously, Wilford’s head in her lap. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

“Aye, I should think so.” Their eyes locked, and after a moment, Nera realized she still had the glamour disguising her features. She quickly dispelled the illusion.

“Nera!” Mathilda’s eyes widened. “My, how lovely you’ve become, my dear.”

Nera’s face softened as she looked upon the face of her friend. She couldn’t believe how the sturdy middle-aged woman who’d slipped her a sweet cake every now and then had grown so old and frail looking.

She knelt down and embraced the old woman, who sobbed into her shoulder. Nera shushed Mathilda as she tried to thank her again.

She was relieved to find Wilford still breathing. The old man had a knot on the back of his head which was leaking blood, but evidently the blow of the club wasn’t as brutal as it had appeared.

“Lucky my Wilford has a thick head.” Mathilda clucked and rummaged through one of her bags. She removed a small pouch of something and held it under Wilford’s nose. A moment later, the old man roused, sputtering and waving his wife away. His eyes grew wide when he beheld Nera.

She helped the couple to their feet. The two wounded thugs were hobbling away, leaving their unconscious friend with the smashed face where he had fallen.

“Your doing?” Wilford raised his eyebrows in surprise as he noted their wounded attackers.

“Aye, dear, Nera gave those louts a thrashing they won’t soon forget.” Mathilda bustled around, shoving their possessions back into their sacks.

Wilford squeezed Nera’s shoulder. “You’ve grown up to be a formidable young woman after all these years.” Pride showed in his face.

Nera smiled before turning away. She focused on helping them recover their belongings before she became emotional.

Stupid wench—I should’ve kept visiting them. I should be the one helping them out to repay them for what they did for a couple of hopeless urchins.

Nera slung their heavy sacks over her shoulder, allowing the insistent Wilford to take one to avoid hurting the old man’s pride.

“Looks like you’re moving out,” Nera remarked as they made their way down Silverlark. “Where you headed?”

“Aye, we’re going to stay with my sister and her husband,” Wilford replied. “He’s a clothier in the Merchant District.” 

Nera slowed her pace to allow the elderly couple to keep up. She noticed Wilford was limping heavily from an old knee injury, she recalled. Mathilda coughed and puffed for breath. The smoke in the air wasn’t doing her lungs any favors.

They passed the Shiny Gem, which was as dilapidated as she remembered. She insisted on escorting the old couple to the relative safety of the closed-off Merchant District. Catching up to the dwarf would have to wait a bit.

As they made their way to the other district, Nera thought about how thousands of people were struggling in their own ways, just as Mathilda and Wilford were.

I hope someone does something about this situation quick before Nexus lies in ruins. Would that I had some power to make things right here.




***




Waresh stomped up the stairs of the inn, intent on reaching his room unmolested with his plate of food and cask of ale. His plans for the evening were no grander than merely enjoying a belly full of roasted boar and boiled potatoes, washed down with ale. Perhaps he would seek out Estella’s company after that although he knew he had to preserve what little coin he had at the moment.

The chaos in the city had forced the Special Judiciary to shut down, leaving the crew of retrieval officers without work for the time being. The city’s resources were focused on maintaining law and order via the Watch, hired mercenaries, and even contingents of Magehunters deployed in a supporting role. Wealthy nobles and merchants were hiring bodyguards and mercenaries for personal protection, and Waresh knew he could try to find work in their employ if necessary.

For the time being, he was content to live off the coin he had accrued although it was rapidly dwindling with the skyrocketing prices merchants were charging for their wares since Nexus had been cut off from other planes. Waresh had not received any bounties since he had given up pursuit of that plane-cursed rogue and her half-elf companion, following the Magehunters’ involvement.

At least that wench’s coin is keeping me fed for the time being. An extra benefit of the job.

More than anything, he wished things would go back to how they had been before. Long before—prior to being collared and forced into duty as a retrieval officer—before he had ventured forth on his foolish quest into Torval’s Hold with his men and come across Dammerfang and Heartsbane. He wished more than anything he could take that all back. But Reiktir was a stern god, and he deserved whatever justice Reiktir deemed was appropriate.

Waresh juggled his plate of food and cask of ale as he unlocked the door to the small room. Kicking the door shut behind him, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim interior. The persistent twilight gloom of Nexus illuminated the room through the thin curtains. He set the cask and plate on the crooked table beside the lumpy bed.

“Mmm… I love roasted boar and ale. That smells exquisite.” The voice was distinctly feminine and familiar at the same time, yet he couldn’t quite place it. 

The sharp edge of a blade caressed Waresh’s throat before he could react, quickly convincing him not to struggle. 

“Don’t make any sudden moves, or I cut your throat.” The pleasant tone was gone, and steel took its place. “We’re gonna have a conversation, and if it turns out in your favor, you’ll still be in one piece when I leave. Just minus a bit of meat and ale, of course, luv.”

Waresh could hear the smile in her last statement. So a proposition, then. He could smell her pleasant scent as she briefly pressed against his back. A nimble hand relieved him of his daggers and hand axe, tossing them across the room into a corner. Next to go was Heartsbane. He briefly considered trying to overpower her when she slipped the axe off his back, but he decided against it. He was intrigued enough to hear her out.

A moment later, and to his shock, he found himself sitting on the edge of his bed, facing the plane-cursed woman he had been pursuing for so long. “Are ye mad? What in the Abyss do ye want with me?” Waresh asked, dumbfounded. “Can’t say I’ve ever had a mark come after me before.”

Neratiri shrugged. “There’s a first time for everything.” She poached a piece of roast boar from his plate on the tip of her dagger, eyes never leaving him. “Don’t try anything, or I’ll put this blade through your eyeball.” Her eyes glittered with a glow much like embers in a hearth. 

From his past dealings with her, Waresh suspected she very well could put the blade through his eyeball before he could make a move. He sighed. “The bounty was retracted since the Magehunters got involved. I have no further interest in ye.” Other than making ye pay for dropping me off that roof. Lately, the thought of revenge didn’t seem to have the appeal it once held, though. Aloud, he said, “I’ll hear ye out if ye just say yer piece, fiendling. And give me the ale.”

Neratiri narrowed her eyes as she regarded him, then she seemed to relax and nodded. “Aye, I can do that. That’s one load off my back, at least, having the bounty gone.” She pulled the cork from the cask and sniffed at it, before lifting it and tilting it back. She drank a couple good swallows without spilling a drop, handed the cask to Waresh, then speared a chunk of potato and slid the plate over to him. “I’ve had better, but not bad… especially in these times. This must’ve cost ya.”

Waresh snorted and took a deep draught of ale. He wasn’t nearly as neat about it as the rogue, spilling some down his beard and onto his tunic. “It wasn’t cheap,” he admitted. He thought better of confessing that her stolen coin had bought it. “So what’s this about?” He chewed a piece of the boar—it was tough but had a good flavor.

“I need to get off plane. Myself and a friend.”

“That so? Well, get in line behind the thousands of others. What in the Abyss ye want me to do about it? All the portals are shut down, the way I hear it.” 

The rogue leaned against the wall, deftly picking at some bit of dirt beneath one of her nails with the dagger’s keen tip. “That collar around your neck. It can open portals, from what I’ve been told.”

“Aye, it could do that. Could. Before the foundry was destroyed. Seems the foundry powers the Machine, which generates all the magic in the city, including that which goes into this collar. Now ’tis naught but a damned lump of lead around me neck.”

Neratiri looked crestfallen. “You’ve tried it, then?”

“Aye. I wanted to get out of this cursed city once the troubles happened, but it was deader than a day-old corpse.”

“Ah, well, so much for that idea. That just leaves…” She trailed off, and a look of distaste crossed her features before she sighed. “Right, then I won’t take any more of your time. Thanks for the meat and ale.”

She was already slipping out the door before Waresh could react. Without knowing why, he surged to his feet, nearly upending the cask of ale. “Oi—wait!”

Neratiri poked her head back through the door and regarded him with raised eyebrows.

“Ye know another way off plane?” he asked.

“Perhaps. It’ll just be a bit of a challenge getting there.” She tried to act unconcerned, but her eyes shifted nervously.

“Tell me how. We can join forces—I’ll even give ye some coin if ye let me tag along. I’ve had enough o’ this damned place.”

Neratiri shook her head. “I’m not one to turn down clink, dwarf, believe me, but this you want no part of.” She looked over her shoulder at the approaching sounds of footsteps and laughter in the hallway before slipping back into the room and closing the door again. “It’s dangerous to get there… very much so, I think. And there’s no guarantee it will work even if we succeed. If I weren’t in such desperate need, I wouldn’t even consider it.”

“I wasn’t weaned off me mama’s teat yesterday, woman. The prospect of danger doesn’t frighten me.” He eyed Heartsbane in the corner. The axe seemed to beckon to him to pick it up and strike her down. He shook his head and faced her again. “I could offer me axe to aid ye.”

Neratiri eyed the axe and then turned her unnerving eyes back to Waresh. “Perhaps your axe could be of use. Where is it you wish to go?”

“The Special Judiciary is shut down, so I won’t be getting any bounties for a time.” He shrugged. “The destination matters not. Somewhere I can find peace. And I seek an answer.”

Neratiri brushed past him and picked up the cask, evidently not worried he’d attack her any longer. She took another long draught of ale before passing it back to Waresh.

He smiled before taking a large swallow, noting that she sidled away to avoid getting splashed with ale. He liked the rogue’s cool confidence. She’d been the only mark he had failed to bring in since he’d been doing retrievals over the past five years, and there she was, standing before him as an equal. That took some stones.

“So what answer do you seek, O master dwarf?” Neratiri regarded him with an amused look.

Waresh tugged on his collar. “How did ye and that half-elf get rid of yer collars?”

A look of sadness crossed her face before she composed herself. “That’s a bit of a long tale. And the reason I need to get off plane. I need to find the mage that did it for me—if he still lives. He saved my life, and I owe it to him to try to return the favor if at all possible.”

“Hmph. The one that had the bolt through his hand, eh? Seems we could assist each other, then. Me axe by yer side in exchange for a trip off plane and a face-to-face with yer mage. What say ye?” Waresh chewed a boiled potato, wishing it were slathered in butter, but the kitchen was fresh out.

Neratiri thought for a moment before nodding slowly. “I don’t trust you one bit, of course. But since we have the same goal at the moment, if you give me your vow not to plant that giant meat cleaver in my back, perhaps we can help each other out. I seem to be finding myself lacking a sturdy fighter at the moment.”

Waresh noted the melancholy look that crossed her features again and understood. He’d heard how the Magehunters had slain the half-elf Arron before Neratiri escaped with the mysterious mage they were seeking. “Indeed. On me honor as a Hammerhelm, I give ye my word that Heartsbane will only be used to fight our mutual foes if ye’ll have me stand beside ye.” Inwardly, he winced since he knew his own word meant shite after his crimes, but his clan was long respected for their code of honor.

“Very well, Master Hammerhelm, we have a deal. Do you have a first name?”

“Waresh.”

“I’ll be in touch, Waresh. Keep that axe keen.” And with that, almost before he could blink, Neratiri was gone.




















Chapter 4

Idrimel lay down on her pallet in the Temple of Sol, exhausted from a day spent curing the ill. Famine and disease were spreading throughout the city, and although she could do little about the former, the latter she was able to help alleviate, using her abilities to aid the citizens. She had done what she could alongside the other priests of the temple, but the lines of petitioners seemed to never end.

As she lay there, she was reminded of the second task the celestial, Marius, had bestowed on them. “Seek out a plane-cursed woman. Sol hasn’t revealed her purpose, but she has a role to play. It is important the Enemy doesn’t find her before you. You shall know her when your paths cross.” Thus far, she had noticed only a couple plane-cursed women while in Nexus, and other than noting some odd characteristics resulting from their heritage, she had not gained any insights as to how the mysterious woman fit in with her quest.

Closing her eyes, she clasped her hands on her chest. “Mighty Sol, please grant me the wisdom to see the way forward, that we may walk in your light and help banish the darkness from Nexus, Ellorya, and the rest of the planes in this time of greatest need.” As the prayer left her lips, she felt a great serenity fill her mind, allowing her to relax and drift off to sleep moments later.

She found herself walking through the forest back home in Ellorya. Instead of the beautiful woods she remembered, everything was desolate and burnt from raging fires. The charred corpse of a rabbit lay beside the path. Soot and ash kicked up beneath her heels. The trees were mere blackened trunks and skeletal branches.

Instinctively, she knew she was witnessing the aftermath if she failed in her quest to stop Shaol’s malevolent plans, which would lead to the hordes of the Abyss being unleashed through countless portals opening throughout the multiverse. The time was coming soon when evil would spread like wildfire across the land. She quickened her pace, eager to be away from the devastation. Fear quickened her pulse, and she wondered if the city and temple were intact.

Surely Sol protects his own, she told herself.

After walking for a time, she became aware of someone on the path ahead of her. She could not make out any features, for the figure was cloaked in darkness, a pulsing aura that the weak sunlight couldn’t pierce.

Idrimel clasped her holy symbol for reassurance and moved closer. She reached for her mace, thinking another demon was fouling her homeland, but the weapon was gone. She wore only her temple vestments. Already, the hem was dark with soot stains. Readying a powerful spell to unleash against the demonic figure, she suddenly halted in astonishment. Where the figure strode, footprints of green grass sprouted. A shadowy hand brushed a blackened bush beside the path, and leaves and blossoms sprouted before her eyes. By the time Idrimel passed the bush, it was full of berries.

Marveling at what she was seeing, Idrimel hailed the figure, eager to discover its identity. She was ignored, and the figure walked even more quickly, it seemed.

Idrimel knew the mysterious being was perhaps the key to her quest. She hitched up the hem of her robes and ran. “Hold, I just wish a word!”

The figure quickened its pace yet again, running through a thick grove of blackened trees, and Idrimel followed. The dark nimbus swirled and dissipated like fog as she reached the center of the grove. She found herself alone. Surprised her quarry had eluded her, she spun in a circle but found nothing.

A sudden fluttering sound came from overhead, like that of a cloak, and then darkness washed over her. A weight struck her, and she fell to the ground, stunned for a moment. When she was able to gather her wits, she found a glinting dagger held pointing at her neck. Darkness swirled around her like smoke. The figure’s cowl was pulled low, shrouding its face in deep shadow.

“Why do you follow me? What do you seek?” The voice was a woman’s. Her annoyance was tinged with curiosity.

Idrimel stared at her, willing her eyes to pierce the gloom. She could feel power radiating off the woman but could sense no evil—conflict perhaps, but not evil. She was reminded that shadows were cast as a result of the light. Perhaps the mysterious woman, in her own way, was an instrument of Sol.

After a moment, she could make out a pair of eyes glowing like embers within the cowl and the tips of bone-white horns curving down past her cheeks.

She must be the plane-cursed one I seek!

“Our fates are tied together,” Idrimel said. “The worlds will burn, but you somehow hold the key. You can heal the land and prevent all of this from coming to be.”

A bitter laugh came in reply, and the cowled woman rose to her feet. “You know me not. And I care not about fate. Naught but death follows me. Begone. Come after me again, and death shall greet you also.” The woman disappeared with a light flutter of cloak, receding into the darkness as if she owned it. 

Slowly, the shadows dissipated, and Idrimel was bathed in the afternoon sunlight once again.

Something shone brightly on the ground in the revealed light. The plane-cursed woman must’ve dropped this. Idrimel picked up a small ivory tile, a piece from a game she had seen being played by some acolytes a couple evenings past after they had been released from their duties. Carved on the tile was an ugly creature, which after a moment, she realized was a zombie. The undead monster held a tankard of ale in one hand, the golden fluid leaking from a number of holes in its torso. Its head was thrown back in laughter.

Her eyes flew open, heart racing in excitement. She quickly thanked Sol for the sending. In the morning, she would share her vision with Athyzon and they would seek out the woman of shadow.




***




Nera’s soft leather boots did not make a sound as she strode across the common room, cowl pulled low to avoid recognition. Familiar as she was with the guildhall, she knew which creaky spots in the floor to avoid.

Due to the late hour, embers burned in the fire pits, and a couple torches guttered weakly in wall sconces. The stink of smoke and unwashed bodies filled her nose. Thieves and ruffians snored in their bedrolls and on benches, many of them having slumped over asleep in the same spot their nightly carousing had ended. A slovenly rogue watched her idly with a glassy-eyed gaze, high on whatever substance burned in his pipe—civet, she would’ve wagered from the acrid stench.

The familiar sights and smells would normally have taken Nera back to her past, but tonight the only thing on her mind was revenge.

Rollo had sold them out, and for that he would die.

Nera’s subconscious nagged at her. Zita could’ve been responsible… or any of them. Perhaps the old man is innocent. The possibility existed that another could have betrayed her and Arron, but she knew in her heart it was the old man. Best pay Zita a visit and warn her of what is to come.

She felt guilty that she intended to vet her friend’s loyalty as a precaution while delivering a warning, but that was the prudent action. Events had progressed too far, and indifference and naiveté were no longer viable options. Survival was paramount. She had to rescue Malek, but first she would take vengeance for her slain brother.

Zita’s room was near the rear of the guildhall, as befitted her station as a lieutenant, away from the noise and stink of the common room. A couple more chambers belonging to Rollo’s other lieutenants were clustered along the same corridor before it ended at the guildmaster’s door.

Nera rapped softly at Zita’s door and waited. After a brief moment, the floor creaked as someone approached from the inside.

“Who’s there?” Zita’s voice came softly from inside.

“It’s Nera. We need to speak of an urgent matter.” Lightslicer’s pommel dug into the palm of her hand. She hoped she wouldn’t have to draw it.

The lock clunked, and Zita swung the door open, revealing the dim interior, lit by embers in a brazier.

Zita looked at her questioningly but must have noticed the dark look on her face, for she only waved her inside. She relocked the door and turned to face Nera. The half-orc’s thin nightgown did little to conceal her muscular yet feminine physique.

“It is good to see you, Nera,” Zita said finally. Her eyes took in Nera’s hand, clenched on the hilt of her dagger. She slowly sat on the edge of her rumpled bed and watched as Nera paced nervously in the cozy chamber. “I’m relieved you are well—I heard there was trouble at the safe house. If you need aid, just say the word, and I’m there for you.”

Nera observed Zita closely but saw no guile in her friend’s demeanor. She saw worry and concern, but that was all. Finally, with a sigh, she sat on the wooden chair across from her friend.

“The old bastard sold us out. The Magehunters showed up at the safe house and tried to take us. Arron died during the fight.” She tried to hold back the rush of emotions that threatened to break loose.

Zita brought a hand to her mouth in shock. “Arron? I… I didn’t know, Nera. I’m sorry.”

Nera nodded, remembering her brother and Zita had been close at one time. She was relieved to see the genuine emotions wash over Zita’s face. The half-orc had a good heart and couldn’t have betrayed them.

“A dwarf came after—a retrieval officer. I assume the old man took his coin as well.”

Zita scowled. “I remember that one—had a crazed look in his eyes I didn’t care for. At first, I thought he was high on civet, but it was something else. Rollo spoke with him in private, as I recall. Oh gods, Nera, I’m so sorry. If I’d known what was going on—”

“What’s done is done. I came to warn you there will be blood spilt this night—you may want to make preparations to seize control come morning.” Nera got to her feet, eager to be done with the bloody business ahead of her. She started toward the door.

Zita stopped her and gave her a rough embrace, her powerful arms squeezing the breath out of Nera’s lungs. “You do what needs doing, lass. If you need anything at all, you have but to ask.” Tears leaked down Zita’s cheeks.

Nera hugged her back, her own eyes moistening. “Aye, thanks, but I must do this on my own. I’ll try to keep it quiet and any mess to a minimum.”

“Sabyl favor you, Nera.”

Nera shot her a smile before slipping back out into the corridor, and Zita quietly shut the door. Nera took a couple deep breaths to calm herself and steel her nerves. Through the door, she heard the sounds of her friend getting dressed. She evidently was about to prepare to assume Rollo’s mantle as guildmaster, which would require getting some loyalists ready to put down any potential power struggle.

She eyed the door at the end of the hall. The time was ripe.

Getting to the guildmaster was almost pathetically easy. She didn’t even have to rely on her stealth skills. Within the guildhall, no guards were posted. The thick oaken door to the old man’s chamber was secured with a sturdy lock and protected only by a simple poison-needle trap, both of which she bypassed in under half a minute.

She held her breath as the door creaked open. The room was dim but for the faint glow of embers in a brazier. As she stepped lightly inside, her hands sought the cool comfort of her dagger hilt. She eased the door shut again and moved across the chamber.

Rollo lay on his back, naked but for a sheet covering him from the waist down. The old man was snoring like a sleeping bear, one hand on his hairy chest and the other slung wide across the slim form of a sleeping girl. Nera could smell the reek of ale and sex as she neared the bed. She curled her lip in disgust when she noted the young girl wasn’t yet of age.

The old perverted bastard has grown soft and lazy—pitiful. I still owe him for that night years ago when he tried to force himself on me.

She pictured herself in the girl’s position, and anger sparked fierce and bright. She could almost feel his rough hand clamped over her mouth and his sour scent as he pinned her beneath his bulk, breath stinking of onions and ale, his hard cock pressing into her thigh as he fumbled with her breeches. Her wits had been sluggish that night from some drugged ale he had given her.

Thank Sabyl that Arron was looking out for me that night and ever since. The thought of her brother’s last act of protection, which ended up with Lassiter’s sword bursting out of his back, made her want to gut the bastard Rollo where he lay.

Nera fought to calm her anger. Blind rage oft leads to a fool’s death.

She put her hand over the young girl’s mouth and shook her gently. Her eyes popped open in alarm at the sight of Nera leaning over her.

“Shhh… Get out of here and you won’t get hurt,” Nera whispered. She probably could have shouted and Rollo wouldn’t have wakened, but she wasn’t taking any chances. 

When the girl nodded her understanding, Nera took her hand away. The girl slithered out from beneath Rollo’s meaty arm as if he were some snoring predator that might awaken and devour her. She picked up her clothing and quickly slunk out of the room.

Nera knelt at the side of the bed for a moment, studying her prey. The old man was oblivious to her presence, deep in his ale-soaked dreams. Nera smiled when her eyes alighted on an object across the chamber.

“Wake up, you wretched bastard!” She turned over the chamber pot, sending urine splashing across Rollo’s face and into his wide-open mouth.

The guildmaster lurched awake, choking and sputtering. His bleary eyes blinked stupidly up at Nera in the dim room. Seeming to suddenly realize what he had been doused with, he hunched over and vomited all over himself. He frantically wiped at his face with his sheet.

“Charming. You’re a real ladies’ man, Rollo. Forcing yourself on young girls that are just learning their way in the guild.” Nera slid Lightslicer out of its sheath and idly twirled it in her fingers.

The sickly look on Rollo’s face swiftly turned to rage when he finally took stock of the situation. “What do you want, you cursed whore? You’re going to pay for this insolence.” He slid backward from the mess on the bed, sitting up and glaring at her.

“You sold me out. You directed the Magehunters to the safe house, just as you did that mad dwarven retrieval officer when they came looking for me and my friends. You took their coin and gave us up without a second thought, didn’t you? People dear to me were hurt—Arron was killed! So I’m here to collect from your sorry hide.” She knew her eyes were glowing in the dark with her anger, but Rollo didn’t seem cowed.

Instead, the old man boomed laughter, surprising her. “You foolish wench. Life is all about bartering—trading gold, information, favors, what have you. How else would you successfully run a guild and stay on the good side of the powers of Nexus? Mayhap that’s why you got yourself arrested.” He shook his head. “You aren’t the first to stand in from of me and think you can take me down. Selling people out is just the way we do business. Everyone has their price, be they a poxy beggar for a couple coppers or a nobleman for a knife in a rival’s back and the promise of future favors. The reality is, you don’t have the balls to do what needs to be done. And that’s why you can never trust a woman to do a man’s job.”

His hand suddenly whipped under the pillow, swift as a striking snake despite his drunkenness and advancing age. Confusion briefly flashed on his face when he came up empty.

“Looking for this?” Nera brought her left hand from behind her back and tossed Rollo’s stiletto in the air, watching it reflect the light as it turned end over end. She neatly plucked it from the air by the hilt and, with a fluid flick of the wrist, sent the slim blade to bury itself in the old man’s flabby neck. “Poisoned, I would imagine, eh?”

Rollo’s mouth sagged open in shock. “You… you…”

“I what?” She leaned closer to make out his words.

“After everything I’ve done for you, you betray me…” Blood leaked down his hairy chest from the wound. He wrapped his hand around the hilt as if considering pulling it free or not. His eyes went to a large chest against the wall. “Please… have mercy… There’s the antidote… and a healing potion.”

Nera shrugged. “Thanks, but I would’ve discovered them when I cleaned your chest out anyway, since that’s what we do. I’m still a thief, even though I’m old-fashioned enough to believe in loyalty.”

Rollo attempted to heave his bulk out of bed, swinging his legs over the edge and putting his feet on the floor. Nera stopped him by placing one of her soft boots to his chest and shoving him back down with ease. Black streaks were spreading from his wound, running up Rollo’s neck and down his chest. He convulsed as the potent poison took effect.

“Once it reaches your heart, you’re done, Rollo. Better make your peace with whatever gods, if any, you believe in.” Nera leaned against the brazier, feeling its heat soak pleasantly into her lower back as she watched her guildmaster die. Curiously, she wasn’t troubled by his messy end. Instead, she thought of Arron’s roguish smile, knowing he would be pleased to have his death avenged.

Rollo flopped violently, spread-eagled on the mattress as if being forced down by some magical force. He twitched weakly, and foam dribbled from his mouth. After a few moments, it was over.

“Good riddance. Zita will make a much better guildmaster, I reckon.” Nera turned her attention to the old iron-bound chest across the room. “Now, let’s see what surprises you have inside…”

She disarmed a pair of cleverly concealed traps and manipulated the tumblers in the lock until they clicked into place. Almost reverently, she raised the lid of the guildmaster’s chest. The container nearly glowed as the light from the brazier reflected on the stacks of gold coins within. A cloth bag held a small fortune worth of gems. Several small vials of potions were arranged neatly. Underneath stacks of clothing was an item that made Nera nearly choke in surprise.

Folded within a rough piece of cloth was a crude-looking dagger sheathed within a rugged leather scabbard. She pulled it free, admiring the pale, wicked blade carved from the bone of some infernal beast. She had to stifle the urge to sneeze from the powerful enchantment the dagger held.

“That whoreson! He’s had this all along.”

Arron and she had nearly been hanged from the gallows by the superstitious folk in a village on a miserable rain-drenched world during her first excursion off plane. Rollo had sent them to steal the dagger from a mage living there, whom he claimed had stolen it from a noble client who was paying a generous reward for its return. However, that hadn’t been the whole truth. The old man had found a wealthy buyer for the dagger but had lost it in a wager during a night of drunken dicing prior to the sale. She had come to be wary about believing Rollo in the many years since that adventure.

She touched the blade, Bedlam Judge by name, and a sharp tingle ran up her finger and hand, making her shiver. Nera recoiled, remembering well the ill sensation formed in her gut, as if she had quaffed some spoiled milk. This blade is made for the hand of someone with the blackest of hearts.

She was about to wrap the dagger back up and leave it behind, but it somehow drew her eye, and she found it hard to look away. Her fingers refused to release the dagger, briefly caressing the hilt. Lightslicer needed a mate, and she needed all the help she could get for the trying times ahead. Before she knew it, the blade was sheathed at her waist opposite Lightslicer.

Dark times ahead… Perhaps such an evil weapon can be turned to a good use.

Nera stowed as much of the gold, gems, and potions as she could carry in her pockets and pouches and made to leave. The disgusting sight of Rollo lying naked on the bed drew her attention once again. He lay spread-eagled in a puddle of congealing vomit, with blood caked on his hairy chest and neck, his eyes and mouth wide open from his agonizing final moments.

“Hope you found your peace with the gods, old man.” She turned on her heel and left the guildhall. 

If he hadn’t found peace, that possibility honestly didn’t bother her one bit.




















Chapter 5

Arron shielded his eyes against the sudden brightness of torchlight through the open cell door. A shadowy figure entered and loomed over him.

“How is it that you yet live, half-elf?” Lassiter asked after a long moment of silence. “One does not simply recover from such a grievous wound.”

Arron shrugged. The manacles binding his arms to the dank stone wall of the dungeon clinked as he shifted on his rank pallet. “I’m made of sterner substance than what you’re used to, I reckon.”

“That I highly doubt. I’ve felled many a mighty warrior and sorcerer with my blade.” Lassiter put his chin in one hand, studying Arron as if he were a puzzle that had no solution. “A cleaved heart is always fatal. I should know—thousands have fallen to my sword over the centuries, yet not one has had such a seemingly miraculous recovery without the aid of powerful healing magic.”

“You must’ve missed the heart by a wee bit, I reckon.” Arron held his fingers apart to illustrate. “What can I say? My father must’ve been a tough son of a bitch, and I inherited that prodigious constitution. That would’ve been from the human side. Or maybe he was elven. Perhaps my mother had the toughness, but I never knew my parents, so what in the Abyss does it matter?” He spat on Lassiter’s boot. “Why don’t you piss off? Or have you come to finish the job, O master warrior that has slain countless?”

Lassiter frowned but ignored the taunt. “No. I think I might have a use for you yet.”

“And what might that be? Have you come to release me in the hopes that I can lead you to my sister?”

“No. Although her current location eludes me, I have confidence I can reacquire her when needed. I am interested in knowing what Neratiri is up to, however. Is your group responsible for the attack on the foundry? Was the breach of the mana warehouse a ploy to distract from the true target of attack? I do not believe so yet will investigate regardless. Too many questions have arisen in the past few days. It seems Neratiri has piqued the interest of the lord of the city himself. He has ordered her captured or killed, but I admit to being curious as to why my master fears a simple half-breed, a plane-cursed. I shall like to find out. Your friend the mage, on the other hand, is… gone. The Pale Lord has removed that piece from the board, so to speak. Quite a curious group of conspirators this ‘mere’ thief gathers around her. A corruptor, a mongrel half-elf who is resilient to death, and her nature… that is yet to be determined. I do not believe in coincidence—there is more afoot, and I intend to find out what.”

“Well, you won’t get shite from me. I’ll not betray her. Begone and leave me be.” He wondered what Nera had gotten herself involved in. I hope she hasn’t done something foolish helping Malek.

Lassiter chuckled. Arron didn’t care for the sound at all.

“Still have some mettle yet remaining, do you?” The Magehunter’s cold eyes glinted like blue steel. He reached out and placed his hands on Arron’s temples. The half-elf cried out as a splitting pain ripped through his skull, threatening to split it apart. His thoughts were hacked apart as if by a clumsy broadsword. As his mind was violated, he found it more and more difficult to concentrate. The blade scraped around his mind, scrambling his memories until it was all he could do to hold on to his own identity.

“What makes you tick, little half-elf? You are like an irregular timepiece, yet the source of the problem cannot be found.” The cold voice seemed to come from across a void, reverberating in his skull. “I see there is much hidden away in this head of yours—perhaps it is beyond my skill to decipher. Unfortunately, the attempt would take time I don’t have. Perhaps on my next visit. The good news is that what remains, I think, shall work just fine.”

The broadsword retreated, and Arron nearly cried in relief until he saw his own face staring back at him as if from a mirror. He blinked in confusion, but the image remained. He recoiled in shock.

“What in the Abyss have you done to me?” Arron cried. He tried to scurry away on the thin pallet but was brought up short by his manacles. Oh, gods, he’s driven me mad!

Arron’s mirror image gave him a crooked smile, the same one many a maid had found so charming, and strode from the cell. The door’s slam reverberated with the finality of a sealed sepulcher, leaving Arron alone in the darkness with his broken thoughts.




***




Nera was trapped in the dream of the Abyss again. Ash rained from the sky, and the dry heat blasted her face. Lightning crackled in the clouds of soot spewed from distant volcanoes. Just over a nearby rise, the spiny back of some massive red-brown scaled beast passed by, likely in search of its next meal.

“Nexus will fall. It is only a matter of time now.” The voice came from the man chained to the Wall of Lost Souls, Nera knew.

She studied the figure, who looked worse than he had before. His thin arms were mere bones wrapped in cracked skin, stretched painfully behind him as he hung forward. Boils and open sores covered his body, and a loop of intestine hung from a ragged tear in his gut. Maggots squirmed in his wounds. Nera tried to focus on his haggard face to avoid the revulsion she felt at the man’s condition.

The only sign of vitality in the man was his eyes. They gleamed a bright orange, like unveiled lanterns, as he gazed at her intently. Something about the man sparked recognition, but she couldn’t quite make the connection.

“Shaol’s agents have disabled the Machine. They aim to open portals and unleash the legions of the Abyss onto the peaceful worlds of the multiverse. Shaol will become unstoppable with the immense power he will gain. You must free me! It is the only way we can stop this from occurring. I alone can make the Machine whole again.”

Nera regarded the sorry figure. “Who are you? I’ve seen your likeness before.”

The man tried to smile, and his chapped lips split open. “You’ve encountered my brother, perhaps.”

“Your brother?” She tried to think, but those blazing eyes pinned her in their gaze. After a few moments, she saw the resemblance, and the sudden realization made her gasp. “Your brother is the Pale Lord!”

“That is so. His lust for power wouldn’t allow him to turn Nexus over to another’s tending, so he fabricated the tale of his successor taking the reins. Yet, the Architect rules, only under another name.”

The Pale Lord is the Architect? She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised, but thinking she had stood up to the mythical figure from thousands of years ago and had lived to tell the tale was quite impressive in her own mind. That thought was short-lived as realization set in.

“And you’re the Engineer!”

He nodded. “I had a name once, but it has been forgotten for millennia. I suppose it matters not. I only remember the heroic task the gods gave me, the great purpose of my life: to build the wondrous Machine which is the Nexus of the Planes… with these very hands.” He held the clawed appendages in front of him and regarded them a moment. “And my brother infused the Machine with the magic that links the planes together—my cursed brother, who betrayed me and left me trapped here for all eternity.” Bitterness and hatred clouded his features.

“The way I heard the tale is you went to war with your brother. After destroying countless worlds and lives in the Planar War, you were defeated and got cast down here, as befitted your disobedience to the gods.”

“That is the tale the victors would have you believe, child. Such is the way of history—the victors are left to tell the tale to make themselves righteous. The losers are vilified and then forgotten.”

“Perhaps. How is it that you know me and can contact me?”

“We have a bond, Neratiri. Your mother hid you away from me for all these long years. I recently came upon this knowledge for a heavy price, but it was well worth it as I look upon you with such pride now.” His words were warm, and his cracked lips formed a gentle smile.

“What are you saying? That you’re…” She couldn’t finish the thought. Her mouth dropped open in shock.

“Yes. You are my daughter, Neratiri, your existence a secret to me for many ages. Will you free me from this torment? Together, we can restore Nexus and save your friends, save thousands upon thousands who will perish if Shaol has his way.” The weight of his lanternlike gaze rested on Nera like a physical force.

“How can that be?” She finally was able to break the eerie gaze and turn away, feeling short of breath by the revelation. She struggled to believe the outlandish tale. “You’ve been here for what, hundreds… nay, thousands of years! How can you be my father? What of my mother? Tell me of her, I beg you!” She turned and approached within arms’ reach of the creature claiming to be her father, desperate to know the truth that had been hidden away all her life, a truth she had almost given up on ever knowing… until now. This sorry, wasted creature before her held the answers.

The Engineer seemed to consider for a moment. “Your mother is a trickster. If you haven’t come to know her yet, you will. Beware, for she plays her own game, embroiled in her schemes like the rest of them, trying to bend Fate to her will. You’ll understand one day, sometime soon, Daughter. Unfortunately, our time is at an end now. Free me, I implore you. Time grows short for Nexus and the multiverse.”

“Wait, how am I supposed to free you? Tell me more!” Nera fought to hold on to the dream, but it was already fading.

The Engineer held up a shackled hand. Upon it had appeared a strange series of rings and bands linked by fine chains. Nera recognized the device, and it drove home her solution to escape Nexus: she must recover the Bracer of Fellraven.

“Azi’ahur i’ars si’ahu.” His words slithered into her mind, and she knew it was a command phrase to activate the bracer.

Then she awoke.

She sat up in the bed behind Nihad’s shop, heart drumming rapidly in her chest. She kicked her blanket aside and arose. The tiles were cool beneath her bare feet.

My father? Can it really be? She took a few moments to relive every detail of the dream. Like the other vivid dreams or visions, this one was burned into her memory, every detail of it. What did he look like before? That poor, wasted thing… and my mother—who is she? He called her a trickster, one who plays a game trying to bend fate to her will. And I shall come to know her.

Nera quickly dressed. She was anxious to be on the move since her plan to acquire the Bracer of Fellraven was confirmed. The lifelong dream of a plane-cursed orphan to learn of her heritage suddenly didn’t seem like such a hopeless cause after all.

Perhaps in time… First, I need to find Malek, which requires retrieving that damned bracer. She tried unsuccessfully to repress the fear that gnawed at her with that thought.




***




Idrimel and Athyzon stepped outside of the temple in the early evening, pausing on the upper step to survey the Temple District. A glow of a burning fire in the distance cast a reddish hue, reflected off the gloomy cloud hanging over the city, giving Nexus an ominous look. Despite what could’ve been taken for an ill omen, Idrimel was excited to be back on the right path of their quest.

She was disappointed to find Athyzon gone when she knocked on his door just before dawn. She later found out he had been unable to sleep the past night and had sought out one of the patrols to cure his restlessness. As a result, she was forced to wait and tend to the petitioners until his return in the late afternoon. After a brief meal and a short time spent in meditation and prayer, they were ready to set off.

Another sign they were on the right path was that, during her meditation and prayer time, Sol had restored all the healing spells she had used up earlier. Usually, she had to get a good night’s sleep and was bestowed her spells upon morning prayers.

“The Dark One’s hold over Nexus is tightening,” Athyzon remarked, staring into the distance, toward the fires burning in the slums.

“Indeed. Let us be on our way, Brother—we have tarried long enough.”

They had just reached the bottom of the temple’s steps when they were hailed.

“Greetings, my friends!” A short, stocky figure clad in plate mail, who barely came up to Idrimel’s waist, clanked up to them. The visor was up, revealing the grinning face of a gnome.

“Yosrick! We’ve wondered where you’d gone to,” she replied with a smile of her own.

The gnome clasped hands with the siblings, but his face turned grim. “Nexus is not faring well, I’m afraid. I worry we are too late to make a difference.”

“Fear not, for Sol has granted me a vision! Your arrival has come at a most fortuitous time indeed.” She described the tile from her vision.

Yosrick’s face brightened. “Aye, I know the place—a tavern not too far from the Funnel. You think that’s where we’ll find this woman who holds the key?”

“Indeed, I do. Will you show us the way?”

“Aye, let’s find this mysterious woman, then.”

They set off with the gnome, and Idrimel’s heart soared. Surely, Yosrick’s arrival is another sign we are on the path once again.




















Chapter 6

“Do you have to go back so soon?” Malek asked.

Ilyena sighed. “Aye, else Maisy will come lookin’ for me, and I don’t want to be on the receiving end of the switch again.” 

Her hand was warm and soft in Malek’s, and he didn’t want to let go. The two of them were sitting in the grass beneath a large maple tree about a hundred paces from the back door of the inn. The sun was climbing in the sky and would soon be overhead, which meant the inn would soon be busy for lunchtime. Malek had gotten up early to make the trek into town and had caught up to Ilyena just as she finished washing the breakfast dishes. Maisy grudgingly agreed to let her take a break and see Malek for a time.

“Ah, that’s too bad,” Malek said. “I could maybe see you again tomorrow. I’m sure I can find a reason to come into town again.” He had been surprised when Magellan had agreed to let him spend so much time traveling back and forth to Northbrook to spend a few precious minutes with Ilyena now and then. But Malek had been very focused on his studies of late, and Magellan was pleased, hence he was rewarding him with time off.

“Won’t your master miss you?” Ilyena’s brown eyes were filled with amusement. “Don’t you have to practice turning people into frogs or something?” The breeze blew a lock of her curly brown hair into her face.

Malek had to restrain the impulse to reach out and sweep the lock out of her face. He laughed. “Nah, you’re thinking of transmutation. My magic is different from that. Master Magellan tells me I’m special—nobody else uses the same type of magic as I do.” He thought guiltily of the old mage’s warning to not tell anyone his secret, but the words were out there already.

Ilyena didn’t seem to mind. She squeezed his hand before letting go and hopping to her feet. “I suppose I can ask Maisy again for another break about the same time again tomorrow.” She shot Malek a grin. “See ya tomorrow, young wizard!”

“Bye, Ilyena.” 

He watched her as she made her way back to the inn. The serving girl was a year older than he, and she had filled out nicely, practically a woman now. Her plain linen dress clung to her curves appealingly.

She had made it halfway to the inn when a couple of local toughs came around the corner. They immediately saw Ilyena and angled toward her.

Malek groaned. He recognized Thadeus and Earl, a couple hired hands at one of the farms. They were a few years older than Malek and enjoyed bullying many of the youths in the village. Although out of earshot, he could tell from their swagger they were making catcalls and harassing her. He got to his feet, unsure what he planned to do, but he started toward them. Thadeus reached out and grabbed Ilyena’s arm, pulling her toward him.

“Leave me! I’ve got work to do.” Ilyena twisted free of Thadeus’s grasp and made for the inn.

Earl scurried to get in front of her, blocking her path. “Why the hurry? A pretty thing like you shouldn’t be in such a rush.”

Thadeus positioned himself behind her. “Yeah, why don’t ya come with us out to Old Man Hobbs’s barn. We can have some fun there, eh?”

“No. I’m busy. Besides, I’m already seeing someone.” Ilyena tried to get around Earl, but the bully cut her off again.

“That so? And who might that be?” Thadeus asked. He reached out and pinched Ilyena on the backside. “I’m sure he won’t mind if we spend some time with ya too.”

“Yes, he will,” Malek called. He was a few paces away from them now. His fists were clenched, and he glared at the toughs. “Leave her be.”

The two whirled, unaware of his approach until he spoke. 

Earl burst out laughing when he saw Malek. “Ain’t that the crazy old wizard’s boy, Thadeus?”

Thadeus regarded Malek, his heavy brow wrinkled as he glared at him. “Aye, this be the runt. Begone before I put my boot up your arse.”

“Malek, I’m fine—let it be,” Ilyena called. “They aren’t worth it.”

“Wench, shut yer mouth.” Earl grabbed Ilyena and shoved her forward. She stumbled and fell to her hands and knees in the dirt. He laughed and stood next to Thadeus, arms crossed over his broad chest.

At the sight of Ilyena being shoved down, Malek felt heat rush to his face. “You’re going to pay for that. Begone!”

“This runt has got some stones, Earl.” Surprise registered on Thadeus’s face. “Too bad for him he’s gonna get his arse beaten.” The bully started toward Malek, fists raised.

“And she can watch.” Earl reached down and yanked on Ilyena’s hair, making her squeal in protest. She grabbed his hand and scratched at it until he let her go.

Before he knew it, Malek had seized hold of the magic, instinctively going for the bright vitality of the thugs, drawing it along with the subtle ambient magic from the earth. A small part of him realized what he was doing at the last moment and cut off the flow before it was too much. However, that was a distant voice of caution in the back of his mind. Malek ignored it, focused on stopping the two bullies from hurting Ilyena.

The toughs staggered, suddenly weakened as their vitality was drained. Thadeus was close enough to throw a punch, which although lacking in power, still had enough weight behind it to rock Malek back when it struck him in the chin. Overbalanced and weakened, Thadeus fell to his knees.

More angered than hurt by the blow, Malek unleashed a blast of force. Thadeus was lifted off his feet and flung like a rag doll into a number of barrels stacked against the inn. Earl slammed hard into the wall, his head connecting with a loud crack.

Unfortunately, Malek lacked control over his power. Barrels overturned and scattered wildly, one of them bursting apart, scattering corn cobs all over the ground. The rear door of the inn slammed shut, cracking its frame with the force of the blow. And to Malek’s horror, Ilyena was knocked prone, where she lay unmoving.

Thadeus began screaming in pain. He held his left arm, which was twisted at an awkward angle, clearly broken. Earl seemed to be out cold, slumped beside the stoop of the door.

Malek was focused on Ilyena. Horror dawned in him at what he had done. He abruptly unleashed the remaining power, letting it flow gently back into the earth as Magellan had instructed. He knelt over the girl, shaking her gently. She was cold to the touch, her skin as pale as a corpse, with dark rings surrounding her closed eyes.

“Oh, gods… I’ve killed her. No… no.” Malek slumped to the dirt and stared in horror at the girl he’d fallen for.

“What in the Abyss happened out here?” a voice bellowed.

Malek looked up to see Maisy, the innkeeper’s wife, standing in the doorway, hands on hips, and scowling at the mess. The stout cook was intimidating when angry, but Malek barely noticed.

“Ilyena, she…” He couldn’t finish. Tears threatened to overwhelm him.

Maisy bustled over, barely sparing a glare for the two fallen bullies. Her face softened as she knelt over Ilyena. She patted the girl on the cheeks, and after a few gentle slaps, Ilyena’s eyes opened, and she caught her breath with a gasp.

“Shhh… Just rest for a moment,” Maisy said.

Ilyena’s eyes traveled from Maisy to Malek. The look of fear in them was like a punch to his gut.

“I’m sorry, Ilyena, I… I couldn’t stand to see them hurting you,” he stammered.

Earl had regained consciousness and gotten unsteadily to his feet. He helped Thadeus, and the two of them ran off around the corner of the building, casting looks of hatred and fear in Malek’s direction.

“You made all this mess with your magic, boy?” Maisy looked around again, and her face hardened with anger. “You could’ve killed the poor girl!”

“I… I know. I’m sorry, ma’am. It’ll never hap—”

“No, it won’t. Get out of here right now, and don’t let me find you harassing Ilyena again, or I’ll inform Constable Newstead, and he’ll have you arrested.”

Constable Newstead was an old man who was occasionally sent for to lock up one of the town drunks to sleep off their stupor in the village’s tiny stockade. The thought of being locked up in the drunk tank and ridiculed by the whole town was daunting.

He climbed to his feet and backed away. He wanted to call out to Ilyena again but couldn’t think of anything to say. It was then he noticed the dead circle of grass surrounding him and the two women.

I stole too much earth magic from the plants, just like the vitality from Ilyena and those two bullies. I could’ve killed her like I did that bandit chasing me in the cornfield years ago.

Maisy helped the serving girl to her feet. Ilyena glanced at Malek, but all he could see was the fear in her eyes, and he felt ashamed and disgusted with himself. An angry gesture from Maisy sent him packing. He fled the village until he was out of breath. He stopped, hands on knees, his breath wheezing in his lungs. His wheezing turned to sobs, and he dropped to the dirt, angrily pounding the ground with his hands.

Even the thought of an angry scolding from Magellan barely registered. He could only think about how there was no way he could ever go back to town again—they would think him a monster and a freak.




***




Malek awoke with a groan. The upbraiding from Magellan had never happened. Instead, the old mage had been sympathetic to Malek’s plight. He remembered the sadness on his master’s face after the events of that day.

“Take note of this, lad. The common folk fear what they don’t understand. They may label you a monster. You will find yourself feared and unwelcome amongst them. That is why you need to maintain control over your power. Fear it not, but hold a healthy respect for it. You must keep it a secret from everyone. There are those that may even try to befriend you to use your abilities for their own need. In time, you’ll gain the wisdom to see through those that aren’t true in their intentions.”

After that day in the village, he had seen Ilyena around town on occasion, of course, but she had avoided him, obviously still frightened. As a result, his shame led him to give her a wide berth whenever possible. The fear that he might accidentally hurt her again, perhaps worse the next time, continued to plague him.

One good thing had come out of the events that day: Thadeus and Earl avoided him as if he had turned into Shaol himself. They never troubled him again—or Ilyena either, to his knowledge. He supposed that was a valuable lesson—to deal with bullies forcefully, as long as he didn’t let circumstances get out of control again.

Several more years passed, and Malek found out that Ilyena had wed another boy from the village. Soon after that, Magellan was captured, and Malek had left his home and the village behind.

Try as he might, he was saddened to find he couldn’t picture Ilyena’s face anymore. It was a blur to him, as if the features were slowly being blurred and wiped away by the chilling fog. The face that did come to mind was Nera’s—he realized he missed her companionship, her feisty attitude, confidence, and charming grin. He hoped she and Endira had survived and escaped from the encounter with the Pale Lord.

They betrayed you and left you to this fate. He tried to summon some sense of anger as if that might keep him warm, but he could barely find a spark. A numbing sadness and loss was all that took hold.

It was for my own good. Again, I lost control of my power. I’d have destroyed everything, and innocents in Nexus would have been harmed in the battle. I am a monster—I deserve this fate. I can’t blame them for turning on me.

He rolled over and got to his feet with a groan. He was chilled and sore all over. The stone he had imbued with heat had long since gone cold. He clutched his cloak tighter and tried to think of what he should do.

Allowing himself a few sips from his waterskin, he munched on a couple pieces of his dwindling supply of salted pork. He knew he needed to ration while still eating and drinking enough to keep his strength up.

His search had thus far turned up nothing of interest. He could find no sign of the people that had lived there, other than their crumbled architecture. He hoped to find a library or some surviving pieces of literature to study.

Naught to do but keep exploring. I can’t hold on to what power I have left forever. Eventually, it will be gone, so I need to keep my eyes open for a way to keep warm and find some food and drink—maybe even a way out of here.

The last thought came with considerably less hope than the previous. He picked the direction he thought he had been traveling in before he had slept and started walking again.




















Chapter 7

Nera and Endira sat beside each other in the Laughing Lunatic Zombie, quietly conversing while Waresh quaffed ale noisily across the table from them.

Their table was at the rear of the tavern, which was nearly empty save a handful of folks at that late hour. Any other night prior to the foundry’s destruction, the tavern would’ve been filled with customers, but with the current conditions in the city, people seemed to be staying home and saving what little coin they might have—except for Waresh. The dwarf seemed in a jolly mood, spending coin freely and draining ale as if it was about to run out.

“You best not overimbibe, dwarf,” Nera said. “You’ll need your skill with that axe soon enough.” She had left a message at the Shiny Gem earlier for him to meet them at the Zombie, and the dwarf had already had an ale or two under his belt when they arrived, she guessed.

Waresh chuckled. “Don’t ye worry about me. It takes more than a couple tankards of this weak swill to put me under the table.” He belched loudly and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

Nera rolled her eyes, and Endira shrugged.

“Are you sure about this one?” Endira asked telepathically with a dubious look at the dwarf. “I’m not sure he can be trusted.”

Nera had grown used to the silent means of communication. Whereas her first experiences had made her feel strangely violated, she now admitted it had its uses. “Best we’ve got to use in these wretched times. I trust him slightly more than I would any regular sellswords, were there any staunch ones to be found anymore. Which, I suppose, is a step above ‘not at all.’”

She again wished her good friend Wyat and his mercenary company, the Steel Rage, were there, rather than campaigning off plane. She felt she could really use a staunch friend and some dependable muscle to aid in her mad endeavor.

Her mind was still reeling from the revelations of her dream of the past night. The dreams were occurring more frequently and seemed so real she could scarcely tell them from reality. The stench of sulfur had still haunted her after she’d awakened that morning from the latest dream.

The Engineer… my father? That cannot be. Throughout the day of preparations, she had tried to convince herself the claim was sheer madness. Despite her denials, however, the insecure orphan in her wanted it to be true—to finally come to know her parents. And that desire, she knew, could be dangerous, blinding her to danger and opening her up to manipulation.

She shifted her thoughts back to the matter at hand. Just as she opened her mouth to bring up their objective of retrieving the Bracer of Fellraven, the tavern’s background noise suddenly died out. The door slammed shut, followed by the jingle of armor and creak of the floor beneath heavy boots. She could’ve heard a copper bit hit the floor all the way across the common room in the sudden silence.

Magehunters, Nera thought instantly. Who else could silence a crowd like that? Sure enough, the glint of silvery armor and white tabards became visible in her peripheral vision. She avoided looking so as not to draw their attention, yet could feel the weight of their gaze settle on her. After a moment of silence, she accepted the fact that there would be trouble. Slowly, she turned her head, resigned to a coming fight, even as her hand stole to the hilt of Lightslicer.

“We will join your quest if you will have us.” An effervescent voice boomed through the near-empty common room. “Sol has guided us here, for our feet now alight upon the same path.”

Nera was relieved at first when she saw the source of the rich voice. They weren’t Magehunters, but the few patrons in the Zombie gaped in surprise at the three new arrivals—or the first two, more accurately. They stole all the attention, the third going nearly unnoticed. Two towering figures in shining silver plate mail stood midway across the common room, their presence dominating the room as if a pair of gods had stridden in. The dark corners of the tavern seemed to retreat and brighten by virtue of the pair’s presence. Their hair shimmered like molten platinum, and their eyes reflected the light with a blue as pure as a font of holy water.

Obviously siblings, the plane-blessed were hale and beautiful, the male standing near seven feet tall, while the female herself was over six. Even had the party members been standing, the new arrivals would’ve towered over them. Nera was the tallest and was only about five and a half feet tall. When the duo approached her table, she felt like a child with them looming over her.

“And who in the bloody Abyss be ye?” Waresh barked. His face had a look of amused disbelief.

The man frowned at Waresh’s curse, but the woman gave a warm smile and spoke again. “I am Idrimel of the Temple of Sol, and this is my brother Athyzon. And our companion—”

“Yosrick Sparkspinner, at your service.”

Everyone’s eyes turned toward the third figure as if surprised to notice him there. He bowed low, looking almost as if he’d topple over. At first, Nera took him for a dwarf in his plate armor and heavy warhammer strapped to his back, but then she noted the pointed chin, long nose, and scruffy-bearded face of a gnome. Yosrick was nearly invisible beside the plane-blessed pair, standing out as much as would a dirty, tarnished copper plucked from the mud and placed beside a pair of polished gold crowns.

After a moment of uncomfortable staring, Endira spoke up. “Were you expecting any aid, Nera? Truly, we could use all the help we can get.”

Nera snapped out of her momentary trance, annoyed that she had been staring like a slack-jawed fool as the rest of the tavern had. “Huh, just what we need—a pair of giant, blessed Sol preachers,” she muttered so only her companions at the table could hear. The sense of goodness emanating from the pair put her ill at ease, making her pulse quicken as a feeling of anxiety stole over her. Whether the effect was from their racial heritage or by virtue of their religion, she knew not.

“Aye, what say ye, lass? We can use a few good swords,” Waresh rumbled. “This lot should make for interesting company, at least.” He snorted what could’ve been a laugh.

“Are you sure this is the one?” Athyzon asked his sister. He glowered at Nera, barely sparing a glance for the elf or dwarf. He appeared as impressed by her as he would by a clod of dung on the sole of his boot.

“Yes, Brother, I am sure of it. Marius said I would know her when I saw her, but I know not her name…” Idrimel looked at Nera expectantly, a beatific smile on her face. 

The woman was stunningly beautiful, as was her brother, and Nera instantly disliked them. The gnome she disliked simply because he was a gnome.

Balor’s balls! We could use some help, but should we really join up with this lot? Interesting company, indeed. She put her face in her palm as she considered what to do. Sabyl, I could really use some guidance. 

As expected, the goddess made no reply. 

I’m no leader… why do they all look to me?

“Why don’t ye sit yer arses down and have a tankard?” Waresh said. “Ye’re makin’ everyone nervous, standing around like that.” He snorted and took a long draught of his ale.

The trio looked at Nera inquiringly, as if seeking her permission.

“Fine,” she huffed, gesturing curtly to the open seats at the table. “I’m Nera, and this is Endira and Waresh.”

“Pleasure meeting you,” Endira said, obviously more receptive toward the idea of company than Nera was.

“The pleasure is ours,” Idrimel replied politely although she seemed a bit less confident at Nera’s less than warm reaction.

Yosrick sat by Waresh, and Idrimel slid in beside Nera. Athyzon took the chair at the end of the table since it was obvious he couldn’t wedge his bulk into the seats along the sides.

Nera was instantly uncomfortable with the woman’s proximity. She didn’t know if she truly radiated goodness, but it felt like pinpricks against her skin, irritating her and making her uneasy. That, and she suddenly felt claustrophobic. She quickly took a draught of ale before sizing the woman up.

“Well then, I’ll ask the obvious question. How is it you think you know me and my business? Why are you here?”

“My brother and I are here on a divine quest—we seek to inhibit Abyssal portals from spawning demons throughout the fair worlds of the multiverse. We fought some foul demons after a portal opened in our fair home world of Ellorya. After arriving in Nexus, we tracked down and slew the fiend responsible for the destruction of the foundry, but alas, it was too late. His evil plans already were afoot, and we couldn’t save the foundry and the many lives lost there. Sol has blessed me with a vision, guiding us to you, for you have a part to play in stopping this invasion and restoring the lands. Any opponent of Shaol’s evil plans will be a worthy ally in my opinion.”

Nera’s thoughts turned to her last dream of the Engineer, who had said much the same thing. Dreams and visions… This is bloody madness. I just want to save Malek and be done with all this nonsense. Let these Solites carry on with this noble quest. I’m neither good nor noble.

Waresh barked laughter. “This is turning out to be a lot more than finding a lost mage. Mayhap it’ll make a tad more sense after more ale.” He slammed his tankard on the table and bellowed for a refill. A barmaid quickly appeared and took their orders.

“The dwarf is right,” Nera said. “I aim to find a friend of mine, a mage by the name of Malek, nothing more. As far as saving the city and the multiverse—you’re on your own for that.” She met Idrimel’s eyes and saw disappointment there.

The priestess exchanged looks with her companions. Athyzon just looked on smugly, as if his opinion of her had just been validated.

Yosrick shrugged. “You had the vision, not I, Lady Idrimel. All I know is that we are truly buggered, as my Uncle Flurbinger says, unless we find some way to fix this Machine.”

And the only way to do that is to find the Engineer.

The barmaid returned with ale for Waresh, Yosrick, and Nera. Endira had a tea, and the Solites water. An uneasy silence stretched over the table.

“Isn’t that a retrieval officer collar?” Yosrick asked Waresh.

“Aye,” he replied with a glare. “What of it?”

“Nothing in particular. Just noticing.” The gnome shrugged and took a long draught of ale.

Nera thought of the daunting fight ahead just to recover the bracer. She could only speculate as to what obstacles they might face beyond that in trying to find Malek. She eyed the siblings and gnome over the rim of her tankard. Perhaps they can be of some use. After all, here I am drinking ale with the very same bastard that was trying to kill me a few days ago. Doubt these two will stick a knife in my back, at least—they practically ooze virtue and honor.

She sighed and turned to Idrimel. “How about we make a deal? You lot help us find our friend, and then once he is safe, I’ll consider taking on your mad quest to save the multiverse. Notice I said consider, not will.”

And hopefully this madness all starts to make sense after that. She pushed thoughts of the Engineer out of her head. Just find the bracer. Find Malek. If I live another day after that, then there’s time to decide what’s to be done.

“You’ll consider helping us?” Athyzon’s deep voice raised in disbelief. “So we risk our lives and squander who knows how much time trying to find this mage of yours, and then you might just walk away? It could very well be too late at that point.” His face hardened, and he began shaking his head. “Idrimel, I knew this was a poor idea, counting on some—” He cut off at a look from his sister.

Nera glared at Athyzon. “Go on.” She motioned for him to continue. “Were you about to refer to my racial heritage? You wouldn’t be the first nor last. What I haven’t yet heard is the part about what’s in it for me by risking my hide to save your precious home world.”

“You’ve got some nerve—”

Idrimel shushed her brother with a hand on his gauntlet. She smiled at Nera although it seemed a bit forced. “We’d be honored to join your search for your friend, Nera, wouldn’t we?” She looked at her brother and Yosrick pointedly. “She may not yet see the will of the gods in our quest, as we have been so blessed by Sol.”

The gnome raised his ale in a salute before downing a draught. Looking as if doing so pained him, Athyzon finally nodded curtly in agreement, struggling to hold back a scowl.

“Well then, if everyone is agreed…?” Nera looked around at her companions.

Waresh grunted noncommittally while Endira nodded.

“So, it’s decided then. It just so happens Endira and Waresh were about to join me on a… um, necessary task for our quest. So drink up—just don’t get too comfortable. We’ve much work to do yet tonight, and you all can prove your worth. We have to get into the Noble District, steal an artifact without raising the ire of an undead arsehole, and get away clean. That’s just the first day. After that, we travel to the Gray Lands.”

Nera laughed aloud, unable to help herself, at the looks of shock on all their faces. I’d laugh at myself too if I heard those foolish words come outta my mouth just a week ago. Her mood quickly sobered as the gravity of the situation sank in. Bloody hell, I wish Arron and Malek were here.

She took another draught of ale before taking a long look over the group seated around her—her new companions.

What a motley bunch of arseholes we are. This is gonna take Sabyl’s own luck for us to simply make it through the night and not end up killing each other.




















Chapter 8

“Are ye sure this is the right place, fiendling?” Waresh eyed the decrepit manor house dubiously. “I doubt there’s anything living here other than vermin.” He hitched up his belt and spat on the ground.

“Vermin. That’s one way to look at it, dwarf,” Nera acknowledged. A nasty piece of vermin who preys on the living. The last time she had entered the manor, she barely escaped with her life. Although the owner was likely still imprisoned—she hoped—the estate looked even more foreboding in its current state of decay.

Cast-iron gates hung crooked from hinges mounted on the high stone wall encircling the estate. What had once been impeccably manicured gardens were overgrown and weed choked. Moss and lichen clung to walls as if struggling to pry the stones free from the mortar.

Their journey through a hidden tunnel had been uneventful despite Nera’s fears the passage had been discovered and guarded or walled off. The guild used it to traffic goods and persons in and out of the Noble District, unseen from prying eyes. The tunnel appeared to still be in use, as evidenced by the lack of a layer of dust on the floor and cobwebs.

The passage had ended in an old coach house, which seemed abandoned, standing in an overgrown corner of a property dominated by a large manse. The grounds were deserted, and they were able to slip out to the street unnoticed. Nera suspected the guild owned the property. The past few times she’d passed through, it was equally unoccupied.

The quiet, tree-lined avenue of the Noble District onto which they exited seemed a world apart from the rest of Nexus. A complex irrigation system pumped water into the district from the Molten Canal, providing the nobility with their prized trees and gardens. Nera couldn’t really blame them much. She rather enjoyed the greenery, and had she a family with the right blood and great wealth of clink, she would have wanted the same.

They passed a patrol of mercenaries headed in the opposite direction, who barely spared them a second glance, and made it to Zaefir’s property a few minutes later, unchallenged.

“This place has an ill feel to it,” Idrimel clutched her holy symbol tightly in one hand, face pale as she regarded the estate. “The living are unwelcome here.”

At Nera’s insistence, the plane-blessed siblings were cloaked and wore their cowls pulled low. Without that precaution, they would have drawn far too much attention for her liking.

“Mmm… depends what you mean by ‘welcome.’ I doubt the undead would object to the opportunity for a feast—especially on such lovely flesh as yourself and your brother there.” Nera smirked at the siblings. “Zaefir the Undying, this one called himself. Ancient, pompous, and a strong thirst for blood.” Nera stepped up to the gate with more confidence than she actually felt, but she had to act the part as the reluctant leader.

“I’ve heard of this Zaefir,” Endira said quietly. “He was once an influential noble whom some claim has dwelled in this manor ever since it was constructed shortly after Nexus itself, millennia ago. Rumor has it he was a loyal servant of Shaol who was granted immortality for vile service performed for his god.”

“I do not like the sound of that,” Athyzon interjected. “Perhaps this one is best not to be trifled with, then.” 

“What’s wrong? You scared, O blessed one?” Nera asked. “I’ve got two mighty servants of Sol, one a paladin no less; a stout dwarven warrior; an elven mind-bender; and a uh… whatever you are.” She nodded at the gnome. “Surely this doesn’t frighten you lot? It only took four of us to put the Undying in his place the last time we were here.” Despite her attempts at bluster, she felt the chill touch of fear run down her spine at the prospect of entering the dreaded manse again.

We got lucky the last time—that could’ve turned out much worse. Nera grasped one bar on the wrought-iron gate. Inside, the compound was eerily silent. Who knows if that undead bastard has gotten free in the past years?

“Do you speak truly?” Endira asked, stepping up beside her. “It is said Zaefir mysteriously disappeared around a decade ago.”

“What does ‘put in his place’ mean?” Athyzon asked. “Does he still live or not?”

“More like twelve years if I remember right.” Nera shrugged. “Last I saw him, he was imprisoned in a block of stone. Now, if we’re all finished standing around out here, our business awaits. Unlike the Undying, we don’t have an eternity.”

Before she could lose her nerve, Nera slipped through the gap between the crooked gates. The noise of the city suddenly became muted, as if a magical pall of silence was cloaked over the property. The only sound she could detect other than her breathing was the chirping of a lonely cricket somewhere in the undergrowth.

Looking back, she saw the party still standing a few paces away, watching her, various expressions of unease on their faces. After a moment, the gnome shrugged and stumped forward. Even his normal clamor of armor seemed hushed. He grunted and shoved against the iron gate, causing it to emit a screech, which made the hair stand up on the back of Nera’s neck. The harsh sound seemed to snap the others out of their stupor, and they quickly joined the gnome, passing through the gate and onto the grounds.

“There’s a light on in the manor,” Yosrick observed. “I thought you weren’t expecting anyone to be residing here.”

“So there is. And no, I wasn’t although I wouldn’t put anything past that evil bastard. Keep your wits about you and your weapons ready,” Nera replied. She nervously eyed the faint, flickering light in a side window. “Let me take the lead while the rest of you hang back about twenty paces or so.”

The others seemed content with that idea, so she quickly started up the main pathway leading up to the manor. Once, horse-drawn carriages had traveled up to the circular courtyard before the wide staircase and disgorged their noble passengers to attend some ball or other event. As if by second nature, she placed each foot carefully and moved in a slight crouch that she hoped would allow her to evade any trap or ambush she might encounter. Overgrown bushes and tree limbs intruded on the once-immaculate lane. The shadows could only hope to be as silent as Nera as she approached the manor.

All was still until she reached the edge of the circle before the wide staircase. A bush rustled from just off to her right, giving her pause. A pale rodent the size of a cat squirted out from below a bush and raced up to the building, where it disappeared around the corner.

With a glance backward, she saw her companions making their way up the lane. Despite their attempts to move quietly, she cringed at the noise from the warriors’ armor, particularly the gnome and the dwarf. Nera held up a hand for them to hold their place.

Those bastards make as much noise as a troop of drunken dwarves at a victory celebration.

When the group stopped, she darted across the open courtyard. She passed a crumbling fountain that had stopped flowing long ago, then slipped into the shadows at the base of a wide set of stairs leading up to the main floor above. She took a couple deep breaths, fighting to remain calm while listening intently for any sounds of alarm within the manor, which would indicate they had been noticed.

Nothing stirred. After silently counting a couple minutes, she stepped out of the shadows and waved her companions forward. They made it without incident, crowding up against the wall. More than one set of knuckles was white over the hilt of a weapon, Nera noted.

“Great evil emanates from this building, as if the stones themselves absorbed the foul aura of the master of this demesne. The blood of many innocents has been shed here.” Idrimel clasped her holy symbol and made a gesture for Sol’s protection.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Nera replied. “Human cattle were locked in the dungeons below here, their blood siphoned off bit by bit so their master and his thralls could cheat death.”

Idrimel paled, eyes darting around nervously.

Athyzon placed a gauntleted hand on his sister’s shoulder. “Take heart, for Sol protects us from whatever filth cowers inside. Let us be on with this distasteful task, Nera.”

“Very well. Around the side of the manor is a grated window to the dungeon. I picked the lock the previous time I was here, and seeing the sorry state of the grounds, I’d wager we can still get through there.”

“We’ll follow you,” Endira whispered.

The grated window was hidden behind an overgrown thorn bush. Nera could almost hear the whispered plea for help coming from the window as it had so many years ago, which had led her, Arron, and their friends into confrontation with Zaefir and his minions.

Nera was about to try to slither under the bush when Yosrick stepped forward and shoved the thorny branches aside, pushing them back with his shield and clearing the way. Nera nodded in thanks and crouched down to examine the window.

A musty stench laced with carrion wafted from the dungeon. The old lock lay on the ground where she had left it. She remembered how they had pulled it shut behind them to avoid alerting any of Zaefir’s thralls. During their escape, they had rushed out through the front door.

Nera pulled a tiny flask of oil from a pouch at her waist and drizzled some over the hinges. After replacing the flask, she gripped the rusty bars and pulled, the lean muscles in her arms and legs bunching. The grate shifted slightly but wouldn’t open.

Waresh knelt beside her and grasped the bars with his thick hands. With the dwarf’s added strength, the two of them were able to easily force it open with a faint scraping sound.

“Huh. I reckon most of us won’t fit through there,” Waresh observed. “Perhaps ye and the elvish lass.”

“Aye. If Endira joins me, we can clear the way to the main doors and open them from within.”

Everyone nodded agreement. The rest save for Endira retreated to the front of the manor while Nera slipped through the window and down into the dungeon. She could remember the pale child from years before, whose cell she’d entered. The prisoners were all gone now, most rescued, but a few had perished in the attempt. The feeling of selfless pride in rescuing those victims had been new to her, a feeling not undesirable. The pleased look in Arron’s eyes afterward had made it all worthwhile to her.

“Is it clear?” Endira whispered.

Shaking off the memories, Nera peered out into the gloomy hall. Nothing stirred within. “Come on—all’s quiet.”

Endira slipped through the window nearly as easily as Nera had.

The dim light through the window barely illuminated past the cell. Before Nera could activate her earring’s faint light, Endira’s skin began glowing with a pale, yellowish nimbus. The effect was subtle, unlike a torch or lantern, allowing the eyes to adjust on their own to make out detail in the darkness.

“Nice trick,” Nera said, and Endira smiled in return.

Something crunched faintly underfoot when they stepped out into the hallway. A closer glance revealed the skeletons of rodents strewn throughout the hallway. Taking care to avoid stepping on the bones and making noise, they crept down the hallway toward the stairs.

“Ye’re a tasty morsel, ain’t ya?” The voice came from around the corner ahead, causing them to freeze. A crunching sound was followed by slurping.

Nera signaled Endira to wait and crept up to the corner. Peering around, she saw a gaunt figure sitting on the stairs. Blood dripped from the man’s chin. A fat, headless rodent was in his grasp, possibly the same one she had seen outside the manor.

The man tore another chunk of meat free from the rat, smacking his lips as he chewed. “Mmm, yes, the Master provides for us,” he mumbled around the mouthful of rodent.

“One of the thralls,” Nera whispered back to Endira. “I’ll take care of him.”

She palmed one of her throwing knives and edged around the corner. The man was intent on his snack and didn’t see her. A low whistle from Nera caused the man’s head to jerk up, and his eyes widened.

A quick flick of her wrist sent the knife sailing down the hall. It plunged into the man’s forehead with a wet sound. He slumped over, his snack falling from his hand a moment later.

The two of them slipped past the dead thrall and made it to the main door upstairs without further incident. The grand entry hall was filled with rodent droppings and cobwebs. Dusty oil paintings, decorative statues, and vases lined the hall, some of which could probably fetch a fair price, but Nera wasn’t thinking about loot. Her only goal was to recover the bracer and get away.

Footsteps through the dust indicated where Zaefir’s thralls made their way about the manor. The doors had been secured since Nera’s previous escape—a thick wooden beam barred the towering double doors. She and Endira set the beam aside and unlocked the doors, which fortunately made almost no sound when pulled open.

Nera gave a low whistle. The others appeared at the top of the stairs a moment later and joined them inside the hall.

“Any trouble?” Athyzon asked.

“Found one of the thralls down below, munching on a rodent. Other than that, nothing,” Nera replied.

They went back down the path to the dungeon. Passing the cell they had entered, they advanced down a long hallway past a number of other cells. Nera remembered the prisoners slumped within, covered in scars and scabs from where they had been drained of blood to feed Zaefir.

At the end of the hall was another staircase leading downward. A glow of candlelight flickered below. The group quietly made their way down and into a large sanctum. Lighted tapers burned around the perimeter of the room. At its center, just as Nera remembered, was the statue.

Twice the height of a man, a huge slab of black basalt had been carved into the terrifying likeness of Shaol, Lord of the Abyss. The humanoid figure was broad across the chest, with massive shoulders and heavily muscled arms ending in taloned hands. Folded wings sprouted from the creature’s back. The horned monster’s eyes were ruby gemstones, which held a faint glow as if lit from within by flame.

Nera stopped, afraid to make a move. She didn’t think the eyes had glowed the last time she had been there. A nearly palpable presence filled the room, and a chill ran down her spine. Skeletons lay where they had fallen around the room as a result of the desperate battle she and her companions had fought years before against Zaefir and his minions.

A shadow moved near the base of the statue, and a cadaverous, hunched figure clambered to its feet and squinted at the party.

“You… you’re the one!” A bony finger pointed at Nera. “I remember you casting the Master into the stone.” The thrall bared his teeth, and his eyes gleamed in hatred as he lurched toward them. “He yet lives—you cannot kill the Undying! He speaks to me through the stone, and I obey. He craves blood… sustenance… more than life itself. Your blood will right a wrong!” He threw back his head and let out a nearly ear-shattering screech before throwing himself at Nera.

Before Nera could react, a flash of light swept past her, and the pathetic creature tumbled into three pieces, forearm and head severed from the body by Athyzon’s greatsword.

Nera nodded her thanks to the paladin as he stepped aside.

“Sol, grant us the blessing of your light and drive out the darkness of evil from this place,” Idrimel intoned. Her holy symbol blazed with light, and Nera had to squint against it. The glow bathed the party, but stopped halfway across the room as if striking an invisible force. Darkness seemed to pour from the statue, like an inky fountain, resisting Idrimel’s spell.

Athyzon held his greatsword, Redeemer, aloft and joined his sister in calling on Sol. Redeemer glowed with a holy fire, and the two advanced, pushing the darkness back until it cloaked the statue, but that was the farthest they could move it.

“What now, Nera?” Endira asked.

Nera let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Even though the plane-blessed siblings got on her nerves and the light was nearly blinding her, she had to admit the malevolent chapel was a bit less intimidating now.

“That a relative of yers, fiendling?” Waresh growled, an amused expression on his face as he regarded the statue of Shaol. “I can see the resemblance.”

“Shove it up your arse,” Nera snapped. 

She was in no mood for jests. The quicker they were away after retrieving the bracer, the better. She stepped forward to examine the statue more closely. A large crack across the chest was still there as she remembered. So were a few links of chain left dangling from the side of the statue. The band the links connected to, along with the rest of the Bracer of Fellraven, was embedded in the stone, still clutched in the hand of Zaefir himself, she assumed. Nera felt the finger sheath inside her pouch, which had broken off from the slender chain in her hand during the battle.

“This is what we need.” She jingled the chain embedded in the stone. “Now, what we need to do is bust that stone open and get the rest of it.”

Waresh leaned close and inspected the statue. He stroked his beard as he looked at the crack and then around both sides. “That won’t be easy without the proper tools. Even with that crack, it’s solid basalt, and it’ll take a beating before it breaks apart.”

“I’ve got just the tool for the job. Step aside,” Yosrick said. He unlimbered his warhammer and waved it around, loosening his shoulder. He muttered an incantation under his breath, and runes glowed on the head of the weapon.

“Ye’re gonna ruin yer hammer, fool.” Waresh snorted, but he backed away. “Ye need a proper mason’s hammer and chisel taken to that crack there—”

The dwarf was cut off as the gnome took a mighty swing with his hammer. The impact of the hammer’s enchantment with the stone caused an explosion of force. Stone blasted apart, and the shockwave threw the entire group to the floor. Yosrick flew across the room and slammed heavily into the wall with a clank of armor, slumping to the ground. Idrimel and Athyzon’s holy light snuffed out, and the candles extinguished, plunging them into total darkness.

Nera fought to collect her senses. “Damn fool of a gnome.” She clambered to her feet, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom, but the room was black as pitch. Even her keen eyes couldn’t see in complete darkness.

Groans and the creaking of armor from her fallen companions met her ears. Another sound made her draw Lightslicer—a scratching sound like dried sticks sliding across stone. A loose piece of rubble clattered somewhere nearby. Hoarse, wheezing breaths met her ears.

“Who’s there?” she asked, backing away. Where are those damn siblings with their holy light when you need them?

A soft light bloomed behind her. A quick glance revealed Endira, her skin again softly glowing. The elf’s eyes were wide as she pointed.

Nera whirled to find a sickly, cadaverous figure in front of her. Zaefir the Undying had once been a handsome man in the peak of health. The creature before her was anything but. It was little more than a skeleton and appeared to be created of flesh and stone mottled together, the black pieces of basalt protruding throughout the emaciated body like rot. One sickly yellow eye regarded her, the other a mere socket with a dark chunk of stone lodged into the skull. Leathery skin was shrunken around the skeleton, and the remains of tattered clothing hung from his frame.

“You have returned to meet your fate,” Zaefir croaked, voice barely audible. He spat a chunk of stone from his mouth. He shuddered, hunching over, clutching his wasted abdomen. He vomited explosively—stone, dust, and dried husks of flesh poured from his mouth and spilled onto the floor. He retched again, and fine black sand came forth.

Nera backed away until she stood beside Endira. “How is it possible this thing still lives?”

“The vampyre is a creature cursed to unlife,” Idrimel said as she shakily regained her feet. “They are not easily destroyed.”

Zaefir uncurled and stood up straight, clutching the corpse of the headless thrall to his chest, his mouth latched onto the bloody neck. Slurping sounds met their ears. As they watched, Zaefir’s flesh solidified and took on more volume, as if air was being pumped beneath his skin. Particles of stone fell from his flesh as if shoved loose from within.

He’s still got the bracer. The Bracer of Fellraven was still clutched in one bony hand, seemingly forgotten as Zaefir gorged on the thrall’s blood.

Nera lunged for the bracer, hoping to snatch it free and avoid a battle if possible, but Zaefir hissed and shrank back out of reach, throwing one hand up. He spoke in an unknown tongue, and the skeletons around the room rattled and came together, rising from the ground to surround Zaefir protectively.

“You are fools to enter here and free me,” the vampyre growled, his voice already more powerful. His long fangs stood out stark white against the crimson painting his mouth and chin. “I will forgive the intrusion by the rest of you if you leave the plane-cursed to me and depart here at once.”

The pack of skeletons shuffled forward, a few with rusty daggers but most unarmed.

“You are an abomination and will be destroyed,” Athyzon said, rising to his feet. “May Sol destroy you with his purifying fire!” 

Redeemer blazed with holy fire as he swung it at the nearest skeleton. The greatsword passed through the rib cage, and the skeleton turned to ash.

Idrimel yelled a battle cry and stepped forward, mace crashing into another skeleton, obliterating it into a spray of bone shards. Her holy symbol blazed, painful to look at. Zaefir, looking much more wholesome, cast aside the drained corpse. His shrunken chest had filled out, and sinew covered his arms, where before had been only skin and bone. He seemed to notice the bracer in his hand for the first time.

Nera didn’t know if the bracer would still work, but she knew if he portaled away, their quest would likely fail. She dove forward, stabbing Lightslicer at Zaefir’s chest. The vampyre’s great speed allowed him to dodge her strike, but it was a feint—her real goal was the bracer. She grasped the dangling band with her left hand and yanked, pulling the bracer from the creature’s loose grasp.

Her victory was short-lived, however, as Zaefir seized her right arm. He spun and flung Nera hard against the wall. She was barely able to tuck her head down in time to avoid having her brains bashed out. Her back slammed against the stone wall, breath exploding from her lungs. She slumped to the floor, losing her grip on both the bracer and Lightslicer.

Zaefir’s malevolent yellow eye glittered with hunger as he looked down upon Nera. As she watched, stunned, the shard of stone fell loose from his other eye socket, and gelatinous material reformed into a second orb.

His jaws opened, revealing a mouth full of spiny teeth. A long, green tongue dripped saliva as he leaned over her, ready to pull her into his foul embrace.

Arron, I’ll be seeing you soon in Sabyl’s shadowy hall, my brother, she thought, unable to will her leaden limbs into motion.

Zaefir’s clawlike hands grasped Nera’s shoulders, pulling her toward him. Transfixed in horror, she fumbled for the bone dagger sheathed at her waist but knew she was too late.

The vampyre’s maw was inches from Nera’s neck when suddenly his head split apart, teeth falling aside as the broad head of an axe lodged into his jaw. Gore spilled down onto Nera’s neck and chest.

Waresh yanked back, and Heartsbane pulled free, dragging the vampyre backward. His grasp loosened on Nera, and she scrabbled away across the floor. Zaefir staggered and whirled, only to have Heartsbane cleave into his chest.

“Die already, ye undead whoreson!” Waresh roared.

Before the dwarf could pull Heartsbane free, Zaefir grasped the axe below the head. He twisted, throwing Waresh off balance as he fought to hold on to the weapon. They struggled briefly for control of the axe.

Idrimel cried out to her god and struck Zaefir on the elbow with her mace. The joint shattered, causing his arm to flop awkwardly. He hissed in anger and released his grasp on the axe. The vampyre suddenly darted away, the axe pulling free of his rib cage.

Nera could see his head was already beginning to regenerate from the grievous wound Waresh had inflicted. Seeing the bracer nearby, she secured it.

Waresh, Idrimel, and Athyzon faced off with Zaefir. They had already made short work of the skeletons.

Endira grasped Nera’s arm and helped her to her feet, leading her away. “Are you well?”

Nera nodded. “Just had the breath knocked out of me.” She gestured at Lightslicer, and the dagger reappeared in her hand with a flash. “It’s time we finished this bastard.”

Zaefir raised his arms and began chanting. He evaded a slash of Athyzon’s greatsword and seized Waresh’s arm. The dwarf cried out as his arm withered and sores broke out all over his body. He wobbled and fell, blood and pus oozing from the countless wounds.

Idrimel struck with her mace. The vampyre ducked and drove a fist into the cleric’s midsection, sending her flying across the room. She fell beside the still-motionless gnome.

“I’ll relish draining the life from you, paladin.” Zaefir laughed. “Your god is feeble compared to the power of Shaol.”

“We shall see about that, vampyre.” Athyzon raised Redeemer, and the sword blazed anew with holy fire, blinding to look at. He struck at Zaefir, but again the vampyre was too quick. He sidestepped and shoved Athyzon hard into the wall.

Endira gestured, and pieces of rubble from the statue flew toward Zaefir. The vampyre was a blur as he dodged the pieces as easily as if they were leaves falling from the sky. His hands suddenly appeared around Endira’s neck. He drove the elf into the wall, throttling her. Endira clutched at his hands. Her skin darkened and became hard and ridged like the bark of a tree. Zaefir frowned, and the sinews stood out on his hands as he squeezed harder. He pulled her away from the wall as if to bash her head against it, and Nera struck.

Lightslicer cleaved through Zaefir’s wrist, severing it. At the same time, she drove Bedlam Judge into his ribs to the hilt. Zaefir’s hand tumbled away, and Endira was able to break his grasp.

Zaefir whirled and struck Nera with an elbow, sending her stumbling backward. She lost the grip on Bedlam Judge.

She realized her mistake as soon as the vampyre pulled it free, unaffected by its enchantment. He examined it for a moment and then stalked toward her, a malevolent smirk on his face.

Shite… bad move. If anyone gets hit, they will be afflicted, and I don’t think there’s a spell or antidote for it.

Nera held Lightslicer up, ready to parry desperately.

Zaefir surged toward her but suddenly stopped, his charge halted. He glanced down in puzzlement.

Despite being prone and wounded, Waresh had seized the vampyre’s ankle. “Where ye think ye’re going, whoreson?” he croaked.

A blaze of light swept in, and Redeemer took Zaefir’s head. The head bounced and rolled across the room, landing on its side, hate-filled eyes glaring at Nera. The body fell a moment later.

Nera shuddered. “Is he—” She gasped and backpedaled as the body clawed at the floor, trying to get to its missing head. 

Waresh released the ankle, eyes wide in shock.

“Give it the purifying rites, Athyzon.” Idrimel regained her feet, face pained and clasping her hand to her ribs.

Athyzon raised Redeemer high. “By Sol’s holy light, I cast you, filth, into the purifying fire!” He drove the sword into the body. It blazed with white fire that was so bright Nera couldn’t look. After a minute, the body had turned to ash. The paladin went to repeat the procedure with the head.

“Don’t forget this.” Endira kicked the severed hand toward Athyzon. He burned both of them to ash.

“Hell of a battle,” Waresh grunted. He stood up and lifted Heartsbane. He was in rough shape, covered in weeping sores. His left arm looked shriveled, as if all the muscle had been removed. “I could use a damn cask of ale.”

Idrimel knelt beside the gnome to see if he lived. She murmured a prayer of healing, and after a moment, he sat up with a loud groan.

“Probably wasn’t my finest hour, smashing the statue like that,” Yosrick admitted sheepishly.

Nera couldn’t help but laugh. After a moment, the others joined in as the adrenaline of combat wore off. We survived!

Waresh retrieved Yosrick’s hammer. “Damned thing is unscathed.” His eyebrows rose in astonishment. “Must be good dwarven craftsmanship.” He handed it back to the gnome.

“That and some of my own special enchantments,” Yosrick replied with a grin.

Idrimel chanted another prayer and placed her hands on Waresh. His wounds closed up, and his arm was restored to its normal appearance. He flexed it approvingly and nodded his thanks.

“Do we have what we came here for?” Athyzon interrupted.

Nera held up the Bracer of Fellraven. “Aye, that we do. Now I need to find a mage or craftsman to repair it.”

“Let’s be on our way, then. I’ve had enough of this foul place to last me quite a long time,” Idrimel said.

Nera could only agree as she led them swiftly out of the manor.




















Chapter 9

Malek dreamed of dark things in the night. 

He was a young boy again, and a terrible storm was raging outside. Rain pelted the thatched roof, and wind tugged at the shutters of his childhood home. The deafening boom of a thunderclap sent him running to his mother for safety. The whole house sounded as if it would blow away.

“Shhh, it’ll be all right, Son.” His mother held him to her breast in her protective arms as she stroked his hair. 

He clung to her, wishing for the scary storm to go away so all would be calm again.

Wind howled like some fierce, wild beast, and Malek shivered. Tree branches scraped against the side of the house as if the beast was searching for a way into the cottage, its great claws sliding over the wood.

Scratch, scraaatch.

Malek tossed and turned, flipping over onto his side, aware he was dreaming but unable to waken.

Scratch, scraaatch.

Something pinched Malek’s calf, and he surfaced from the dream as a drowning man pulling himself out of a lake. He gasped for breath.

What he saw didn’t register in his mind at first. He thought a bundle of sticks had somehow been placed against him while he slept. But then it moved.

Yellow-white sticks clasped around his calf, pinching painfully through his robes. A rounded object rose up, and he recognized it as a skull.

A skeleton was attacking him.

“What the—” Malek scrambled backward, kicking the skeleton’s hand off of him. His back slammed the wall of the sheltered alcove he had holed up in. Brief panic rose up as he realized he was trapped.

Scratch, scraaatch. The skeleton’s bony hand grasped at the stone floor so it could drag itself along. Belatedly, Malek realized the skeleton was missing its lower body, from the pelvis down. The spine twitched behind it like a tail as it pulled itself toward him. The right arm was whole, the left ending at the wrist. The dark eye sockets bored into Malek, and its mouth hung open, revealing cracked teeth inches away from burying themselves in his leg.

Malek pulled in his legs, got them under him, and stood up quickly. A wave of dizziness washed over him at the sudden movement, and he had to catch his balance by leaning back against the wall.

The lack of food and drink were taking their toll. The Gray Lands seemed to sap the life from him—he could explore only for several hours before feeling weak and needing rest. Then he would fall into a deep sleep plagued by dreams of his past. He seemed to be overcome by weariness more quickly each time.

This thrice-cursed fog must be leeching the vitality from me, much as it has these vast ruins.

The skeleton pulled itself closer and was nearly at his feet. He watched its struggles and almost felt pity for it. Its existence was reduced to dragging itself along a few inches at a time.

A lost, abandoned thing like myself. Perhaps I’ll be the same in a few more days.

Its bony fingers scrabbled at the toe of his boot. Malek kicked it away, connecting with the skull. The skeleton flew across the alcove and struck the wall. After a moment, it reoriented itself and began crawling in his direction again.

Intrigued by how it was held together, he briefly focused his second sight. A binding of negative energy surrounded the creature, animating it and keeping it whole, at least as much as remained of it.

So there is some power at work here—the dark presence I’ve sensed. Where there’s one, there’s bound to be more undead.

Malek quickly gathered his meager possessions and stepped outside. He might’ve been imagining it, but the day seemed slightly warmer and drier, yet the fog was ever present. He started off to continue his search again, wondering what power had animated the skeleton. A shiver ran down his spine, and he tried not to let his imagination run wild.

He failed at that.




***




“War has come upon us at last, as we knew it would eventually. Valirial is under attack by the mad usurper, Stolak. We are the last remaining civilization on this world. Our scouts bring word of nothing but blackened wastelands where once were lush forests, dust where once ran swift, clear rivers. The living fall, their bodies turned to dust as Stolak and his sorcerers wrench the last remaining sparks of life from the land and its people. Fear spreads to other planes, and even now Nexus has cut us off. We are forsaken, left alone to face our demise. Such is what we deserve.”

Malek shifted his weight, leaning against a wall to relieve his injured leg, which yet pained him. He had found the first sign of what had befallen the once-great civilization on a surviving scrap of parchment. The great ruined manor, almost a palace in size and grandeur, spoke of the great wealth and influence of the person who had lived there. Inside the very heart of the manor, in a study he imagined had once been cozy, smelling of parchment, ink, and candle wax, was where he found the clue. He squinted at the scrap of dry parchment in his hand, trying to make out the rest of the passage, since the ink had blurred with age.

“Stolak and his horde long ago forsook the Tenets of Preservation in their lust for power, bringing ruin first to their own lands far to the east. Once nothing remained for them there, they migrated, seeking out more life to steal and quench. Those that resisted were turned to empty husks, their vitality stolen to fuel Stolak’s madness—madness that seemingly has no end. Small settlements across the land have emptied out, abandoned as their refugees seek shelter amongst our people in the hopes of finding safety behind our walls.

“Our guardians ride out to meet these corruptors in battle on the morrow, but how can we withstand this madman and his forces? Our Tenets are what keep us from destroying the earth beneath our feet. The Tenets keep us alive. Yet I fear they also are an anchor around our neck, rendering us too weak to fight such evil. It is with heavy heart that I have come to realize the inevitable—Stolak will destroy our fair Valirial and turn all life to dust beneath their feet. They will strip the vitality from our bones with lust rivaling that of any fiend. I fear that I, Alistor of House Denore, and my beloved children are the last of my line. Tomorrow, I shall join our guardians and perform my final duty to Valirial in the hopes that my own children, along with all the other families, against all odds might yet live…”

The scrap of parchment, likely what remained of a journal, ended with those dire words. Malek searched around what had been Alistor’s library, judging from the dusty tomes lining the shelves of the room, but could find nothing else of the journal. The tomes remaining on the shelves crumbled to dust when he tried to open them. The scrap of journal had been stuck beneath a small bronze bust of a beautiful young woman mounted in a sconce on the wall. Malek removed the other busts, of a young girl and boy—Alistor’s children, he guessed—but found nothing.

“Damn. Finally found a clue, but it’s merely a tease to get my interest piqued and nothing more.”

Malek slumped down to the floor, leaning heavily against the wall. He closed his eyes a moment. The weariness that plagued him threatened to pull him under into sleep, but he resisted. From what he’d gathered, Alistor had been a leading figure of authority, if not the ruler of Valirial. Alistor and his cohort apparently met their doom after riding out to meet Stolak. They found no escape from this wasting death, nor will I.

He rubbed his temples and extended his second sight out of habit, not expecting to find anything. He cast his gaze over blocks and blocks of ruins, with no sign of life. He noted with interest a great tower which still stood, soaring high overhead a vast plaza, likely the center of the city, as far as he could judge. The tower was several blocks from his current location.

Perhaps I’ll go there next if weariness doesn’t overcome me.

Slowly drawing his senses back in, he thought he saw a glimmer of something at the edge of his perception. Surprised, he focused on examining the library but could find nothing at first. Frowning, he decided it was like a mirage—his mind desperately wanted to find something, so he imagined it.

Malek focused more intensely, just to be sure he was missing nothing. Then he saw the magical trace again, just at the edge of his senses. He could only see it when he wasn’t looking directly at it. A faint glimmer emanated from one of the bookshelves. The magical residue was very weak after ages of decay, but it was there.

Excited, he got back to his feet and rushed over to the shelf. He gently pulled a few more tomes away, but they crumbled to dust as the others had. The thought of all that priceless knowledge being destroyed had made him depressed earlier. But now he barely noticed the destruction, intrigued about what he might find, and focused on the rear of the shelf.

A glyph pulsing a faint amber was carved into the stone of the wall, in the whimsical image of a robust tree spreading its leaves in a broad canopy, the roots nearly mirroring the pattern below the ground. The magic infusing the glyph was weak, nearly exhausted, but it was there.

Malek pressed his hand against it and closed his eyes, focusing his second sight. The amber glow pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat. He thought at first to draw the power from the glyph, hoping it would release its secret, but it resisted, and he sensed that if he did so, it would deactivate, forever hiding its treasure. Instead, he reversed the flow, allowing a trickle of his own remaining magic to flow into the glyph. It glowed brighter, and the pulsing sped up. He channeled more of his precious power into the glyph until it shone brightly. The pulsing stopped, and a clear chime sounded.

A deep rumbling came from within the wall. Malek stood back as that section of bookshelf swung open a few inches. He peered through the gap, into the darkness inside. Slipping his fingers around the edge, he pulled on the bookshelf. With a grinding screech as it scraped across the gritty floor, the shelf swung open.

Malek was disappointed. Instead of the roomful of secrets he hoped to find, only a narrow alcove was revealed, into which he could barely fit. The glyph glowed on the inside of the nook as well, filling it with its warm light. Revealed inside was a long staff leaning against the wall. A rolled-up scroll lay beside it on a narrow shelf.

The staff was fashioned out of a pale wood, with a steel tip at the base and the head an ornamented carving of a tree resembling the glyph in the wall. The trunk of the tree was a large, brilliant emerald. He grasped the staff reverently but, after studying it a moment, was disappointed at feeling no magic within it.

Next, he gently unrolled the scroll. It was well preserved, not yet having turned brittle, as the pages of the tomes had. The bold penmanship of Alistor filled the page.




My dearest son or daughter,

If you are finding this, then the guardians and I have failed in our last effort to stop Stolak. I hope our sacrifice was not in vain, but know that I never stopped caring for the two of you. Had there been another way, an outcome where we all survived, I would have yearned to make it so, but understand that my duty was first and foremost to our people of Valirial. With the loss of your mother in childbirth, I didn’t have many options to see to your safety while performing my duty here as a leader.

When the Dark Lady arrived with the offer to take you two away to safety and keep you free from harm, I leapt at the chance. I doubt not that she has her own plans for you, of course, which I trust you are well equipped to deal with, but she gave me her word to see you safe, and I believe her. When a god makes you an offer, how can you refuse?

The important fact now is you have made it here, to what is by now a cursed place of ruin and decay. This Staff of Preservation is my greatest achievement—take it and use it to heal the land. But take care that Stolak, if he still lives, does not get his evil hands on it, for I would not see my creation be turned to vile ends. If the staff were to fall into his possession, he could use it to forever enhance his powers and feed his madness. I am truly sorry that events did not turn out better and I could not be there to watch you grow up to be the man or woman that you are today, one that would undoubtedly make me proud.

Live well and cleanse the taint from our land.




Your loving father,

Alistor Denore




Malek’s mind was racing. He reread the scroll twice more to make sure he comprehended it. He couldn’t help but be impressed by the sacrifice of the noble Alistor, who had foreseen his demise yet created the staff that it might heal the land of the curse upon it. Even in death, although bittersweet, he had a plan to achieve victory.

A shiver ran down his spine as he again looked over the section about Alistor’s children being taken away. Could it be? Could Alistor be my real father? His parents had told him he was adopted as a baby, yet they refused to impart whatever other knowledge of his origins they knew until he was of age. Tragically, they had died in the bandit attack, and his story would forever remain a mystery. Do I have a sister out there in the multiverse somewhere?

He immediately dismissed his thoughts as foolishness. Valirial had been destroyed hundreds of years before, perhaps thousands. No way could he be Alistor’s son. A descendant, perhaps? That was a more realistic theory, one which could possibly explain his otherwise inexplicable powers.

And who is the Dark Lady? Sabyl, the goddess of luck and thieves, perhaps? I can’t imagine Alistor ever making a deal with Veharis, an evil goddess of torment. None of the goddesses of good aspects he could think of would use the guise of the Dark Lady—perhaps some minor deity he didn’t know of, or perhaps Alistor was deceived in his desperation to see his children to safety. Malek sighed. The revelations created more questions than they provided answers to.

He wondered what had happened to Stolak after he had destroyed the world, condemning it to become the Gray Lands. Is Stolak this dark presence I sense here? Surely, nothing could subsist in a dead world without magic, food, or water. The only way to know more would be to encounter the dark power, but he was in no hurry to do so.

For the time, Malek felt some obligation as a possible descendant of Alistor to try to honor his memory and do what he could to heal the land.

If I can bring life back, perhaps this isn’t a death sentence for me after all.

He gently tucked the scroll into his satchel and took the staff in hand. It had a nice heft to it and felt sturdy enough, but not so heavy as to be a burden. He tried pushing some power into the staff and swinging it around, as if that would cause it to activate, but it remained inert. It was simply a nicely fashioned staff with no inherent magic, at least that he could discern.

So I have a staff I can’t use and more questions than answers. More than I accomplished yesterday, so that’s progress, I suppose.

Malek decided that no more answers would be found in Alistor’s crumbling library. He would continue onward until he was again overcome with weariness. He didn’t know how much strength he had left, as the Gray Lands continued to sap the life from him. There was much to do and little time, he feared.

As he headed back through the expansive manor, he thought of the tower he had glimpsed earlier, rising up in the center of the city. Perhaps that will provide me a vantage point where I can determine my next destination. Between the eternal twilight of Nexus and the bone-chilling fog of the Gray Lands, he had a powerful desire to see the sun again.

Malek entered the courtyard outside the great entry hall. He started as some movement caught his eye, but it was only a trick of the light. Or is it?

He focused on the dim edge of the courtyard and again saw movement. The fog swirled, and a skeleton strode forth. This one was whole and moved in a long, lumbering stride. A rusty breastplate hung over the skeleton’s chest, and it clanked softly against its ribs as it moved toward him.

Malek held the staff before him, swiftly searching the rest of the courtyard, but it was empty save the lone skeleton approaching him. He edged toward the ruined gate leading to the street, but the skeleton moved sideways, putting itself between him and escape.

The skeleton stopped for a brief instant, as if taking his measure. It had a full mouth of teeth, which seemed to grin at him as it regarded him with its empty eye sockets. After a moment, it lurched into motion, moving swiftly toward him.

Malek shivered, imagining the dark power animating it taking the time to study him.

In three strides, it was on him. Its bony hands reached for Malek’s throat. He drove the butt of the staff square into its chest, striking the rusty breastplate and thrusting the skeleton back a step. Immediately, it came at him again, eerie in its silence, the only sound its feet scrabbling on the ground and the rattle of its loose breastplate.

Malek unleashed a harder strike, this time to the head. The skeleton paused as its head rocked back in a sickening arc, but as if on strings, it swung back forward, grinning all the while, and its hands grasped for his neck. The hard bones tightened around his throat. He brought the staff up between them, trying to break the grip, but the skeleton was relentless. The hard, bony fingers dug into his flesh, squeezing his windpipe shut. He stumbled on a chunk of rubble and fell. The skeleton came down atop him, hands clasped around his neck like a vise.

Panic surged through him, and he unleashed a blast of force. The skeleton was thrown off him to slam against the wall of the courtyard, where it shattered. The breastplate clattered to the ground, loud as an alarm bell in the stillness.

The skeleton’s hands were still around his neck. Malek pried them free and tossed them away in disgust. The arms had ripped free of the shoulders at his blast. Mercifully, the skeleton remained still.

He picked himself up and jogged through the ruined gate and onto the wide boulevard, fear hastening his stride. He again pictured the skeleton pausing, perhaps to allow the dark presence to take his measure. If it hadn’t been aware of him before, his use of magic had likely changed that.

The fog shifted in the direction the skeleton had come from, and more figures moved in the gloom.

Malek turned and fled.




















Chapter 10

Arron dreamt of flying. He was soaring high above the twilit ground, the cool evening air rushing through his leathery wings. On the horizon, the sun’s pink-and-orange rays were fading away into the gray of twilight. He dove toward the ground, tucking his wings tightly to his sides. The air blasted him as he plummeted through the air as swift as any bird of prey although his body was a score of paces long from snout to tip of tail. When the ground came up alarmingly fast, he pulled out of the dive, wings snapping as he halted his fall. He arched his head back and roared in pleasure at the simple freedom of flight. He beat his wings and regained altitude once more.

Something glimmered in the darkness below, catching his keen eye. Arron glided down to investigate. Trees swayed from the rush of air at his descent, grass bending flat. His taloned feet sank into the soft ground as he settled down. Ahead was the glimmering light, a face surrounded by glyphs carved on a megalith of stone. The face glowed with a bluish-white aura.

“Approach, my servant.” A voice spoke in his mind, quiet yet powerful. 

Arron hunkered down and moved his head closer on his long neck. A woman’s face was carved in the stone, coldly beautiful. The eyes were onyx pits, yet somehow he could tell they focused on him. 

The stone mouth moved as it spoke again. “You have lost your way, and failure now threatens to doom my plans. I see now I must restore a seed of knowledge to your mind, that you might be of further use and continue your loyal service.” The stone face and glyphs blazed with a bright, icy-blue fire like the light of a distant cold burning star. Arron reared back in surprise, eyes squinting against the brilliance. A blast of chill air rushed around him before his skull was filled with piercing shards of illumination. The fragments resolved into images of places and people he didn’t know. One scene caught his eye, and he focused on it.

A young woman, slim of build, with lavender hair and bone-white horns growing from her head picked her way through a dark cavern, dagger in hand. Arron could sense a malevolent presence permeating the woman’s surroundings, lurking just out of the range of her senses. Her face was filled with fear and trepidation, yet she remained determined. The blade of a traitor lurked at her back, ready to strike her down.

Nera—she’s in danger! The realization shook him. She was his charge—he was supposed to be protecting her but had failed. He had been nearly slain and then imprisoned. The urge to defend Nera from harm was almost more than he could bear. Where is she? I must find her.

He opened his mouth to warn her but couldn’t. A strangling force of darkness wrapped around him, crushing him to the ground until mud and earth filled his mouth and nostrils. He couldn’t breathe. A moment of panic seized him.

The calming voice returned. “Neratiri has a role to play in the salvation of Nexus and all the planes. Time wanes, and the window of opportunity is closing swiftly. Awaken now with this seed of knowledge and return to your duty.”

Arron’s eyes popped open, and he sat up with a gasp. He could breathe again, and most importantly, his thoughts were clear for the first time in a long time. The dream lingered in his mind, and the sense of urgency imparted was real.

What has it been now… days, weeks that I’ve been left to rot here? He could remember nothing since Lassiter had violated his mind, spinning him into madness.

However, his thoughts were collected and his own once more. He remained in the empty darkness of the dungeon. The manacles rattled and chafed his raw wrists as he scratched at the growth of beard on his face. Only crumbs remained from the stale bread offered with a cup of foul-tasting water. The rats had eaten it, he was sure. He couldn’t remember having eaten in some time, his stomach a dull ache of emptiness.

All was silent save the squeaking of rats and faint scratching of their claws on the stone floor. After a moment, those sounds disappeared as well. The rodents had evidently fled at his sudden stirring. A faint glow leaked around the edges of the cell door from a torch somewhere down the corridor.

Something else had changed other than his newfound clarity of mind. Arron had a seed of knowledge he hadn’t had earlier. He knew his true purpose, as he did his identity. 

Nera was gone. She was lost somewhere, alone and afraid. Most importantly, she needed him—she was in grave danger. He fought down the shame at having failed both Nera and his mistress and instead focused on his current situation.

With his newfound knowledge, he knew he must use his abilities to effect an escape and set things right.




***




“Well? Can it be fixed?” Nera anxiously shifted from one foot to the other as she watched Nihad examine the Bracer of Fellraven. The old elf hunched over his counter, studying the device. He wore a lens over one eye, attached by a leather strap around his head, which made his eye look as large as a dinner plate. Nera had nearly laughed at the comical sight of the surly mage when he had attached the lens and glowered at her. Nihad continued to studiously ignore her, gently lining up the links of a broken finger piece with the rest of the bracer, using a pointed metal instrument.

Nera sighed, realizing the grumpy wizard wouldn’t appreciate being pestered. She walked over to the front of the shop and looked out the window. Magical wards cast around the windows and door thrummed with power, protecting the store from the civil unrest. Only those welcomed inside could enter. Or anyone with a magical stone, as Nera and Endira carried in their pockets. They could come and go as they pleased—all they had to do was walk through the ward, and it would safely part. A second suit of magical armor was standing guard beside the first, eerily silent, but she knew they were animated and would attack any unwelcome visitors. The strong magic made her nose itch.

Outside the shop, the streets of Nexus were largely still. Dawn had broken several hours earlier, yet most industry had halted as citizens were afraid to venture out unless absolutely necessary. Everyone was hunkered down, awaiting whatever was going to happen, whether the Machine and foundry would be restored to working order or not. She hated to think of what would happen if they weren’t.

Now everyone is expecting me to do something about it. Cursed visions and dreams—what a giant load of arrvak shite. I’m a nobody—a simple rogue! Malek… Now, that one could do great things, if only he were here. But he’s not, nor is Arron, nor Wyat. All her friends were gone, leaving her with her motley group of companions and the uneasy alliance thereof. What happens once we save Malek? They want me to lead them to save Nexus, but they know not what that entails. The only path to salvation for Nexus leads into the Abyss—the Abyss—and freeing the Engineer. My father. How ridiculous it all sounded, and she’d never believe any of it in a hundred years, had it not been happening to her. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples, trying to stave off the inevitable stress headache that had been plaguing her since the battle with the Pale Lord.

After the last night’s adventure, she’d returned with Endira while the others went back to their own quarters after she’d advised them to meet that evening back at the Zombie once again. Her nerves had been on edge, hence she’d managed little better than tossing and turning the rest of the night.

“Nera?”

She opened her eyes.

Endira stood a few feet away, concerned. “Are you well?”

She nodded. “Aye. Too much happening too fast is all.” She glanced at Nihad pointedly. “Did he say if he can fix it?”

The elf shook her head. “Nihad didn’t say anything to me, and I thought it best not to interrupt him. When he’s ready, he’ll tell us. I came to ask if you’d humor my master for a moment.”

Nera raised her eyebrows. “Is he…?” She knew the old Seer had little time remaining.

Endira smiled gently. “He has wakened, yet his condition hasn’t improved, if that’s what you are asking. But he asked to see you.”

“See me? Why?” More visions and dire warnings came to mind.

“Perhaps he is curious about the one who will save Nexus and wishes to see you before he passes.” Her lips were curled in her usual slight smile.

Nera couldn’t tell if she was teasing or not. She had come to rely on the elf’s calming presence. Once, she had seen Endira as a rival, but after all that had happened over the past few days, Nera was happy for her companionship.

Nihad was still busy studying the bracer and seemingly hadn’t moved for several minutes. 

“I suppose there’s time for a chat,” she said, not wanting to disappoint Endira since her master meant so much to her.

“Oh, thank you, Nera. If seeing you will give him some peace of mind, then that makes me happy.”

Nera nodded, and they went to the back of the shop. Entering the Seer’s chamber, she wrinkled her nose. It smelled of sickness and death, much as the Beggars’ Temple had when she had gone to find Arron following his accident at the foundry. The room was stifling hot due to the stoked brazier near the bed. The old man looked little more than a shriveled husk where he lay propped up by pillows on his bed. His eyes were closed, and his breath rattled like dry leaves. He obviously didn’t have much time remaining among the living. She stepped up beside the bed, unsure if the old man was sleeping or not.

Endira stood just inside the doorway as though not wanting to interrupt. She nodded encouragingly to Nera.

Nera opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment the Seer’s eyelids opened to reveal milky-white orbs. His head swiveled to regard her, and she knew instinctively that he could see her very well indeed. A shiver ran down her spine at the sensation of having her soul laid bare before the man.

“Ah, look at you, child… What a lovely vessel the gods have chosen. You are no plane-cursed. Instead, you are a blessing… to all of us.” He smiled, revealing a toothless mouth. “You have been hidden well. Only now upon my deathbed have they seen fit to lift the veil for a brief glimpse at your role.”

The Seer broke into a coughing fit. Nera looked at Endira, feeling helpless and not knowing how to help the old man. Endira brought over a cup of water and held it so the Seer could drink deeply.

He finished the water and leaned back again. “Child, you are a vessel without a spark. You must regain your spark if you are to become yourself… your whole self. For now, you are but a shell of what you can become.”

More cryptic talk, as expected. Can nobody ever provide a straight answer?

“What does that mean? I am a vessel without a spark? What spark? I am just me, a simple rogue,” Nera said in frustration. The Seer’s words brought to mind something an old monk had told her years ago about drawing the ire of a vengeful spirit because of her spark.

The Seer looked toward Endira. “I was mistaken. The gods are clever to not reveal too much. Neratiri is the one whose destiny will affect all, and not the corruptor as I initially suspected. Lend your strength to her—she will need staunch allies in the dark times ahead.”

“As you wish, master,” Endira replied. She looked at Nera with a new sense of respect, it seemed.

“The time will come soon when you will stand at a crossroads and have to make a grave decision,” the Seer continued, his blind eyes locked onto Nera’s with more force than any seeing gaze could have. “One path leads to a normal life as you are now—a life with many possibilities, most ending in death and failure, but a few paths could lead to a life of contentment, whatever that may be. But certainly, none of those include salvation for Nexus. The other path—that one culminates in greatness. It will require immense sacrifice yet yield tremendous reward. Some will die that others might live. That path leads to the salvation of Nexus and your true destiny. Beware, for others will attempt to gain your alliance with lies and deceit. Whichever path you decide to take, choose wisely.”

Nera opened her mouth to speak but didn’t know what to say. This again—salvation of Nexus? I just want to be me—to have an ordinary life.

The Seer closed his eyes again and lay back heavily. “If that is what you truly want, child, then by all means choose that path. You only have one life, and who are we, or even the gods, to dictate to you which life to live?”

Nera started, realizing he had read her thoughts. “Thank you. I will take your counsel under consideration.” She turned away and was about to leave when another question came to mind. “Does Malek yet live? Will I be able to save him?”

The Seer glanced at her again, his face sad. “A high price is required to save the one you seek. It is possible you may yet do so, but death requires its toll for any that pass through that dark doorway. Remember these words, child. I hope they provide you with some small amount of wisdom to aid you on your arduous path.”

He coughed weakly and looked at Endira. “Fetch Nihad will you, young one? The time is upon me—Xoares is calling me away from this life.”

Nera stepped outside into the hall, taking a deep breath of the fresh air. She leaned against the wall, mind racing again at what the Seer had said. Endira squeezed her shoulder before going to fetch Nihad from the shop.

Indeed, who are they to try to impose their will over my life? Idrimel and Athyzon, the Engineer, even the strange dreams in the ebon temple were all pushing her toward a destiny she didn’t want. I want to remain Nera the Rogue and keep my simple life. I’ll try my best to save Malek, and then I will decide further. All this talk of destiny and duty be damned.

Memories of Mathilda and Wilford being robbed and beaten surfaced, and she felt guilty for her selfishness. She remembered how, in that moment, she’d wished for the power to do something to bring justice upon those who preyed on the weak and helpless, and to restore some semblance of order to her city.

Endira returned with Nihad, interrupting her conflicted thoughts. The wizard had removed the silly lens, but his face looked ill-tempered as ever. He shoved the bracer into Nera’s hand.

“The device is whole again. Its magic is restored. Whether there is a variance in calibration, that I know not. You will find that out when you attempt to use it.”

Nera could’ve sworn he had an amused look on his face before turning toward the door of the Seer’s chamber.

“Thank you, Nihad. What do I owe you?”

The old wizard stopped, turning to catch her eye over his shoulder. He slowly shook his head before replying. “All is even. My uncle has a high opinion of you and your importance. I would just ask you not let him and the whole of Nexus down.” He turned and went inside the Seer’s room with Endira. The door closed behind them with finality.

Nera blinked. “His uncle? I didn’t know.”

She examined the Bracer of Fellraven. The ugly device was restored as it had been before. This thing had better work, or we are all going to be buggered in a spectacularly unpleasant way.




















Chapter 11

“Planning an adventure somewhere? I never received my invitation.”

Nera froze upon hearing the familiar voice. A chill ran down her spine, and she felt herself tremble but couldn’t bring herself to look up, for fear her ears were playing tricks on her. Her companions glanced up questioningly at the speaker.

Waresh grunted. “Heard ye were dead. Guess the rumors are shite, like the rest of the city these days.”

“I knew I’d find you here eventually. What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy to see your brother?” A boot scuffed faintly, and the floor creaked as the speaker came up behind Nera.

She turned in her chair and saw her wild hope was indeed true. Arron stood before her, green eyes glinting mischievously as they caught the light from the hearth. His mouth was curled into that familiar crooked smile.

“It can’t be,” she breathed. “By the gods… I watched you die. That bastard Lassiter cut you down in front of my eyes.”

Arron shrugged. “I’ve always been tougher than anyone gave me credit for. You know that.”

Nera knew her brother was remarkably tough, often shrugging off blows that would have claimed others. The burning he’d received at the foundry was just the most recent example—until the battle with the Magehunters.

She got up slowly from her chair, afraid Arron would disappear like a dispelled illusion. Her legs didn’t seem to want to hold her upright. She gingerly stepped forward, and Arron caught her in a tight embrace when she wobbled.

“Damn you, don’t you do that to me ever again!” Nera growled fiercely in his ear. Arron didn’t reply but simply held her. She was aware of the curious looks of her companions and finally broke the embrace. “How in the Abyss did you recover and escape from the Magehunters?” She backed away, frowning at the half-elf.

“Sven, can I get an ale over here, mate?” Arron asked the barkeep before pulling up a chair and placing it at the end of the table beside Nera’s chair. “Well, it seems they wanted me alive, for shortly after the fight when you escaped, they had a priest tend to my wounds. I was almost gone, I’ll admit it—that arsehole nicked me pretty good.”

“Pretty good? He damn well ran you straight through! I watched the sword poke outta your back!”

Arron grinned. “Aye, like I said, he got me pretty good… just not good enough. So, anyway, they tossed me in the dungeons for a few days and questioned me, wanting to know about Malek mostly—why the two of you tried to break into the prison and also about you and your relationship to the mage. I didn’t tell them much, just enough to throw them off the trail. Ah, thanks, mate,” he said as Sven set a foaming tankard down in front of him. He drank half the ale in one draught then wiped his mouth on his sleeve and gave a satisfied belch. “As to my escape, well… let us just say the bards will be singing of my legendary escape as I fought off a whole cohort of Magehunters and the Watch!” He grinned at Nera’s dubious look. “Actually, it wasn’t quite so exciting. I found a loose brick in the floor and smashed the gaoler over the head when he unlocked the cell. The pair of Magehunters who had come to question me were surprised, so I fought them, eventually getting the upper hand. After I took them down, I donned their armor and walked right out the front door… after reclaiming my gear, of course.” He patted the pommel of his short sword fondly.

“Hmph. Sounds like they got novices running the dungeons these days,” Yosrick chimed in. “Never heard of anyone escaping the Magehunter dungeons so easily. Come to think of it, haven’t heard of anyone ever escaping from those bastards’ clutches.”

Waresh was nodding in agreement but was more focused on his ale. The others didn’t seem to have an opinion, at least any they made known.

Nera took a swig of ale and considered. “I must admit—it does sound awfully easy, Brother. You sure they didn’t let you go? If they’re so interested in Malek and me… well, Malek’s… gone, but you could’ve led them right here…” she trailed off and glanced at the door of the tavern nervously.

Arron looked offended. “I wasn’t weaned from the teat yesterday. Course I made sure to take a roundabout way to get here. No way anybody followed me.”

“They could be using magical means,” Yosrick suggested.

“There is that, I suppose,” Arron allowed. “And you are…?”

“Oh, let me introduce you,” Nera said. “This is Yosrick, the Solites are Idrimel and Athyzon, Endira is the elf, and Waresh the retrieval officer. Everyone, this is my adopted brother, Arron.”

Arron’s brows rose higher with every introduction, and they all exchanged pleasantries. “You’ve been busy making friends, I see. So where are we off to?” He glanced pointedly at the packs stacked against the wall beside their table.

“Found a way to get off plane. We are going to rescue Malek first. Once that’s done, well, there’s some disagreement… mostly about us being responsible for saving Nexus or some such madness, but I’m not convinced yet. One thing at a time, I say.”

Arron barked laughter. “Saving Nexus? Isn’t that best left to the authorities? Surely the Lord of Nexus has it well in hand?”

“I’m afraid that doesn’t seem to be the case,” Idrimel spoke up. She was staring at Arron with a puzzled look on her face. When Arron boldly met her gaze with a raised eyebrow, she blushed, quickly averting her eyes to look at Yosrick. “Fill them in on what your uncle told you, Yosrick.”

The gnome belched after quaffing some ale. “Aye, my Uncle Flurbinger is employed at the City Works department. He is the chief engineer tending to the Machine. The reason those portals kept randomly appearing is because the Machine was running out of alignment or some such. Once the foundry went kaboom, the Machine took some heavy damage and stopped altogether.”

“Can’t the Lord of Nexus use his magic to fix it?” Arron asked.

“Nay. My uncle says the ruler himself came to look at the damage and has been trying to use his magic to get it running again, but so far, it’s not lookin’ so good. It’s well beyond my uncle’s and his people’s skills to fix also. These two good folks”—he nodded at Idrimel and Athyzon—“came here to help, so they’ve been signed up.”

“I received some guidance from Sol that Nera will be instrumental in restoring Nexus,” Idrimel said.

“The Seer believes so as well,” Endira added.

Nera smiled and shook her head slowly. “That’s where the disagreement comes in. I don’t have the necessary skills to help with this problem. I’m but a simple rogue.” She ignored the thoughts in the back of her head, pointing out the dreams she’d had.

“My sister is never mistaken about a true vision sent from Sol,” Athyzon argued.

“And I don’t follow your sun god—his light doesn’t shine here in the Twilight City, if you haven’t noticed,” Nera retorted.

“His light shines in one’s heart no matter how deep the darkness, so long as you welcome him in,” Idrimel said softly.

“So we’re at a bit of an impasse,” Waresh interrupted. “What say ye, Arron?”

Arron stroked his chin. “I stick with my sister—her decision.”

Nera snorted. “Like always, leave it up to me to stick my finger in the trap first, eh Brother?” She gave him a playful grin, happy for his support as always. “Anyway, these three offered to aid us in finding Malek in return that we help them find a way to fix Nexus.”

“And we are going to find Malek how, exactly?” Arron asked.

“The Bracer of Fellraven. We recovered it from that bastard Zaefir and burned his undead arse to cinders in the process.” She patted the pouch on her belt containing the artifact and gave her brother a satisfied smirk.

“You’ve been busy.” He gave her a salute with his tankard of ale, which he promptly attacked again.

Yosrick cleared his throat. “We don’t know for sure if we can reach the Gray Lands since it was supposedly sealed off after becoming a dead world. If the magic is gone, it is possible the artifact will be unable to take us there.” They had spoken of the possibility earlier and had a backup plan in case it didn’t work.

Endira spoke up for the first time. “You all know that this may be an impossible quest, don’t you? Legend has it that the Machine was first built by The Architect and—”

“The Engineer,” Nera interrupted. “Aye, he’s spoken to me in my dreams.”

They all looked at Nera as if she had suddenly sprouted another horn from her forehead.

“I told you! This is why Sol guided us to you!” Athyzon exclaimed.

“How long have you had such dreams, Nera?” Endira asked with concern. “The Engineer was reputed to have turned to evil and made war against his brother—the Planar War took an untold number of lives.”

“And this damned Engineer was thrown into the Abyss in retribution!” Waresh looked dumbfounded. “Surely ye all aren’t foolish enough to consider venturing there!” He took a long draught of ale, spilling some down his chest.

Arron held up his hands. “Oi! Let’s keep it down. The whole city doesn’t need to know what we are about.”

Nera glanced around and saw that all discussion had died out in the tavern. The few patrons there all seemed to be taking an interest in their discussion. When Nera challenged a few with a glare, they quickly looked away.

“Arron speaks wisely,” Endira said. “We should finish this discussion elsewhere.” 

“Since you all leave it up to me, I haven’t made a decision yet other than finding Malek. Tag along if you will, but it’s best we leave this place. Right now.” Nera finished her ale and slid out of her chair. Her nerves were on edge from the undue interest of the other patrons in their careless conversation. Wouldn’t surprise me if those bloody Magehunters managed to tail Arron somehow. She half expected them to barge through the door and arrest them all at any moment.

The half-elf tilted back his tankard and drained it. “So what are we waiting on? If, as you all suspect, I am being tracked, then the quicker we are away from here, the better, no?”

“Aye, point taken,” Waresh agreed. He finished his tankard and slammed it down on the table. “I’m itching to be away from here, meself.”

“Right. Let’s get to the staging point we agreed on…” Nera suddenly wobbled on her feet. 

The room stretched out before her as if viewed through a dark tunnel, and her friends watched her with concern. 

“I’m not feeling so well…”

Nera collapsed, the floor rushing up toward her face. Someone’s arms caught her, but by that point, she was elsewhere.




***




Nera was in the temple of the night once again. She stood alone, facing the ebon altar. Meteors blazed fiery trails through the night sky above, and she knew that whole worlds were burning. The Second Planar War had begun, the legions of the Abyss set free to destroy and consume unsuspecting worlds.

Her friends and fellow citizens were even now dying in Nexus, cut off from food, water, and fresh air. The old, infirm, and very young had already perished. Thousands upon thousands of corpses littered the streets. Vermin feasted on the carrion, and disease spread. Those that had survived thus far by stockpiling food and water gasped for breath as the air turned stale and poisonous. Very soon, they would suffocate, and Nexus would be naught more than a necropolis.

“You know what must be done to prevent this.” The voice boomed from the void.

Atop the altar was a chalice. Silvery light gleamed from within, illuminating Nera’s face as she stepped onto the dais and leaned closer. The chalice was filled with quicksilver.

“Take and drink. Put on the mantle of your destiny.”

Nera’s arms moved of their own accord, and she reached out and clutched the chalice. It was deceptively heavy and took both hands to lift. She gripped it tightly and raised it up to her lips, slowly tilting it back.




***




“Oi, what are you doing!” The voice suddenly choked off.

Nera’s eyelids snapped open. She saw her own hands tightened around Arron’s neck, throttling her brother. She gasped in shock and released him immediately.

“Gods, I’m sorry! I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

Arron backed away, regarding her warily. “What madness stole your wits? You were mumbling something about your destiny a moment ago.”

Nera realized she was lying on a bench at the rear of the Zombie’s common room. The table had been dragged aside, and her companions were looking down at her with worry.

Idrimel placed her hands on Nera’s temples and whispered a prayer. Renewed vitality flowed into her, and her head cleared.

“How is she?” Endira leaned over Idrimel’s shoulder, peering at her face worriedly.

“I could find nothing wrong other than fatigue. I gave her a blessing that should restore her strength for a time, but she requires rest to regain her vigor.”

“I’m fine. Let me up.” Nera sat up, and the women stepped back. “I’ll rest when we’re off plane.”

“Too much ale for ye?” Waresh chuckled. “A scrawny thing like yerself should watch how much ye imbibe!”

“Nay, it wasn’t that. I can hold my ale with the best of ʼem, dwarf. This was something else.”

“Nera, has this happened before?” Endira asked. “You mentioned dreams earlier… pretty powerful ones, but such things shouldn’t occur during your waking state.”

“It was another vision, dream, whatever you want to call it. But it wasn’t of the Engineer this time. Something different.” She shrugged. “Not important right now. How long was I out?”

“Only a few minutes,” the elf replied.

Nera stood up, almost expecting to feel dizzy again, but she felt refreshed from Idrimel’s spell. Her companions watched her with a mix of worry, apprehension, and amusement. 

“Enough lollygagging about, you louts,” she said. “Let’s get our gear and be on our way. Time runs short.”

Athyzon shoved the table back into position, and Yosrick and Idrimel replaced the chairs. Arron spoke to Sven briefly and tossed some coins on the countertop. The companions donned cloaks and packs and followed Nera out the door. Arron fell in beside her as they set a quick pace down the street.

“So, all better now? Was it the ale?”

She shook her head. “Those damned visions, dreams, nightmares… whatever they are. I just want to be out of here and find Malek before something happens.”

“Aye, we’ll get Malek and be on our way.” He slapped her on the back.

Nera eyed him askance, thinking it odd he hadn’t asked how Malek had ended up in the Gray Lands. One of the others must have mentioned it while I was out, she decided. The sooner we’re out of Nexus, the better. Hopefully, some fresh air and a sense of renewed purpose will clear my mind.




















Chapter 12

Darkness shrouded the warehouse the companions had picked as a staging point. Faint Nexus twilight illuminated the room through the open windows in the loft above, but the group was able to see well enough. The warehouse would provide the privacy needed to open a portal without drawing the unfriendly eyes of the Magehunters or worse.

Nera noticed the others had kept a close watch on Arron and their surroundings during their brief trip from the Zombie to the warehouse, as if expecting him to lead them into an ambush. The half-elf was obviously well aware of the scrutiny, as evidenced by his hand resting on the hilt of his short sword. She thought he seemed somehow off since leaving the Zombie, more reserved and not his jovial self, but supposed his imprisonment and questioning, likely torture, had put him on edge.

Likely nothing a prodigious amount of ale and some time spent in his favorite whorehouse can’t cure. Too bad for him there won’t be any of that where we’re going. Just hope the raw nerves don’t start any battles within our group—plenty of that to be found elsewhere, I’m sure.

Glancing around the warehouse, Nera was reminded of several days past, when she and Malek had been ambushed and bound by Waresh. Fortunately, Endira had come to their rescue. She tried not to think of Malek as she opened her pouch carrying the Bracer of Fellraven. We’ll be there soon—just hold on, Malek.

“Place brings back fond memories, eh?” Waresh grinned through his beard at Nera. He turned and spat on the floor.

She snorted but didn’t respond to the dwarf’s taunt. The Bracer of Fellraven was cool in her hand as she pulled it free of the pouch. It was more a gauntlet than a bracer, an ugly device fashioned from cold iron and consisting of thick bands designed to encircle the wrist and the palm. Small, finely crafted chains connected to clawlike sheaths into which the tips of the fingers were inserted. Elaborate runes were inscribed across the bands and claws of the bracer. Nera’s nose itched from the strong enchantment.

“No dwarven craftsman would’ve forged such a crude device,” Waresh grumbled. “Hope this ugly damned thing works and doesn’t get us lost in the void somewhere.”

“Yet it is imbued with powerful magic, indeed. By the Sage’s beard!” Yosrick exclaimed. “Remember, it may not get us to the Gray Lands. According to lore, that land is dead of all magic. My belief is an artifact such as this or even a teleportation spell would need to latch onto the earth magic to enable it to function.”

The rest of the group curiously glanced at the bracer as she listened to the gnome. 

“Aye, no point in delaying further—might as well find out,” Nera said. 

To her knowledge, in order to activate the bracer, one merely had to have a mental picture of the destination and speak its name along with the command words the Engineer had spoken to her in the dream. She wasn’t sure how she knew how to activate it—likely, some element of the dream had given her the insight.

Nera slid her hand through the large wristband and placed the second smaller band across the palm of her hand. The bracer was deceptively light but extremely clumsy, threatening to fall off if she didn’t keep her hand elevated. The chains were too long for her fingers, but she placed each pointed sheath snugly onto a different fingertip.

She started when the bracer suddenly turned warm against her hand, glowing bright orange as if it had turned molten. She squinted her eyes against the sudden brightness. When the glare dimmed, she saw the device had resized until it fit comfortably around her hand as if custom crafted just for her.

Nera glanced around at her companions apprehensively. Idrimel and Athyzon watched impassively, eyes focused on the bracer. Waresh wore his usual unimpressed scowl while Yosrick regarded the device with interest. Endira seemed as nervous at the prospect as Nera felt, but the elf gave her an encouraging smile when their eyes met. Arron had an intent expression as he stared at the bracer. When their eyes met, he nodded solemnly, content to follow her into whatever trouble she might lead them into.

As usual, I’m leading him into another messy situation. Except this time, it’s more than just the two of us—I’ve got this whole crew to look out for. Hope I don’t get everyone killed on this fool’s quest.

She tried to picture the Gray Lands in her mind but realized she knew nothing of the place. Instead, she thought of Malek—his deep blue eyes and wavy brown hair, his strong jaw…

Realizing she was getting sidetracked, she cleared her throat nervously, annoyed at feeling her cheeks going red. She was well aware of the eyes watching her and fought to keep her composure.

Balor’s Balls—relax, you fool! She fought to contain any nagging stray thoughts of what unpleasant fate might await them if the device malfunctioned. Sabyl, please let this work so we get there in one piece.

Taking a deep breath, she spoke the command words. She had no idea how she’d remembered them, but they came to mind easily when needed, for which she was thankful. “Azi'ahur i'ars si'ahu—Gray Lands.”

The bracer’s runes glowed, and the artifact grew warm for a moment then subsided, turning dark once more. She tried three more times with the same result before cursing in frustration, her language colorful enough to make Idrimel blanch. Somewhere deep inside, a nasty, petty part of her took pleasure in the priestess’s discomfort.

“You were right,” she told Yosrick disgustedly. “It can’t fully activate—could be also since I can’t form a mental image of these thrice-damned Gray Lands.”

The gnome nodded sagely. “Let us try for Grimdark, then. We knew it likely wouldn’t be so simple.”

Nothing is damned simple anymore—ever since I was fool enough to try to steal from Malek in the first place.

Nera focused on a mental picture of the town of Grimdark this time. She and Arron had once accompanied Zita to the infamous smugglers’ haven on guild business. Grimdark was similar to Nexus as a trading hub, save for its location among the dangerous outer planes, and the rule of law, if it could be termed such, was nonexistent. Rules were in place, which maintained an uneasy truce, enforced by a criminal syndicate. According to Yosrick, an alternate crossroads providing portals to different planes existed somewhere outside Grimdark, in the extensive cavern system known as the Deep Roads.

“Azi’ahur i'ars si'ahu—Grimdark.” The words slid off her tongue as if coated in oil. The runes on the bracer’s bands blazed with molten fire as she focused on the mental picture. This time, the magic held.

She took a step away from the group and extended her hand wearing the bracer. With a sharp slashing motion, she tore into the air. A rush of power washed over her with a deep reverberating hum, and the fabric of reality was rent apart. Five gashes of void limned in a deep-blue light hung in midair. Nera extended her hand again and spread her fingers. The gashes rapidly spread, bleeding into each other, and expanded until an oval portal hung in the air before her. The glowing blue nimbus surrounding the portal crackled like flames. Bitter cold from the void blasted Nera, and goose bumps rose on her skin.

“I don’t know how long this will stay open, so it’s best I go through last.” She gestured for the others to enter while inwardly thrilled that she had succeeded.

Without hesitation, Athyzon and Idrimel walked side by side through the portal. Their figures distorted and disappeared into the pitch of the void. Endira squeezed Nera’s shoulder reassuringly and stepped through. Yosrick and Waresh followed.

Arron stopped at the threshold of the portal as if hoping his gaze could pierce the blackness in front of him. The tips of his boots turned white with frost. After a moment, he looked over his shoulder at Nera and shrugged.

“Hope this works, Sister.” He gave her a nervous smile and stepped through.

“So do I,” she replied.

With a deep breath and closed eyes, she followed them through.




***




Idrimel was blasted with a cold wind so bitter that it felt as if shards of ice were cutting into her exposed skin. She grimaced and pulled her thick cloak tight about her. Everything around her was pure whiteness, the landscape bled of any color or definition anywhere in sight. Blowing snow stung her face like hurled grains of sand.

“Where did that plane-cursed woman send us?” Athyzon growled from beside her. He held his cloak tightly around himself also, squinting into the blizzard. “This doesn’t look like these Deep Roads they spoke of.”

“No, Brother, it does not. Perhaps the device was damaged during the fight with that vampyre.” She had to shout to make herself heard over the wailing wind. She squinted into the blizzard but could see nothing. Turning her back to the wind, she saw a slightly darker shade of whiteness in the distance, possibly hills or mountains. The ground beneath her feet was smooth and hard, and she realized they were standing atop a frozen body of water. Snow blew across the ice in random patterns from the swirling wind.

The portal crackled nearby. It distorted briefly before Endira came through, followed shortly thereafter by Yosrick and Waresh. The three of them immediately sought to shield themselves from the bitter cold in their cloaks. The dwarf uttered a stream of startled curses.

By the time Nera came through last, just a minute or so after Idrimel had stepped through, the priestess could already feel her flesh going numb from the cold.

“This cold is deadly—we won’t last for more than a few minutes exposed here!” she cried to Athyzon.

“Indeed. Ask almighty Sol to grant us protection.”

Idrimel nodded. She invoked a quick prayer to Sol. When the final words left her lips, her body began to warm immediately as her god granted her spell. She spread her hands wide, and a dome of protection from the cold and wind spread around her for approximately five paces in diameter, giving off a warm amber illumination.

“Balor’s balls! Where are we?” Nera cried. “Something went wrong with the damned portal!” The rogue looked by far the worst off from the effects of the cold, despite having only stepped through the portal a moment earlier. She huddled in her cloak, but her skin was already pale, and she was shivering violently.

“Everyone gather here! Sol’s warm light will protect us from the cold!” Idrimel called.

The portal snapped shut with a sharp crack. Endira and Arron each took one of Nera’s arms and half dragged her toward Idrimel’s aura of warmth. All the companions huddled close for a few moments, recovering from the shocking cold.

Waresh turned on Nera with a glare. “Where in the Abyss did ye send us, fiendling?”

Nera looked shocked. “I… I know not. The bracer must be malfunctioning.”

“Open another portal,” the dwarf demanded. “We’ll die out here.” 

“You sure you want to risk that?” Athyzon asked. “If it truly is damaged, we might end up in the depths of an ocean or perhaps floating in the airless void between planes.”

“Or we could end up near a nice warm hearth and a cask of ale,” Waresh snapped, but he looked doubtful.

“Calm down, everyone,” Endira pleaded. “For now, we are safe, but we must figure out where we are.”

“I have an idea where we might be,” Yosrick interjected. “The magic of the bracer might just need to be recalibrated. It’s possible we are on the outer surface of Yuez’hite.”

“Where the Abyss is that, mate?” Arron asked.

“The Deep Roads are located on the inside of Yuez’hite, a frozen world. The Eternal Hoarfrost overtook this world centuries ago, rendering it uninhabitable. An order of mages expanded and carved out new caverns from an existing cave system where the denizens of this world could live. The few remaining natives surviving on the surface migrated within long ago, leaving the outside to the elements.”

“An inside-out world? Then we must find a path to the inside,” Arron said.

“Aye. We’d best start looking before Idrimel’s spell wears off, or we’ll end up like those ice sculptures on Midwinter’s Eve.”

“Very well,” Idrimel answered. “Anyone have any idea which direction to look in? There look to be mountains off yonder.” She pointed to the darker shapes in the distance.

Yosrick pulled an orb from one of the many pouches on his large belt. To Idrimel, it looked like a black metallic egg the size of the gnome’s hand, inscribed with a feather pattern. He held it aloft in a hand and incanted. When he finished, the egg popped open as if hinged in the middle. The egg then further unfolded, flattening down and refolding until it closely resembled a small crow. With a faint mechanical sound, like gears on a timepiece being wound, its feathered head turned around to take in its surroundings. The bird fluttered its wings and squawked irritably at Yosrick, apparently unhappy at being roused to face such extreme weather.

“Get going, you bag of feathers,” the gnome told it. “You don’t feel the cold anyway since you aren’t alive.” He hefted the bird into the air and dropped his hand. The bird reluctantly took to the air with the faint sound of gears, winging up and circling around until it disappeared into the swirling blizzard above them.

“Nice pet you’ve got,” Nera remarked, seemingly as impressed as Idrimel felt. “A magical construct, obviously, yet artfully crafted.”

Yosrick cocked his head, his eyes unfocused for a moment. For a long moment, he didn’t respond, but then he looked at Nera and grinned. “Aye, I actually bought it from a smuggler in Grimdark many years ago. I suspect the knave had no idea as to its true value since I got it for a mere pittance. It’s said these birds, used to scout and carry messages, were among the many fantastic constructs the Engineer built during the Planar Wars.”

“Truly? It looks and acts just like a real bird.” Nera had regained some of her color since stepping into Idrimel’s protective aura.

Yosrick nodded. “The ancients built many fantastic things during the Planar Wars, some very useful, some incredibly deadly. Most have turned to scrap, but some, as you just saw, are still around today. Amazing that the magic still endures after thousands of years.”

Nera had a thoughtful expression on her face, as if she wanted to say more but decided against it.

A few minutes passed while the group stared into the blizzard, fidgeting nervously. Yosrick suddenly took a step away and waved the group after him.

“This way—the bird has spied a beacon of some sort! It must be the entrance to the Deep Roads.”

Idrimel followed the gnome, and the others were careful to stay within the perimeter of her protective spell. She just prayed it wouldn’t run out before they could find shelter.




















Chapter 13

The wind howled with fury and hurled snow sideways outside the warm bubble of Idrimel’s protective sphere. Nera shivered reflexively, wrapped tightly in her cloak, although she was warm as long as she stayed close to the priestess.

I guess the Solites have their uses after all, she grudgingly admitted. She didn’t want to speculate on what would have happened if the priestess and her brother hadn’t accompanied them. She’d never felt such cold in her life—could never have even imagined it before. We’d be blocks of ice atop that bloody frozen lake, I reckon.

The group had been walking for a couple hours in a relatively straight line toward a destination only Yosrick could see. Evidently with his magic, he could somehow see what the mechanical crow could. From time to time, the gnome would stop and close his eyes as if seeing from the bird’s view. A moment later, he’d adjust their bearing, and they’d continue onward. She just hoped they would make it underground soon. A glance at Idrimel’s face showed her fatigue. The strain of keeping up the spell was obviously taking its toll on the priestess.

With the whiteout conditions, the group didn’t have any warning when they left the smooth surface of the frozen lake. One moment they were moving easily on the solid although slick footing, the next they were suddenly plodding in knee-deep snow over uneven terrain hidden below the drifts. Yosrick fell on his face in a drift with a muffled curse. Nera nearly tripped on the gnome before Athyzon could hoist him back to his feet.

The companions slipped and slid as they proceeded up an incline into what looked to be hills, judging from the momentary glimpses afforded them through the blowing snow. Athyzon walked at the head, near the leading edge of the sphere, blazing a trail through waist-deep snow. Yosrick trailed him, giving directions, and Waresh walked just in front of Idrimel, who was at the center. Endira and Nera trailed, and Arron brought up the rear, alert for any sign of trouble.

Doubting anything could survive in such frigid conditions, Nera focused all her attention on putting one foot in front of the other. Her thoughts turned again to Malek, as they oft did of late. She wondered if they’d be able to get to him soon enough. He’s been gone nearly a week now, she thought grimly.

After another half hour had passed, Arron suddenly grabbed her arm. “Hold—eyes to the right!”

Snapped out of her reverie, she watched in confusion as a snowdrift off to their right suddenly shifted. Two more did the same. At first, she thought it an avalanche, but after a double take, she realized the movement was too irregular. The snowdrifts resolved into huge, white-furred creatures moving in to attack.

“Yetis!” Yosrick shouted. “Protect Idrimel—if her spell fails, we are doomed!”

The companions drew steel and readied themselves. The first beast charged at them, snow flying in huge bursts from its massive strides. It stood half again as tall as a man, face obscured by fur save for large red eyes and a dark open maw filled with wicked teeth. It gave a bellowing cry as it plunged through Idrimel’s protective aura, claws as long as daggers raised to attack.

Athyzon stepped in front of the beast. “For Sol’s glory!” he cried. He raised his greatsword for a mighty blow. 

The beast’s claws raked his mail, knocking him aside, but his sword came around and cleaved into the yeti’s thick hide on its back. It roared and backhanded Athyzon, knocking him from his feet into a snowdrift outside the sphere. The yeti snarled and pounced at the paladin.

Two more yetis charged in behind it, and Nera lost sight of Athyzon. Waresh buried his axe in the second yeti’s knee, nearly cleaving its leg off. The creature roared and collapsed on top of the dwarf like an avalanche. Yosrick slammed his warhammer into its back. Bone crunched, and the creature squealed.

The last yeti went for Idrimel, who held her shield up protectively but made no move to fight, instead focusing on maintaining her spell. Her face was creased with the strain of holding the spell preventing them from freezing to death.

Arron stepped in front of the priestess to meet the yeti’s charge. He drove his short sword into the beast’s gut and quickly withdrew, ducking its swiping claws. Blood leaked from its wound, staining its white fur a bright crimson. Nera unleashed a pair of daggers at its face. The first lodged in the thick mane of fur covering its neck while the second pierced its right eye.

The yeti wailed in pain and rage. It leaped at Nera. She dodged backward, narrowly avoiding its massive claws. She slashed with Lightslicer and took a chunk of meat out of the yeti’s forearm. The beast rushed her, and Nera slid in the snow, slipping several feet back down the slope. She managed to stay on her feet, but the sudden blast of cold and wind told her she had left the protective aura. Her hands instantly started going numb around the hilt of her dagger, and she began shivering involuntarily.

“Damned cold.” She knew she was affected disproportionately by the cold due to her innate gift of fire resistance. “Why couldn’t this be some balmy lava flow?”

The yeti hunched down to launch itself at her again, but Arron attacked its leg. His short sword flicked out and hamstrung the beast. The yeti collapsed on its knees, and Arron drove his sword and dagger into its back at nearly the same instant.

Nera forced her numb legs to move and sprinted back up the slope. Bedlam Judge was in her hand before she realized it, and she buried it in the struggling yeti’s throat. The creature fell over, and crimson spread out around it, soaking into the snow.

The protective aura was a welcome relief. She had only been outside for seconds yet knew she would have been incapacitated by the cold in no time at all. The others had the situation well in hand. Athyzon and Endira were standing over a fallen yeti, the paladin’s greatsword buried nearly to the hilt in the beast’s chest. Blood rolled down the elf’s slender arm blade. Waresh had managed to pull himself from beneath the last yeti’s bulk, and he and Yosrick were alternately chopping and pounding away at a bloody mound of fur.

“That should about do it, fellas,” Nera called.

Arron clapped her shoulder. “Well struck, Sister.” His eyes fell on Bedlam Judge, and he raised his eyebrows. “Where’d you come upon that?”

“Oh, I paid that fat bastard Rollo back for selling us out. And for… well, I thought you’d been killed, so I made sure the payback was enough. As for this—it was among his possessions, and I found myself in need of a second dagger to pair with Lightslicer.”

She hurriedly sheathed the dagger, trying to ignore the queasy feeling in her gut that it brought. Strangely, she hadn’t noticed it until Arron drew her attention to the blade. What does that bode for me if I stop noticing the effects of that fell blade? She didn’t want to ponder that thought for long, and luckily she didn’t have to.

“We must continue on with all haste,” Athyzon announced, concern in his voice. “My sister’s strength is waning from keeping up the spell.”

Idrimel looked exhausted, but she waved her brother’s helping hand away. “I can continue for a while, Brother, so long as we don’t tarry. How far is this beacon your bird found?” she asked Yosrick.

The gnome raised his visor and tugged on his straggly beard. “Perhaps half a mile or so. But it’s up over these hills a ways. The path will be difficult.” He pointed in the direction they had been going before being attacked.

“Let’s keep going, then. The sooner we’re out of this damned cold, the better.” Nera started off in the direction Yosrick indicated.

“Shall we skin one of these yetis and take its hide, Sister? It’ll keep you warm against this bitter cold.” Arron regarded her with a straight face.

“Do you jest? Who’d want to carry a smelly, itchy hide like this around?” She wrinkled her nose at the thought.

“Might keep ye from freezin’, lass,” Waresh added.

Nera snorted. “According to the gnome, we’ll be there before we could get the damned thing skinned anyway. And I’d never get the stink of it outta my clothes.”

Arron shrugged. “Was worth a try, anyway.”

Waresh chuckled, and Nera could only shake her head. She eyed one of the bloody carcasses as they continued up the slope. I sure hope Idrimel’s spell doesn’t run out before we get there, or I may have to eat my words.

The hard slog through the hills took them over half an hour, from what Nera could tell. Trudging through the snow and trying to keep from slipping and sliding took its toll, and she was exhausted by the time they saw the beacon. She and Arron were the only ones that had managed to keep their footing the whole way, and everyone was in a foul mood from the frequent spills and the tough trek.

A glow glimpsed through the swirling blizzard for some minutes finally resolved itself into a steadily burning flame, which Nera guessed was magical, atop a tall stone monument. The mouth of an open tunnel was located in its base, partially blocked by a twenty-foot-high snowdrift against the side of the tower.

Idrimel finally released her spell after a brief warning. The priestess was worse off than Nera felt, her brother having supported her for the past few minutes. She sagged, and Athyzon pulled her toward the tunnel, her feet dragging tracks through the snow.

Nera and the others ran the last few paces, eager to be out of the biting wind. The tunnel extended a dagger’s toss, where it ended at an iron portcullis. A large brazier burned merrily on the other side. The companions crowded up against the portcullis, trying to warm themselves. Nera stuck her hands through the bars, letting the flames caress her hands for a moment, while leaning in as close as she could get to the heat. A few minutes passed, and her eyelids grew heavy.

A loud squawk sounded from behind them, rousing Nera. She turned and watched Yosrick’s bird fly down from out of the blizzard, gliding smoothly into the tunnel. The gnome held up his hand, but the bird stubbornly ignored him, sailing past him and choosing to land on Nera’s horn instead.

Startled, she almost swatted the bird away, but it leaned forward and tilted its head with a soft clicking sound and peered into her face. She could see herself reflected in its shiny black eye.

“What do you want, featherbrain?” she asked. “Return to your master.”

The bird bobbed its head several times and adjusted its position, scooting back on her horn. She felt it gently pecking at her hair.

Endira laughed. “It seems to like you, Nera. Amazing how cunningly crafted it is.”

Nera reached up and gently touched the bird, afraid it might bite her, but it didn’t. It was icy cold to the touch, which surprised her although she knew it shouldn’t since it was merely a metal construct, yet it seemed so much like a living animal. Its feathers were smooth to the touch instead of silky.

The crow tolerated her stroking for a moment before squawking again. It shuffled forward on her horn and pecked at the small gemstone dangling from the earring she had mounted on the tip of her horn.

“That’s enough, you,” Yosrick grumbled. He reached out and grabbed the crow, which squawked in irritation. He spoke a magical incantation, and the bird metamorphosed into the egg once again. He returned it to its pouch and gave Nera an embarrassed smile. “Fool bird has a mind of its own, I’m afraid. Never seen it take a liking to anyone before, I must admit. Apologies about that.”

Nera couldn’t keep a grin off her face. “No harm. Interesting creature, that one.” If that is among the least of the Engineer’s creations, what would the greatest be like?

“Oi! Anyone inside there?” Waresh bellowed. He banged his mailed fist on the gate, creating a loud clanging noise.

A door in the side of the tunnel opened with a screech, and a bleary-eyed dwarf stepped into the hallway. “Who be making all that damned racket?” He stepped up to the gate and gawked at the party. “Where in the Abyss did all of ye come from?” He yawned, the powerful stench of ale on his breath.

“We came from out in that bloody blizzard! Where the shite ye think we came from?” Waresh glared at the other dwarf.

“I never seen anyone come in from out there, afore, that’s all. Just some critters and such, but those tend to stay out there. Never had no trouble at this post.” The dwarf hitched up his belt and stood straighter as he regarded them. “Sure look like a suspect bunch. How’d ye all not freeze yer sacks off out there?”

“We have some business to attend to, my good dwarf,” Arron said smoothly, stepping up beside Waresh. He tossed a silver piece through the gate. “And it’s colder than a yeti’s arse out here—what say you let us through?”

The dwarf snatched the coin with practiced ease and pocketed it in one smooth motion. “Why didn’t ye say ye had business earlier?” He gave them a grin that was missing a couple teeth. “Come on inside, mates!”

The lock sounded gritty from disuse as the dwarf wrenched the key, and Nera was afraid the key would snap. After a few moments of cursing and wriggling, the dwarf finally got the lock open with a grinding clunk. The unused hinges squealed loudly when he hauled on the gate. With Waresh pushing, they were able to muscle it open.

“Welcome to Grimdark, me friends!” the dwarf announced with another smile.




















Chapter 14

The companions stared in wonder at the organized chaos that was Grimdark, the primary city in the Deep Roads. They stood upon a broad landing at the top of a staircase extending from the mouth of the entry tunnel down to the floor of the cavern.

The entire town of Grimdark could’ve fit inside the Nexus foundry, Nera imagined. The settlement nearly filled the entire cavern, buildings and shacks clustered together and covering every square foot of available ground space, but it was also built upward. Ledges and caves were carved into the sides of the main cavern, and rickety shanties perched precariously like frightened people about to be forced to jump off at spearpoint. Ladders and catwalks crisscrossed the cavern, and lifts and nets moved goods up and down the town.

Across the cavern at the same level, she watched a porter cry out a warning before heaving a large bundle over the edge of a catwalk. The package landed in a net six stories below, where another porter, a wiry green-skinned creature that she took to be a goblin, scurried onto the net and dragged it free, narrowly avoiding the next bundle dropped.

Thankfully, the cavern was warm and humid, and Nera was able to unwrap her cloak so she could thaw out her chilled bones a bit. The smell of smoke and livestock permeated the space.

“Ah, the stench brings back memories, eh?” Arron said. “Why don’t we find a tavern and take a load off for a while?” He leaned with his elbows perched against the railing as he took in the sight beside Nera.

“Gladly.” The thought of some hot stew and a tankard of ale in her belly sounded wonderful. “I don’t recall so much bustle last time we were here.” A wagon caravan nearly blocked the road leading into town, and travelers and traders mobbed the narrow streets, much more traffic than she remembered from her brief visit there once before with Arron and Zita as they fenced some goods which were too hot to sell in Nexus.

Grimdark had supposedly been founded at the heart of all the towns and passageways scattered throughout the hundreds of miles of the cavern system. According to Yosrick, and corroborated by what she had heard before, the Deep Roads hid a number of scattered portals, yet the location of the crossroads itself wasn’t so widely known. They would have to inquire as to its location.

“This place has an ill feel to it, even more so than Nexus,” Idrimel remarked quietly. “A haven of rogues and criminals if I’ve ever seen one.” She seemed somewhat rejuvenated after having rested and spending a few minutes in prayer.

“Live a little, sister.” Nera slapped her on the back, startling the priestess. “Not all of us are bad. Some only half bad.” She grinned, making sure to show the plane-blessed her pointed canine teeth, before pushing past the Solites and leading the way down the staircase. 

Endira fell into step beside her, and the others followed, Arron trailing behind after a few moments as if lost in thought.

“Now, this is a place I could get comfortable with,” Nera said with a sideways glance at the elf. “Reminds me of the slums of Nexus a bit.” She had already picked out a couple of cutpurses lounging near the mouth of an alleyway. A moment later, the stench hit her. “Ack… Well, perhaps not. Besides the smell, I’m not sure I’d want to live here for long since everyone is literally on top of each other. But now that I’m no longer welcome in Nexus, perhaps I shall give it a chance.”

“Once we have found Malek, perhaps,” Endira said, “but from what I hear, this place is controlled by criminal syndicates. You’d not last long unaffiliated. Besides, don’t forget your bargain with Yosrick and the siblings. I would advise against antagonizing Idrimel and Athyzon too much—they have proven to be staunch companions.” She looked around Grimdark with curiosity as they stepped off the staircase and into the bustle of traffic.

Nera sighed. “Always duty with you lot, eh? The blessed ones are way too uptight… Doesn’t hurt to have them out of their comfort zones a bit. You’re right—they are useful to have around, if a tad insufferable,” she admitted when Endira gave her an amused look.

A group of merchant caravan guards eyed them with hostility as they moved up the main street into town. “Merchants” was a charitable description in this case—they looked like a thuggish group of slavers to Nera’s eye. Their wagon train, consisting of several reinforced wooden carts with barred windows, shaped like bricks on wheels, were parked in the road, nearly blocking all ingress and egress from the main street through town. A team of arrvak, giant docile lizards frequently used as beasts of burden, lay in the mud, unperturbed by the clamor around them. People jostled each other trying to squeeze around the wagons and arrvak.

A pair of ogres towered over the wagons where they were posted at either end, spiked clubs leaning casually over their shoulders. The nearest of the massive humanoids stared at Nera and her companions as they approached. They wore only loincloths, revealing flabby-looking bodies marked with numerous scars. Their soft appearance belied their great strength, however. Nera’s suspicions about the caravan were confirmed when, through the window of the nearest wagon, she saw people packed inside, shackles clinking occasionally as they moved.

The street had apparently once been dirt, but as a result of moisture dripping from the cavern ceiling as well as excrement from pack animals and likely some emptied chamberpots of residents also, it had been trampled into a foul-smelling muck.

The crack of a whip made Nera whirl. A dagger’s toss off to her right, a small group of goblins strained to move a cart loaded up with overflowing burlap sacks. The cart’s wheels had sunk into the mud, and the goblins pushed and pulled, desperately trying to get it moving again. A dark elf scowled at them, bringing the whip back to strike once again. Just then, the goblins managed to heave the cart free of the muck, and the heavy cart groaned back into motion. She caught sight of some mushrooms and tubers inside the sacks.

The dark elf caught her gaze and returned it with an icy stare. His skin was a bluish black, his eyes purple, and a shock of white hair stood up in spikes. Nera held his gaze a moment before turning her attention back to the traffic funneling through the narrow gap ahead.

“Where are we headed?” Athyzon stepped up beside her as she paused to let a loaded cart squeeze through the gap between the slaver wagon and the wall of a store. He and Idrimel wore their cowls pulled low again, to avoid undue attention. The paladin frowned as he looked around at the slaver caravan and general filth of the town.

“Somewhere warm, where we can get a hot meal in our bellies and a mug of ale,” Nera replied. “We did nearly freeze to death outside, after all. Your sister is probably weary from the effort of her spell—a brief rest would do us well.”

The Solites exchanged a glance. “Very well, but let us not tarry long, if that is acceptable?” Idrimel said.

“I don’t like it,” the paladin grumbled under his breath, but he didn’t argue.

“A meal, a drink, and some directions, then we leave,” Nera reassured them.

They didn’t have to walk far to locate a tavern. The main street seemed to consist solely of taverns, inns, whorehouses, and rundown stores. Unsavory characters loitered in the shadows of the doorways and alleys. Many of them studied the companions with interest, some with open hostility.

A wino stumbled into Idrimel. His eyes went wide when he saw her face, and he tripped over his own two feet, falling onto his backside in the muddy street.

“By Sol’s blinding light!” he exclaimed. “Angels sent down from on high, to cleanse the filth of the Deep Roads.” The drunkard stared at the siblings as if they were incarnations of Sol himself.

“Not quite, friend. Merely his humble servants,” Idrimel said with a patient smile. She reached out a hand and helped the dirty man back to his feet. She pressed a few coppers into his muddy hand.

“Thank you, milady.” The drunkard bowed awkwardly and watched them go, eyes wide with a sudden fervor, as if his faith in Sol had been restored.

“Doesn’t take you two long to make friends,” Nera said with a smile. “Or to draw all kinds of unwanted attention.” 

She was uncomfortable with the attention the group was attracting. Despite the siblings wearing their cowls up, all eyes still seemed drawn to the party, perhaps by the mere presence projected by the Solites. In an unsavory town such as Grimdark, such attention could prove deadly.

She hurriedly picked a tavern called The Piper’s Flagon, stopping at the edge of the porch to get a feel for the place. The notes of a jaunty tune drifted through the open door, along with the appetizing smell of roasting meat from the kitchen. The establishment didn’t look any seedier than any of the others, and she was tired and ready to rest for a bit. 

“What about this one?” she asked.

The companions’ reactions were predictable: Idrimel and Athyzon looked at it with disapproval while Arron and Endira were agreeable. Waresh and Yosrick, unsurprisingly, seemed downright eager to step inside.

“Very well, in we go.” As she stepped onto the porch, she felt eyes on her. She shot a sharp glance at a pair of toughs lounging against the wall. One was smoking a pipe, from which he exhaled a thick cloud of smoke in her direction. She could smell the acrid odor of civet. The other spat a gob of phlegm onto the creaky wooden floor an inch from Nera’s boot.

“Mind your spittle, arsehole, lest I ram my dagger through your scurvy sack.” Nera glared at the pair of scruffy humans.

“This one’s got a mouth on her.” The smoker coughed in surprise, eyebrows raised.

“Aye, I reckon I could find a use for that mouth,” replied the spitter with a leer. The two of them laughed.

“Piss off before me boot finds yer arses. Find somewhere else to harass the customers.” Waresh planted himself between Nera and the two toughs, one hand stroking the haft of his axe and a deadly glint in his eye, as if hoping they’d be foolish enough to start a fight.

After a moment, the toughs backed down, the spitter muttering a curse as they sauntered off.

Nera studied Waresh, surprised he’d been the one to defend her. Any other time, Arron would’ve had my back. She glanced over her shoulder to find him intently watching the crowd behind them on the street. He’s distant now… not the same after his experience. The dungeons must’ve been tough on him. She cursed herself for a fool at the thought. Of course, the Magehunter dungeons would have been unpleasant for anyone. He’ll likely just need some time to get over it, that’s all.

“After ye, lass.” Waresh gestured for her to enter, the hint of a mischievous grin on his face.

“Just so you know, I had that well in hand, dwarf. But I suppose thanks are in order just the same.” She smiled and smacked him on the pauldron of his armor before stepping inside.

The Piper’s Flagon was crowded, but the group managed to find a table just vacated by a group of laborers. A piper sat on the edge of a small stage, playing merrily away at some tune while a few patrons whistled and tapped their feet in time with the music. A fire roared in the hearth, and the heat of the common room felt good as Nera lounged back in her chair.

A harried barmaid quickly cleared the table and took their orders, disappearing into the kitchen a moment later. The group sat in companionable silence, everyone either too tired or too preoccupied for conversation. Their drinks arrived in short order, and Nera slaked her thirst on a dark ale that was a tad bitter for her taste, but she didn’t complain.

After a meal of roasted mutton, carrots, potatoes, and heavy biscuits slathered in butter, Nera leaned back in her chair with a full belly. The food was better than expected, and judging by the cleaned plates and few complaints, her companions felt the same.

“Where is this crossroads we need to get to?” Endira asked.

After everyone exchanged uncertain looks, Yosrick spoke up. “The place we seek is operated by a group known as the Order of Peraphrax. I suspect it has a local name, but I know not what that might be.”

“We can make some inquiries and spread some coin around,” Arron offered. “It can’t be a great secret.”

“Actually, it’s not very well known. I only came across its existence during some recent studies.” Yosrick looked around at the group. “The name Dron Reach was associated with it—perhaps that’s a section of the caverns where we can find it.”

“Well enough,” Athyzon spoke up. “Do you know the best way to find the Dron Reach?” he asked the barmaid, who had just approached.

The plump, middle-aged woman shook her head. “Nay, that I don’t, sir. You could try Menlo, the innkeep. He was a caravan master traveling throughout these parts for many a year before retiring here to start this tavern.”

The companions counted out coins and paid the woman, who wished them well before waiting on another group of travelers.

“Arron and I can take care of getting directions,” Nera said. “The rest of you, why don’t you meet us out near the staircase where we entered town?”

“Yes, that would be best. The filth of this place offends my senses.” Athyzon got up from his seat and waved for the others to follow.

“Must not offend them too badly—you cleaned your plate, you big oaf,” Nera muttered quietly. “Oi, make sure you keep to yourselves!” she called as the others got up and followed the paladin. “We don’t need any ruckuses while we’re here.”

“Since when don’t you want to make a ruckus?” Arron regarded her with amusement.

“It’s all this damned talk of duty and whatnot,” she said with a sigh. “Enough to make one act all grown up and responsible. That’s what leaders do, right? Try to keep the boyos out of trouble?”

“You sound like an old maid, Sister.” His crooked grin made her smile in return.

“Aye, at the rate this quest is going, perhaps I will be afore this is all said and done. Let’s go find this Menlo so we can be away from here.”




***




Idrimel trailed her companions back down the street. She was troubled to see the slaver caravan still blocking the road. A righteous anger simmered at the sight of the miserable people being carted around like livestock. The giant arrvak lizards seemed to have a better life than the slaves.

An angry exchange erupted ahead as a pair of warriors cursed at the caravan guards to move their wagons. An arrow lodged in the mud between one of the men’s feet, and he thought better of quarreling with the guards, especially when one of the ogres frowned at him. They moved off, faces hard with anger, and taunts were hurled in their wake.

As Idrimel approached, she saw the group of guards and wagon hands had swelled to about a dozen human, elven, and mixed-race individuals lounging against the nearest wagon, acting oblivious to their obstruction as the crowd was forced to circumvent them. The men passed a pair of flasks around, and a couple of them smoked on pipes.

A half-elf with an eyepatch covering one eye and a short sword on his hip leered at Endira as she passed, who studiously ignored him, before shifting his attention to Idrimel and Athyzon. His lone eye widened, and he nudged the tough next to him. Soon, the whole group was staring at Idrimel and Athyzon.

The attention wasn’t lost on the siblings. “I don’t like this, Sister,” the paladin said under his breath.

Too late, Idrimel realized her cowl had slipped back. Before she could react, one of the men stepped forward, leering at her blatantly. “Say, beautiful, me and the lads were wonderin’… Do angels have feathers covering their gashes?” The man turned and looked back at the group, which roared laughter at that.

When the tough turned back around, Athyzon’s armored gauntlet slammed into his face, lifting him off his feet and depositing him on the ground unconscious several paces away. His jaw had been deformed to one side, obviously broken, and blood trickled out of his slack mouth.

Waresh hooted with laughter. “Har! That bastard’s feet left the ground!”

Athyzon glared dangerously at the crew, his hand on the hilt of Redeemer. “Your vile words offend my sister and I. Speak to us no more and be about your business.”

Huge feet thumped loudly into the muck as one of the ogres lumbered closer. “Hrrrm. You hit Rorik? Me hit you back!” he shouted, face filled with glee. The ogre lifted his club and wound up for a mighty swing.

“Hold!” a voice called. A short, portly dwarf wearing a broad-brimmed black hat with a white feather through it strode up, hands on hips. He had knee-high black boots with big silver buckles and wore a rich-looking crimson tunic and breeches. His beard was oiled and braided into a tight length resting across his substantial belly and tucked into his belt. “What is happening here?” He was flanked by a pair of Canician bodyguards more than twice his height.

“That angel bastard there attacked Rorik and laid him out flat, Master Darkstone,” the half-elf with the eyepatch said. “Me and the lads all saw ʼem.” He licked his lips nervously but seemed to find courage from his nodding friends at his back.

Likely, his courage is fueled by that flask of booze, as well.

Darkstone glowered at the companions, eyes darting from them to survey his wagons. “You see them sneakin’ about the caravan or anything?” His eyes finally settled on his fallen man, taking in his broken jaw and bloody chin.

Waresh snorted loudly. “Do I look like I do any sneakin’? If I’ve a mind to go somewhere, ye’ll see me coming, that’s Reiktir’s own truth.” He glared belligerently at the slave master.

Darkstone ignored Waresh, staring hard at Idrimel and then Athyzon. “Well, a pair of plane-blessed! And here in Grimdark, the arsehole of the planes! I’ll be buggered with a trident.” He smiled, lips curling in an expression devoid of any warmth or humor.

Idrimel took a step backward unconsciously. The second ogre had tried to sidle nearer as unobtrusively as a ten-foot-tall humanoid weighing over six hundred pounds could.

“Apologies, Master Dwarf. It was a simple misunderstanding is all,” Athyzon said.

“What he means to say is that arsehole lyin’ there ran his mouth off and insulted the lady here.” Waresh nodded toward Idrimel. “And the fool got what he deserved.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared hard at the slave master.

Athyzon didn’t deny it. “Perhaps your man will be wiser in whom he chooses to insult in the future. At any rate, we must be on our way now.” He turned to leave.

“Not so fast. There’s the matter of my man here. He’ll be needing some healing for that mashed face, which costs coin.” Darkstone rubbed his fingers together as if they didn’t understand the concept.

“Sol blesses me with some healing ability, which I’d be happy to apply to your man,” Idrimel offered although she was ashamed to admit the thought of healing the foul-mouthed guard disgusted her. “Or we can just pay you for the inconvenience,” she added when Darkstone’s scowl deepened. She reached for her coin purse. This is not going well. Why can some people not be reasonable over a misunderstanding?

“Nay, we will not be payin’ this dandy prick even a copper.” Waresh stayed her hand, stepping in front of her beside Athyzon, who had turned back to face the slave master. “This lot will get nothing from us, and that whoreson”—he pointed to the fallen guard—“will perhaps learn to hold his flapping lips next time. Count yer losses and move on.”

Darkstone’s face darkened as if seeing Waresh for the first time. “Do you have any idea how much a pair of plane-blessed would fetch as slaves? There are those who would pay dearly.” His eyes gleamed with greed or lust, perhaps both—Idrimel couldn’t be sure.

She shivered under his unwholesome stare, fighting back the urge to again cover her features with her cowl, but she didn’t want to appear intimidated.

Darkstone waved to his ogre guards. “Kill this bloody dwarf and capture the others. The gnome I could give two shites about.”

Idrimel blinked in surprise when Nera suddenly appeared behind the dwarf as if from thin air, clumsily knocking into him and sending him stumbling forward, hat tumbling off his head. The dwarf just managed to save his hat from landing in the muck after tipping it up in the air off his fingertips a couple times. He secured it against his chest as though it was some precious treasure. The nearest Canician snarled at Nera, obviously startled by her presence, and raised its spear threateningly.

“Easy there, flea bag.” Nera held her hands up innocently. She backed away toward the companions, but her eyes were on the slave master. “Sorry, my little friend, I didn’t see you down there—I was too busy being intimidated by your large ogres there. You know, you could try parking your wagons over a bit so traffic can pass. It would avoid any more unfortunate misunderstandings like these.” She put a hand to Athyzon’s and Waresh’s breastplates and tried to urge them to back down. “Don’t mind us. We were just leaving.”

Everyone was frozen in an uneasy silence for a long moment. 

Darkstone finally settled his hat back on his head, face red with anger. “What are you stupid oafs waiting for? I gave you an order!” he bellowed at the ogres.

The nearest ogre swung his club, a mighty blow that would have felled a mammoth had it hit. Everyone scrambled out of the way, and the huge club whooshed harmlessly past them. The second ogre lumbered up, barging the first aside with a shoulder check and bringing his club downward in a vicious swing. Athyzon shoved Idrimel out of the way, and the huge club slammed hard into the ground with a massive spray of muck. A spike from the club struck Athyzon, piercing the mail and sinking into his calf just above his greave plate. The spike lodged in the muscle, knocking him violently to the ground. The snap of bone was audible, but the paladin’s grunt of pain was muffled by the mud.

The ogre grinned, yanking on the club and dragging the paladin through the muck toward him. He raised his club again, when Yosrick darted into view, runes glowing on the head of his warhammer. His height was perfect for the blow he delivered to the ogre’s knee. Bone crunched, and sinew tore. The beast’s knee deformed, and he fell heavily onto his side with a roar of agony.

As the gnome drew back, Waresh lunged in and buried his axe in the beast’s skull. The club fell from nerveless fingers, and his eyes glazed over.

“Any more of ye whoresons—” Waresh’s taunt was cut off by an arrow that lodged between his pauldron and breastplate. “Arrr… Bloody damned archers!” He gritted his teeth and snapped the arrow shaft, leaving just a couple inches protruding from his wound.

An elf knelt on top of one of the prison wagons, smoothly nocking another arrow. The pair of Canician guards was charging the group, and the human guards now were advancing with swords, daggers, and cudgels in hand. Darkstone had fallen back and was waving and hollering for reinforcements. Idrimel guessed they were about to be outnumbered by three to one, if not more.

Make that more since they’ve got ogres, she thought as the second ogre leaped over his fallen comrade, face flushed with rage.

“You killed me brudder!” he roared. The huge club rose up, and Idrimel could only stare as the ogre prepared to pound her to pulp. The blow never came. Instead, the ogre’s eyes went blank with confusion. He stopped suddenly, looked around for a moment, and then wandered off, club dragging in the mud.

“That won’t last for long. We must go now!” Endira cried. A red nimbus surrounded her head.

Just as the elven archer was about to loose another arrow, a throwing knife appeared in his chest, sending him tumbling off the roof of the wagon. Another knife lodged in Darkstone’s shoulder blade. He screeched and dove for cover under the nearest wagon. His precious hat wasn’t fortunate enough to escape the mud as before, nor were his fancy clothes.

“Got that little bugger,” Nera said with a nasty grin. “Time we get out of here!” She waved at everyone to flee.

The half-elf with the eye patch stabbed at Nera with his short sword, but Arron intercepted him, parrying his blade away and running him through.

Idrimel ducked as one of the Canicians stabbed at her. She swung her mace and scored a glancing blow off the shaggy dogman’s thigh. He growled and stabbed again, but she blocked with her shield and slammed him on the arm. His growls turned to a squeal of pain, and his spear arm sagged, useless. After a moment, he switched the spear to his other arm.

Suddenly, Idrimel was struck blind. She cried out in shock, stumbling away, her vision turned to blackness.

A hand seized her by the upper arm. 

“Come on, we need to flee. They are too many!” 

She recognized Nera’s voice. After a moment, from the curses and cries around her, she realized she wasn’t the only one who couldn’t see.

Of course, it’s a darkness spell of some sort!

After half a dozen paces, the darkness abruptly vanished. Yosrick was a few steps ahead of them, trying to prop up Athyzon, who was hopping along on his unwounded leg. The sight of the gnome, half the paladin’s height, trying to assist him would have almost been comical, had her brother not been injured.

Idrimel rushed over and laid her hands on Athyzon, chanting a powerful healing spell granted by Sol. Her hands glowed with healing energy, and after a moment, the bone knit back together and the wound closed. His face, although covered in mud, relaxed from the reprieve of pain.

“My thanks, Sister.”

She nodded, looking quickly around. Nera and Endira were in the lead while Arron and Waresh covered their retreat as they fled toward the outskirts of Grimdark.

The slavers didn’t seem to have much appetite in following after the heavy losses suffered. Soon, the companions passed the last of the shanties and the perimeter of pole-mounted torches at the edge of the town.

They entered the cavernous darkness of the Deep Roads.




















Chapter 15

“What did I say about making a ruckus?” Nera shook her head. “You lot are as bad as Arron.”

“I wasn’t even there! I was with you the whole time,” Arron protested, trying to look innocent across the campfire.

The companions had stopped a couple miles outside of Grimdark at a spot that was clearly used often for a campsite. Deep wagon tracks marred the moist dirt, and manure from horses and arrvak was scattered around the area, as well as the remains of a good-sized campfire. A mutual decision was made to camp and rest and recuperate. Fortunately, a few half-burned logs had remained, which they were able to reignite.

After a moment, a slow grin stole over Nera’s face. “Well, we did make it out of there alive.”

“Aye, that we did, lass,” Waresh agreed. He was swiveling his arm around, no longer in pain from the arrow wound after Idrimel had removed it and healed him. Besides Athyzon’s leg wound, the others had sustained only minor cuts and bruises.

“And…” Nera paused dramatically to get everyone’s attention. She held up a fat velvet coin purse. “We came out of it a little better off.”

“Where’s that from?” Arron asked.

“That little piss-stain dandy of a dwarf. Serves him right to lose his profits off slaving. Will cost him even more to pay for healers and to hire more guards.” She held open the purse so they could see the fat gold coins filling it.

“Too bad he wasn’t put out of commission for good,” Idrimel said quietly. When her brother raised his eyebrows, she replied, “Sol frowns on the enslavement of one’s fellow men.”

Athyzon nodded. “Yes, but it’s not our place to set things right in this forsaken place. We have our own quest to attend to.”

“Aye, that we do,” Nera added. “We were fortunate that innkeep knew where to find this Dron Reach.” She pulled a small piece of parchment from one of the pouches on her belt and unrolled it. Menlo, the innkeep, had been more than happy to sketch out a quick map after being prompted with a couple silvers, which Nera considered blatant robbery, but she was forced to admit they were in a hurry so had haggled only halfheartedly. Arron hadn’t seemed much interested in the negotiation, leaving her to it.

It’s fortunate we didn’t tarry any longer since they obviously can’t be left alone without starting a ruckus.

Yosrick looked up with interest. The gnome knelt on the ground, his gauntlets, boots, hammer, and shield neatly laid out before him. He had been muttering arcane commands for the past several minutes as he re-enchanted his gear following the battle.

“How far to the crossroads?” Endira asked.

“He wasn’t sure where this Order of Peraphrax is, exactly, but says if we’re lucky then we’ll make it to the Dron Reach in three days. He heard tell of a temple in those parts, which sounds promising.” Nera took a drink from her waterskin.

Waresh grunted. “And if we’re unlucky?”

“If we’re unlucky, then we’ll have to deal with wandering monsters and bandits known to set ambushes between these great caverns here, which he says are the Ulm Caverns,” Nera said, pointing at the map, “and the Dron Reach, which is a ways off the well-traveled routes.”

“Good,” Waresh said. “I was afraid I’d get bored from all the walking.”

Nera rolled her eyes. Three days of walking is too damned slow, but as long as we don’t run into any more trouble, then that will be fine with me. Sabyl, please let us find Malek before it’s too late.




***




Waresh sat beside the dimming coals of the campfire, lost in thought as he kept solitary watch. His companions were rolled up in their cloaks around the fire, and soft snores reached his ears. Despite Nera’s insistence on making haste, the group had decided to rest for the night in order to cover a great deal of ground the following day. They were weary from the trying march across the surface of Yuez’hite and the battle in Grimdark.

Nera stirred nearby, muttering something in her sleep. She turned over, her face troubled as if in the grips of some bad dream.

At first, Waresh had thought it laughable that the rogue would have the mettle to lead them off a sealed-off Nexus and onward to the Gray Lands in search of some mage who she believed could help them—not to mention the lunacy the Solites and gnome believed about going to the Abyss and retrieving the mythical Engineer. Waresh had only hoped to escape Nexus and his sentence, eventually hoping this Malek or some other mage could free him from his thrice-damned collar.

Yet here they were, well on their way. He had to admit he admired the rogue’s pluck and attitude. She had proven competent in a fight and hadn’t broken and run as most rogues he had known would’ve. Perhaps there is some truth to Idrimel’s foolish claims that Nera is the one meant to restore Nexus and save the multiverse, or however that blather went.

He realized he had come to miss the companionship of a party united in their duties, having worked solitary as a retrieval officer for so long. The days he’d spent on the road as a caravan guard, and before that with the ill-fated expedition, had been enjoyable periods in his life, at least up until Dammerfang and the bitter end.

His thoughts of the expedition caused his eyes to turn back to Heartsbane, resting on his lap. The light of the embers shone along the axe’s wicked edge as if it were imbued with hellfire. He rubbed a damp rag along the crack where the head met the haft, worrying at some dried bit of ogre brain that had crusted there.

The battle with the slavers in Grimdark had been brief, fortunately. Heartsbane’s siren call hadn’t been as intense as he knew it would have been had the battle gone on for more than a short couple minutes. As it was, the magical darkness that had descended over them surprised him and helped to loosen the axe’s grip enough to help him win that unseen battle, a silent and solitary one he fought each time he wielded the axe.

A soft clatter in the darkness drew his attention, and he leapt to his feet, crossing the fire and putting it at his back so his eyes could readjust. He stood for a long moment, watching and listening, but heard nothing. Eventually, he decided some small animal was likely scurrying on its way through the night.

Resuming his seat, he lay Heartsbane down on the stone ground beside him. He was underground again for the first time in years, and the darkness and weight of all the earth around him were comforting. I hadn’t realized how long it has been that I’ve been on the run now—too damned long. Would that I could end it and save me clan some small amount of honor. The thought of crawling back home like a beaten dog and submitting to his sister’s judgment crossed his mind as it was wont to do from time to time.

Sioned. I’m sure the hold is in good hands now, likely much better off than it would’ve been in me hands. He thought sadly of his sister’s bright eyes, which gleamed like polished chrysolite, her curly auburn hair, and her quick smile. Aye, if ever I see her face again, it’ll be right before the headsman shortens me permanently.

Waresh leaned back as the embers faded and remembered.




***




He stood before a sturdy wooden door edged with iron bands and covered with protective runes, but he feared them not. The door would still be barred from the inside, but as a prince of the mountain hall, he knew the command words to deactivate the runes.

“Thromble et nakingung,” Waresh commanded in Dwarven. The cool, glowing blue runes faded until they matched the color of the dull iron bands.

He pushed on the door, but as he’d suspected, it was barred. That door, leading to his family’s private chambers, he had entered many times as a child and later as a younger man. The pair of household guards he had just slain were bleeding out on the floor a couple paces away.

Heartsbane pulsed in his hand, and the war drums resumed their booming in his head, even more commandingly than earlier. His vision tinged red again. He would not find peace until he had finished what he had started.

Gain their respect—slay the king and seize the throne. He didn’t know if the thoughts were his own or those of Heartsbane, but it mattered not. He must obey them.

With a cry, Waresh raised the axe overhead and sent it crashing into the door with all his might. The wood splintered and cracked. A tug removed the axe, revealing a ragged crack in the wood.

Waresh put his eye to the crack and peered inside the chamber, his face twisted into a bloodthirsty leer. Words could not describe the fear and anguish on the faces of his family inside as he prepared to murder them.

More blows followed, how many he did not know, but soon enough, the door was a splintered ruin. He kicked out the lower panel and ducked through and into his parents’ chambers.

“Stop this madness, Son! I command ye as yer father! And as yer king!” Bhalkam Hammerhelm stood protectively in front of his wife, Runarria. His father was still powerfully built despite his advancing years, with only a slight stoop to his back. His dark eyes blazed with anger above his bushy gray beard, and he held his mighty warhammer, Fiendcrusher, the Hammer of Kings, in a steady hand.

Waresh strode across the room, stopping a few paces away. “This is how it must be,” he growled.

“Ye don’t have to do this, me son,” Runarria pleaded. “Please, lay down the axe. Yer father will abdicate if that will stop ye from continuing on this course to damnation.”

Mother, I don’t want to hurt anyone—help me! His voice cried out pitiably in the background of his mind, but the booming drums of bloodshed drowned it out. Tears ran freely down Waresh’s face, and his hands trembled, but the call of Heartsbane would not be denied.

Bhalkam glanced at his wife sharply at her offer that he abdicate. Some understanding passed between them, and he turned back to Waresh, shoulders slumping. “Please, Son. Do as yer mother asks. There has been enough bloodshed in this stronghold—our people already are filled with sorrow after that cursed expedition. I will step aside and let ye take the throne of the Silver Anvil Hall if that’s what it will take to end this madness.” His eyes flickered to Heartsbane.

“I… cannot… I’m sorry,” Waresh managed to say before his conscious thoughts were trampled to the background. Reiktir will damn me to the Abyss for this! He grimaced and watched the axe raise in front of him as if wielded by another. “This must be done before I can rest peacefully.”

“I wish Reiktir would have turned ye aside from that path to Torval’s Hold where Dammerfang reigned. Yer mind is no longer yer own. Ye have become Belgond’s butcher.” Bhalkam raised his hammer in hands. “Go now, my love. Escape through the tunnels and see that our daughter doesn’t have to witness such evil.”

Sioned… is she here? I have not seen her for years. His sister had been sent away several years prior, to join the service of Reiktir’s Shining Blades, the dwarven god’s order of paladins. He tried to follow that thought, but it was scattered like a wisp of smoke by the crimson haze. His ears heard a cold, emotionless voice coming from far away, and he belatedly realized it was his own.

“There will be no escape. I have blocked the tunnels. Even now, they are filled with poisonous fumes from the fires I lit. Stand and face yer end by me hand.”

Bhalkam’s face changed from sadness and pity to anger. “Ye are not me son—ye are a monster enslaved to Belgond and that cursed weapon. I disown ye, Waresh Hammerhelm! Sioned will become the Lady of Silver Anvil Hall after me death. And may Reiktir damn ye to the Abyss!”

Unable to bear any more conversation, Waresh attacked.




***




Waresh roused from his reverie with a start. He grimaced at the remembered pain of slaying his parents, the heartbreaking torment of being unable to stay his own hand. The red haze had not been merciful enough to veil his eyes. Instead, he remembered every bitter detail about that cursed night. He sniffled and wiped the moisture leaking from his eyes at the memories.

Heartsbane gleamed beside him. Even then, he felt the urge to seize it in his hand and feel the effortless power that came over him when he wielded it. He fought off the urge and spat into the darkness.

The embers of the campfire had died out some time before. It was likely past time to rouse Yosrick for the final watch, but he didn’t bother. No sleep would be coming for him during what remained of the night. Even if it would, he wanted no part of the nightmares it would bring.




















Chapter 16

Malek gasped and leaned against a stone windowsill, breath ragged in his chest. His legs burned from the exertion of climbing the tower. He had so far counted over four hundred steps and had no idea how much farther to the top. The interior was unadorned. Nothing inside gave any clue as to the tower’s purpose. The stone steps remained solid despite the passage of time. They were cleanly hewn by skilled stonemasons and wound in a tight circle around the inside of the spire, disappearing into the darkness above.

Thus far, he had managed to avoid any more undead, sparing him any more fighting. He had seen and heard the skeletons sporadically in the fog, probably a couple dozen, moving about in what he had a sneaking suspicion was a search pattern. He took his time to avoid them and eventually had to stop and find a place to sleep before making it to the center square and tower. He didn’t know if he would be able to fend them off for long if he did come across any. His magic reserve was getting critically low, and his leg still pained him, forcing him to run in a limping shuffle, even less graceful than many of the roaming undead.

Outside the tall, narrow window, the fog was impenetrable. He could see nothing below or in the distance, only the swirling gray mist. The bottom half of the tower was dark and windowless, and the stale air had burned his lungs. At least the window offered fresher air although it had the oily dampness of the fog.

This is foolish. I’m wasting my energy climbing this tower for no reason. If my luck doesn’t hold, the undead will trap me inside. In spite of his fears, an impetus he couldn’t understand compelled him to reach the top.

Pushing off the wall, he resumed his climb, using the staff to take some of the weight off his wounded leg. The tower grew dim again as he moved away from the window, but after a time, he could see light spilling down from above. Whether it was from more windows or a different opening, he would soon find out.

The light grew brighter and brighter until he had to shade his eyes. His robes clung to him, sticky with sweat, and he gasped harshly for breath, winded by the climb. Finally, he reached the top of the stairwell and was nearly blinded. He was struck speechless when he stepped out of the tower and onto a circular platform about ten paces in diameter.

The sun shone blindingly from high overhead, and Malek had to squint his eyes after days spent in the gloom. He felt as if he’d stepped outside into the first bright sunshine after a long winter storm, blinding in its intensity and reflecting off snow-covered ground. He was heartened by simply seeing the sun and feeling its warmth on his skin.

Once his eyes adjusted, the view made him feel as if he was standing in a lighthouse high above a storm. All around below him was a roiling sea of fog as far as the eye could see. The gray mass almost seemed to suck in and trap the light of the sun as a morass would an unlucky traveler. From his high vantage, he could feel the blight of the fog—like a smothering blanket of negative energy, a disease spread across the carcass of the land, preventing it from regenerating and regrowing anew. Whatever power controlled the undead had created the fog. He was sure of it.

His attention was drawn to the staff. It was thrumming with energy in his hand. A powerful magic had awakened, and sunlight blazed in the many facets of the large emerald. When he focused his second sight on the staff, he gasped in awe.

The Staff of Preservation was alive with power, fueled by the sunlight—not just any power, but earth magic, vitality. Malek gently tapped into the flow and channeled it through himself, healing the deep, festering wound in his leg. Cool power cleansed and knit the damaged muscle and tissue, and the pain receded. His aches and pains were soothed, and he felt stronger than he had in days, if not weeks. Alistor had created an artifact of great wonder.

“Use it to heal the land.” Alistor’s last wish. If I can heal the land, I can survive here.

The thought took root, and Malek was emboldened at having a task to tend to, a focus for his efforts besides fleeing the undead and waiting to die from starvation and thirst.

The staff needed sunlight to power the magic. Below the fog, it would be powerless again, just an ordinary staff. He had no way of knowing if the fog covered the entire land, but he’d never make it far enough to find out. In order to heal the land, he would need to get rid of the cursed fog. To do that meant to find the source and destroy it.

Has fate led me to this?

He knew the task would not be easy, but his survival hinged upon his success. If he could cleanse the plague from the land, as Alistor had hoped, that would be a feat he could be proud of. He clenched the staff harder, his determination renewed.

“If you are truly my ancestor, Alistor, I shall make you proud,” he vowed.




***




Malek was trapped.

He had spent many hours resting atop the tower, enjoying the sunshine’s warmth and watching the sun set over the horizon as he made his plans. Using the staff, he had drawn as much vitality into himself as he felt he could hold. As darkness fell, he had descended from the tower. 

Malek would have to use his power sparingly, as he suspected his destruction of the last skeleton that had attacked him had somehow drawn the attention of the dark presence behind the undead and the fog. If necessary, he could try to climb the tower again the following day to renew his energy, but he wasn’t going to count on that. Time was against him—he had run out of food the past day, and his waterskin was nearly dry. Fatigue and lack of sustenance were taking a toll. The vitality gained from the staff could only sustain him somewhat—he still needed food and drink before his body gave out.

His suspicions about the undead seemed to have been confirmed. An intelligence was driving them. Shortly after exiting the tower, he had been herded down a narrow passage, a dead end. A toppled column blocked the road ahead.

Somehow, the undead had found him despite his attempts to hide and avoid any he found. He had stepped foot outside the spire for mere minutes before they began pursuing him. Like a disturbed anthill, the inner city was now swarming with skeletons. At first, a few at a time had appeared, then a score or two, then a hundred. He didn’t doubt there were likely thousands, all being drawn toward him, guided by some dark master.

The stitch in his side shot painful cramps through his abdomen, and he struggled to fill his lungs with air as he ran from the undead pursuing him.

Desperately, he scanned the way ahead, looking for a path through the blockage. He might’ve been able to climb over it had he more time, but a quick glance over his shoulder revealed the tireless undead just a few paces behind. In his weakened state, he knew he wouldn’t make it. He could picture the skeletons’ bony fingers clamping onto his legs and dragging him down, screaming, into their mass, where their splintered teeth would tear him apart piece by piece.

No. I won’t die like that. I must fight or die, and that means using the power.

Malek lurched to a stop, his breathing harsh, and turned to face the undead. Over the noise of his ragged breathing, the skeletons approached in a silent mass, the only sound the clattering of their bony feet on the cobblestones. A few loose pieces of metal jingled, from scraps of armor or jewelry adorning them.

Nearly two score skeletons pursued him, crowding into the narrow lane as they moved at a brisk lurching shuffle, just feet away. He knew many more were in the vicinity. The lead skeleton must have been a warrior in life, for it wore a dented helm and greaves that rattled around on its shins. It held a rusty longsword in its hand.

Malek summoned the power inside and focused it, picturing a huge battering ram of force. The energy warmed him as it thrummed through his veins, temporarily giving him a boost of strength and clarity of mind. He released it as the warrior skeleton raised its sword to strike him from a couple paces away.

The force hit Malek’s pursuers with bone-crushing force. The warrior skeleton was blasted into bone fragments. The armor pieces and sword ripped through the rest of the horde, propelled by his battering ram of force. The rest of them were pulverized to bone splinters. The sound of their destruction was that of a sudden hailstorm as the bone fragments rained onto the street, amidst a few scattered clangs of armor pieces.

Malek slumped back against the fallen column, finally able to catch his breath as the cramp in his side faded. He took stock of his situation and knew immediately it wasn’t good.

He had released a substantial amount of power in destroying the skeletons. He couldn’t return to the tower until the next day to try to acquire more vitality through the staff. Whatever force had animated the skeletons was surely now aware of his presence.

He wouldn’t last until morning.

With a deep breath, he clambered atop the ruined column blocking the lane. Mercifully, the way ahead was momentarily clear of undead. He dropped down on the other side and continued onward in his search for whoever or whatever was the current master of Valirial.




















Chapter 17

Arron sidled up beside Nera. He motioned for them to drop back a few paces from the party. She glanced sideways at her brother, noting he seemed anxious. He’s been acting strange ever since he escaped the dungeons.

“What’s on your mind, Brother?” She stopped for a moment, watching the others continue on. 

They had been walking for what she guessed to be eight or so hours after having broken camp that morning. Endira noticed their absence and glanced back curiously after a few paces, but Nera waved her on.

“A team of galloping oxen could pass more silently through a glassblower’s shop, eh Sister?” Arron clapped Nera on the shoulder, and they resumed walking.

Arron spoke the truth. With the exception of Endira, the other companions could’ve raised the dead with their noise. The two followers of Sol and especially Yosrick and Waresh clattered and clanked their way along. Mail jingled, buckles creaked, boots scuffed on the ground, and loose pebbles were kicked and rattled off in the darkness as the group made their way through the immense cavern. Nera grinned at the comparison. She didn’t know if oxen could actually gallop, but the mental image was amusing.

“Aye, that they could. But you know that very few can move as quietly as us when we want.”

“Truly spoken. I fear whatever lurks in these caverns won’t have any trouble springing an ambush if they are inclined to.” She noticed his eyes were constantly probing the darkness for any signs of trouble. They walked in silence for a few paces before Arron spoke again. “So you truly think Malek is in the Gray Lands?”

Nera nodded. “Aye, Endira picked up an impression from the Pale Lord’s mind during the battle before Malek was banished. I don’t know how their mind-bender abilities work, but I believe her. I could feel some odd feedback when he tried to probe my mind, so I’m sure she could discern much more than I. It makes sense, anyway, since the Pale Lord sealed off all the corruptors in the Gray Lands before that world died.”

Arron’s grim look showed that he thought their likelihood of success was very low, but he was kind enough not to say so.

Unable to resist the impulse, she reached up and touched the heavy silver ring seated on her horn. She didn’t want to think of the implication Arron obviously had already considered—that Malek had been gone nearly a week, likely without enough food and water, not to mention weakened and wounded from the battle.

Arron caught her gesture, and his face softened, green eyes twinkling. “You have feelings for him, don’t you?”

Nera felt her face go hot. “Nonsense. That green mageling never paid up for the last couple days he owed me, that’s all. I think that’s the least he can do—we can’t quite go back home and forget this ever happened, right?”

“If that’s what you tell yourself to sleep better at night,” Arron said with a smug grin that irritated her to no end.

She stomped on Arron’s foot, and he yelped, hopping away. She grinned to herself and lengthened her stride to catch up to the others.

“Nera, wait! No hard feelings.” Arron fell into step beside her once again, his bruised foot evidently forgotten. “Let me take a look at this Bracer of Fellraven for a moment.”

She eyed him askance. He tried to act nonchalant, but a glint in his eyes betrayed his keen interest.

“It looks the same as the last time you saw it. Why so interested?”

Arron shrugged. “I just thought perhaps you should try it again… Would save us from traipsing around in the dark for days and likely blundering into a trap.”

“Aye… perhaps we should. I’ll try again once we stop to rest.”

They caught up to the others and continued on for another hour before Idrimel called a halt. Nera took the opportunity to drink from her waterskin and chew a piece of salted meat. She saw Arron watching her and nervously fingered the pouch containing the bracer. Instinctively, she knew it would fail just as it had the last time she tried to open a portal to the Gray Lands. She was spared from failing to activate the artifact again by the priestess.

“I sense a darkness out there.” Idrimel paused, holding her holy symbol aloft and turning as if trying to pinpoint the source of her concern.

“Can ye be a tad more specific, lass? We are surrounded by darkness deep underground, in case ye hadn’t noticed,” Waresh quipped.

Arron and Yosrick chuckled. Nera smiled but watched the priestess uneasily, one hand on Lightslicer’s hilt.

“Something is there… lying in wait, perhaps a few hundred paces in that direction.” Idrimel pointed ahead and to their left.

Most of them could see well enough in the gloom, which was abated by the faint illumination given off by glowing moss on the walls and ceilings. Runes carved into the ground or boulders along the way marked the road—not that it was hard to miss as it was a flat expanse mostly over stone worn smooth from countless feet, hooves, and wheels over the years, broken only by shallow puddles of water collecting from the dripping ceiling.

Endira closed her eyes for a moment. When she reopened them, she seemed concerned. “I sense them as well. I brushed their intellects only briefly, to avoid alerting them to our presence, but discovered enough. Dark elves—we would be wise to prepare in case they sense our presence as well.”

The nervous companions unsheathed weapons and waited, but the band of dark elves seemed content to wait them out. Tense minutes slipped by with no sign of them.

“Perhaps they have no interest in attacking us?” Idrimel suggested. “They could be simply camped out.”

“Let us take a wide berth around them and avoid combat if possible.” Athyzon let go of Redeemer’s hilt and looked around at each of them. “Who will scout out a path?”

“I will,” Nera volunteered, eager to be doing something besides waiting nervously. “Wait here and try to keep your noise below that of charging cavalry.” She rolled her eyes at the innocent looks on the faces of the mail-clad warriors. Pulling the cowl of her cloak down low, she disappeared into the darkness.

A field of stalagmites rose from the ground on the right side of the path. She slipped through them, avoiding the pools of water, and made her way silently ahead. The floor sloped up, and she gained some higher ground as she continued.

After a couple hundred paces, she spotted a choke point ideal for an ambush. The road narrowed due to a stony ridge jutting out to the left, while a large pool of water that looked to be fairly deep extended out of sight along the right side. As anticipated, she spotted the group of dark elves a short distance beyond the choke point. She counted eight of them but couldn’t be sure if any more were about, not wanting to risk approaching too close. They had no fire, sitting in a close group atop a small rise that provided a good view of the road below. Several warriors sat calmly, swords on their laps. A cowled mage appeared to be meditating while a pair of archers kept watch in both directions.

Bandits? Nera pressed herself tightly against the thick stalagmite beside her when the nearest archer seemed to gaze right at her. They had chosen the ideal spot—they had the high ground, and sneaking around them would be virtually impossible, especially with her noisy group of warriors. She thought they must be formidable indeed for such a small group if they sought to take on some of the heavily armed wagon caravans. Or mayhap they are waiting for some easier prey—foolish adventurers like us to stumble into their trap.

“Endira.” She sent the thought out to the elf, hoping she would hear her. “A small group of what look to be bandits lies in wait ahead. We won’t be able to avoid a fight if that is what they seek.”

“Nera, your sending abilities have become quite adept,” came the elf’s cool reply, tinged with surprise, in her mind. “I will relay that to the others. What do you advise?”

Nera considered a moment. Although no tactician, she thought the choke point could work to their advantage also. It would prove fatal for a wagon caravan, which couldn’t maneuver and could only meet the attackers with a narrow front of warriors, but for a small group like theirs, that shouldn’t be an issue. They wouldn’t be able to be flanked if the dark elves had greater numbers hidden out there, and the ridge provided some shelter from the archers and area-affecting magic spells.

“Proceed ahead. When you reach a choke point between a large pool and a ridge of stone, they will be ahead about fifty paces atop the rise in the road. Expect a mage, a pair of archers, and five or so warriors. Tell the giantess light should work to our advantage during the fight. I’ll try to distract the mage.”

“We’ll try to approach stealthily so they won’t have too much time to prepare.” The elf must have picked up Nera’s amusement at the thought, for she added, “Stealthily being a relative term in their case. Let me know when you are ready to unveil your distraction.”

She smiled to herself and tried to think of a quick plan to deal with the mage.




***




The bandit group attacked as Nera expected when her companions approached the choke point in the road. The dark elves were strangely silent compared to the heavy footsteps and jingling armor of the warriors in her party. She hated to think how loud they would’ve been had they not been trying to move stealthily.

Nera watched from her position partway up the cave wall, nearly even with the rise where the dark elves had waited. She had slowly picked her way along the edge of the cavern while her friends advanced. Her initial count had been correct—eight of the bandits awaited.

The dark elves announced their presence with the pair of archers loosing arrows on the group’s position while the five swordsmen swiftly charged. The companions took shelter by pressing up against the ridge of stone with Yosrick and Idrimel keeping their shields raised. One arrow thunked against Yosrick’s shield while the other arrow splintered against a boulder next to Waresh’s cheek. Two more volleys landed but without causing damage before they had to ready themselves to meet the attacking swordsmen.

Four swordsmen and one swordswoman, Nera corrected herself.

Athyzon, Arron, Waresh, and Yosrick met their attackers head on. The dark elves were lithe and moved gracefully, their builds comparable to Endira’s, but they had dusky skin and shocks of silver or white hair. Their eyes gleamed like gemstones in the faint light, blues and greens and purples. They carried slender swords and wore some kind of lacquered armor, perhaps fashioned from the shell or scales of some type of monster from the underground.

Idrimel held her holy symbol up and chanted a quick prayer. Pure white light bloomed from the boulder nearest the priestess, just behind the warriors. The dark elves cried out, trying to shield their eyes from the brilliance. The companions, with the light at their backs, took advantage and attacked.

Nera returned her focus to the wizard, who had remained behind on the rise. She saw the mage was a female, with long silver hair pulled back in a topknot and eyes of deep violet. She wore maroon and gold robes that shimmered like silk. The two archers had advanced, but they stopped at Idrimel’s light spell and fired two more arrows just over the heads of their comrades.

One glanced off Athyzon’s breastplate, while the other struck Arron in the bicep. Nera winced as he stumbled, but he quickly recovered, tearing the arrow free and casting it aside. The clash of steel rang out, echoing in the cavern as her friends met the charge.

Must’ve barely grazed Arron, she thought, surprised.

A rumbling sound drew her attention. The dark-elven mage had just finished casting a spell. Spikes of stone rose up from the road just behind the companions, cutting off their escape. Nera thought it resembled some great stone monster’s teeth slowly closing on them. She glanced up into the darkness just to make sure a second set wasn’t descending.

“Ready when you are, Nera,” called Endira telepathically. The elf had hidden herself just out of sight of the battle.

“Can you break any loose?” Her eyes traveled to a series of stalactites hanging above the dark-elven mage and the archers.

“Yes, I should be able to. Be ready to strike.”

“Aye.” From a pouch, Nera withdrew her light rope with attached grappling hook. She eyed a ridge of stone jutting out from the ceiling between her and the wizard.

“Do it now.”

Nera instantly conjured her darkness spell between the mage and archers. It expanded just enough to envelop the group. At the same time, she wound up and tossed the grappling hook. Her aim was true, and the calfskin-covered hook lodged in a crevasse overhead without a sound.

The dark elves muttered in confusion. Just then, about a dozen stalactites broke free from the ceiling with a resounding cracking sound.

Nera grasped the rope tightly and swung off the outcrop she was perched upon. She sailed out over the cavern floor and witnessed the stalactites plummeting into her darkness spell. The crunching of shattering stone rang out, followed by a shriek of pain.

She slid down the rope with her momentum and dropped into her sphere of darkness, dispelling it just in time to see where she landed as she released the rope. She dropped the last ten feet, tumbling with her momentum and coming up in a low crouch. The nearest archer had fallen forward awkwardly, a shard of stone impaling him through the back of the thigh.

Nera leaped over him, slicing his throat with a quick slash of Lightslicer. She whirled and, with a backward stroke of Bedlam Judge, drove the bone dagger through the belly of the second archer, piercing his thin shell armor with ease. He would be dead in moments from the weapon’s fell enchantment.

She turned to face the nearby mage. Just before she could sling Lightslicer at the dark elf, a glowing orange orb a few paces away erupted into a fireball and blasted her off her feet.




***




Idrimel drew her mace and ran forward to join the battle. She paused a moment to take stock of the action.

To her far left, Arron was fighting with sword and dagger against a similarly armed dark-elven woman. They stabbed and parried, seemingly evenly matched, feet moving in the graceful steps of a deadly dance.

Athyzon was faced off with two warriors. He cried out to Sol, and Redeemer blazed with light. His first opponent hissed, squinting his eyes, and the paladin broke through his clumsy parry. The greatsword crunched through his odd breastplate, folding it around the sword. The dark elf cried out and fell to one knee, clutching at the wound in his chest. The second combatant lunged in, scoring a blow on Athyzon’s forearm before he could react to the new attack.

The runes on Yosrick’s gauntlets and boots blazed with energy as he fought a dark elf with an axe. The gnome slammed his opponent with his shield, driving him back. His hammer scored a glancing blow against the enemy’s hip, sending him stumbling away. The dark elf quickly recovered, his greater agility allowing him to dodge Yosrick’s follow-up attack. The gnome’s miss sent him racing past with his magically enhanced speed. He turned and sprang at his opponent, but the dark elf ducked, and the gnome overshot him, landing a couple paces from Idrimel. He nodded at her before turning to resume his battle.

Waresh was fighting with a burly dark elf, who she realized was a half-breed of some type. He was much larger and more muscular than the other warriors, seemingly an even match for the powerful dwarf although he stood two feet taller. The dwarf’s opponent wielded a thick-bladed sword of a type she had never seen before. There was little finesse to their battle. The two warriors simply pounded at each other with their deadly weapons.

Idrimel moved up to assist her brother just as the wounded dark elf surged to his feet in an attempt to stab Athyzon in the back. Idrimel intercepted his blade, knocking it aside, and drove the base of her shield down atop the warrior’s spiked helm. He fell to his knees, and she smashed him in the face with a powerful underhand swing of her mace. The helm flew off, and the dark elf was launched backward before flopping to the ground, mouth and jaw left a bloody pulp.

Athyzon knocked his opponent’s blade free of his hand, and it clattered across the ground, landing at Idrimel’s feet. Then she saw the reason as the dark elf’s hand had been severed at the wrist. His turquoise eyes were wide with shock as he watched blood pumping from the stump. The paladin brought Redeemer down with a great overhand strike and cleaved his opponent apart from clavicle to belly. The dark elf flopped over, nearly cut in twain, entrails and blood spilling everywhere.

A shriek drew her attention just as Arron ran his short sword through the female warrior’s chest. They were frozen in a near-embrace for a moment before the dark elf slid off slowly, sword and dagger tumbling from lifeless fingers, her emerald-colored eyes already glazing over. Arron stood there silently, watching his opponent fall.

They turned to watch Yosrick dart beneath his opponent’s high swing and step past him. He turned and unleashed a blow of his warhammer to his opponent’s lower back. Armor and bone crunched, and the dark elf’s legs crumpled beneath him from the blow to his spine. The gnome finished him off with a sickening crunch to the head.

Waresh and his opponent were locked in the fiercest battle. The larger half-breed forced Waresh’s axe high. His larger opponent’s thick muscles bulged as he pressed the flat of his thick-bladed sword against the dwarf’s blocking axe. Slowly, Waresh was forced to step back from the greater bulk of his opponent. His heel struck a chunk of stone, and the dwarf’s ankle twisted, just enough for him to lose his balance for an instant.

The half-breed, obviously waiting for such a moment of distraction, whipped his sword free and hacked deep into Waresh’s arm near the elbow, nearly cutting it loose. Blood spewed, and his arm flopped sickeningly to his side.

Idrimel gasped and started forward to help, but the murderous look in the dwarf’s eyes gave her pause.

A gauntleted hand gripped her forearm, halting her. “He’s in a battle rage now,” Yosrick warned. “He’ll be as likely to strike you as the dark elf if you try to help.”

“But we can’t just let him die.”

“I think he’s too stubborn a bastard for that.”

As if to prove him right, Waresh seemed to shrug off the grievous blow, roaring in rage. He wielded the axe one-handed, forcing the shocked half-breed backward with his ferocious attacks.

“What of Nera?” Athyzon stepped up to her other side, peering up the road just as a large fireball bloomed in the darkness.




***




Nera found herself lying flat on her back, rubble from the shattered stalactites digging painfully into her side. She sat up, shaking her head to try to get the cobwebs out after being tossed off her feet from the concussion. A circle of fire surrounded her, and the intense heat crackled and singed her leathers, but the heat couldn’t harm her. As she regained her feet, she could feel her hair stirring against her neck from the heat of the magical flames. She squinted against the brightness but couldn’t see the mage.

With a handful of throwing knives ready, she strode through the wall of flames, unhurt.

The wizard stood a short dagger’s toss before her, a pleased look on her face. Her smirk abruptly evaporated when she saw Nera before her, unburned. She muttered something in the dark-elven tongue and raised her hands to cast again.

Nera slung the three throwing knives. They whirled through the air but deflected off an unseen force just inches from the mage’s face, not totally unexpectedly.

“You chose poorly, mage. Should’ve chosen ice or lightning.” Now it was Nera’s turn to smirk. She patted out a glowing ember lodged between her belt and her leather breeches. She could’ve made a pincushion out of the mage, save for the magical shield.

The wizard began intoning her next spell. Unwilling to find out what she was about to unleash next, Nera made her move. She rushed forward, long daggers back in hand. Lightslicer pierced the wizard’s magical shield. The keen dagger lopped off three of the fingers on the dark elf’s left hand. The mage shrieked in pain, her spell disrupted, and clutched her wounded hand to her side in a vain attempt to prevent blood spurting from the stumps of her fingers.

Nera stabbed with Bedlam Judge, piercing the mage’s other hand, which had been outstretched protectively. The bone dagger slid through the palm of her hand to the hilt. When Nera pulled it free, she could see the corruption spreading already, turning the dark elf’s dusky skin an unhealthy gray with white streaks.

The dark elf shrieked and fell. Within moments, she began convulsing uncontrollably.

Nera stood over her fallen foe for just a moment before cries of rage drew her attention back to the battle. She ran back down to help her friends, but they all seemed to be well, having only sustained minor wounds, with the exception of Waresh. The dwarf was roaring in blind rage and madly hacking at his opponent, somehow ignoring his own wounds. His left arm hung uselessly at his side, and Nera’s eyes widened in shock as she saw it hung from a strip of sinew, blood gushing everywhere.

“That mad bastard has gone berserk,” she muttered. “Someone tell Waresh to stand down!”




***




Waresh battled on, not feeling the grievous wound in his left arm, which had been nearly severed at the elbow. He only knew it wasn’t responding as needed. Blood pumped from the wounded arm, but he clutched Heartsbane in his right fist, raining blows down upon the burly half-breed warrior. His opponent’s thick blade fell, battered from his grasp. Heartsbane cleaved through his hand and forearm as if splitting a log. Blood erupted as the dark elf’s arm split in twain, and he fell with a scream of pain. Bones glistened as blood pumped from a severed artery. The next blow hacked into his thigh, severing his leg from his body.

The red haze had enveloped Waresh fully, protecting him from the pain of his injuries even as it drove him on relentlessly. The dark elf’s shell breastplate cracked and split as the axe drove hard into his rib cage. His opponent lay motionless, clearly dead from his dire wounds, but he kept hacking at the body.

“Waresh!”

The voice barely registered. He raised Heartsbane again. A strong hand clamped onto his uninjured wrist, staying his blow. Waresh roared in fury, wrenching free. The axe nearly struck his own leg as he staggered off balance in his downswing. He whirled on his attacker.

Athyzon stepped back in shock when he saw murder in the dwarf’s eyes. “Waresh—hold!” he shouted.

The paladin’s features were murky in the haze, and Waresh saw only another attacker, one trying to subdue him. He swung, and Heartsbane impacted with Redeemer with a resounding recoil of magic that sent both warriors stumbling back a couple steps, dazed. Waresh’s boot came down on the dark elf’s severed leg, and he slipped in the blood, falling onto his backside.

A cool presence cut through the haze, sweeping it aside like a gust of wind clearing out dust from the trail. He blinked stupidly as he saw his companions staring at him in shock. Endira stood over him, leaf-green eyes filled with concern.

“That bloodthirsty bastard would’ve cut you down just like those dark elves, mate,” Arron said to Athyzon, his hard gaze on Waresh.

The dwarf grunted in surprise, lowering Heartsbane, not sure of what had just occurred.

“Don’t just stand around,” Nera snapped. “That thick-headed bastard’s arm is about to fall off. Idrimel, can you heal it?”

Nobody made a move at first, watching Waresh warily. He released Heartsbane and lay down on his back, lightheaded from blood loss. He knew he was grievously wounded, perhaps mortally, from the vast amount of blood coating everything, soaking through his breeches and tunic beneath his mail. “I’m good now,” he grunted. The faces around him swirled.

The last thing he saw was Nera’s burning eyes peering down at him before darkness closed in.




***




Endira slumped to the ground, clearly fatigued from her use of powers. “I’m glad I was able to get through to him. He would’ve bled out and not even realized it.”

Yosrick sat down near her and removed his gauntlets and boots, examining them and preparing to recharge his enchantments. He spared a wary glance for the comatose dwarf, who was being administered to by Idrimel. “What is he, a berserker?”

“I think not, but I’m not sure. He seems to be in the grip of some other influence, but I would have to probe his mind to investigate further. I don’t like the thought of that without consent.”

“Well, I don’t like the thought of him going mad and trying to hack us to pieces like he did that poor bastard of a dark elf.”

Nera walked back over, her face tired. “Looks as if Idrimel will be able to patch him back up, fortunately for him.”

“This one is a problem,” Athyzon announced. He stood close to his sister, as if afraid Waresh would leap up and strike her down at any moment. “He is unwell, susceptible to becoming lost in a battle rage like that.”

“He did take quite a wound there. Doubtless, I’d be pretty angry as well,” Nera replied. “Although I’d probably drop dead from the shock before any other thoughts crossed my mind.”

“You wouldn’t be far enough gone to attack your friends, though.” Arron watched Waresh with eyes narrowed, as if puzzling over a move in a game of tiles he didn’t care for.

“Aye, that I wouldn’t. We don’t have much choice at the moment. Why don’t we keep an eye on him and get to this damned crossroads as quickly as possible—and hopefully without any further combat.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I saw something like this before, when he pursued me back in Nexus. Fighting seems to chase what little sense there is clear out of his thick head.”

“For most men, that happens when too much ale is followed by a particularly fine set of tits,” Arron joked. “Sometimes the latter is sufficient if impressive enough.”

Nera laughed halfheartedly and was joined by Yosrick. Endira shot him a cool glance. 

“Aye, Brother,” Nera said, “but that one has some other issues, clearly. Let us take the opportunity to rest for a bit.”




***




After resting for a couple hours, Nera was ready to be back on their way but wanted to make sure the others had recovered. She took a drink from her waterskin and regarded her companions.

Idrimel sat on a broken piece of stalactite a short distance away, face weary. Her helm lay beside her, and despite her platinum hair being matted down, it still shone like liquid metal in the light from her spell. She had admitted to Nera it had taken her most powerful healing spell to mend Waresh’s arm. Her brother stood near her, and they were conversing quietly.

Waresh sat apart from the others, worrying at a chink in his mail where the half-breed’s sword had opened a gash in his side. His gore-covered axe lay at his feet.

Endira appeared to be meditating, sitting with legs crossed and arms resting on her thighs. Yosrick had removed his boots and gauntlets to renew his enchantments. He was munching on some rations and looked lost in thought.

Arron stood staring off into the darkness of the road ahead, hand resting on the hilt of his sword. Nera walked over to the corpse of one of the dark-elven archers. His face was locked in a rictus of pain, skin marred from the corruption Bedlam Judge had unleashed.

She felt uneasy at the thought of how easily she had used the fell weapon’s power. The queasy sensation hadn’t even come over her the last time. She didn’t like the thought of becoming accustomed to the blade but knew she’d use it as much as needed, so long as it helped her get closer to finding Malek.

“See any more of these bastards lying in wait up there?” She cast a sideways glance at her brother before kneeling down beside the corpse. Her eyes lighted on a pouch on the archer’s belt, and her fingers itched to search him for clink. “Might as well see if they’ve got anything useful on them,” she muttered.

“None that I can discern,” Arron replied after a long moment. “That was certainly exhilarating, eh Sister? Those dark-elven bastards fought well.” Arron twirled his sword around in hand and fenced with an imaginary enemy as if awaiting another onslaught of dark elves. “And a woman, no less! I’ve not been tested in battle for quite some time like that.”

Nera paused, fingers an inch from the corpse’s purse. She wasn’t sure what to make of her brother of late. She turned to face Arron, thinking to challenge him about his bizarre behavior, but the half-elf had sidled away from her, sword still in hand, as if replaying his duel with the dark-elven woman. As he neared Athyzon, the paladin glanced at him curiously before turning his attention back to his conversation with Idrimel.

Perhaps his near-death experience has addled his brains a bit.

She turned back, again intending to pluck the fallen dark elf’s coin purse when a sudden blur of motion caught her eye. Arron pivoted around on his plant foot and surged forward, driving his short sword deep into the middle of Athyzon’s back.




















Chapter 18

Athyzon was speaking to Idrimel about their quest when she noticed a flash of movement behind him. Her brother cried out in shock, and a burst of blood spattered Idrimel on the cheek. She watched in horror as the tip of a blade protruded from the center of his chest, slick with blood. The towering paladin staggered and fell forward. Idrimel sought to catch him, but she was off balance, and her brother’s substantial weight dragged her down to her knees as he fell. She was stunned to see Arron standing there, lips curled in a smirk and sword dripping blood onto the ground.

She was dimly aware of the entire party staring in shock at the half-elf.

“You bastard! How… how can you betray us so?” Idrimel cried after a moment, voice rising an octave from shock and anguish. Her fist tightened around the haft of her mace.

Athyzon shuddered and coughed wetly beside her, drawing her attention back to her mortally wounded brother. She eased him flat onto the ground, her hands going to the grievous wound in his chest. Athyzon’s eyes were unfocused, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Blood poured from the awful wound in his chest, and he coughed up another gout of blood.

Idrimel remembered in alarm that she had expended her most powerful healing spell on the dwarf. Worried, she began immediately chanting her next-most potent spell, hoping it would be enough to save her brother.

Focused as she was on her prayer, she didn’t notice Arron’s swift movement until it was too late. Her head exploded with flashes of light as he drove the pommel of his short sword into her temple. She groaned and fell across her brother, the words of her prayer fleeing from her mind, and blackness filled her vision.




***




Nera watched in shock, mouth agape as the priestess crumpled, slumping almost tenderly atop her brother’s chest.

“What in the Abyss is the meaning of this?” Nera surged to her feet, shocked at her brother's betrayal. “Arron, how could you? Explain yourself!” She was aware of Yosrick and Endira scrambling to their feet, the former without boots, gauntlets, or helm on, and the latter seeming a bit disoriented. Arron just stood over the fallen siblings, black blade dripping blood onto the ground and a chilling smile on his face.

Waresh strode warily toward Arron, axe raised. “I don't know what ye are playing at, half-elf—”

“Enough of this charade,” Arron said, but his voice was different, colder. “Stand beside me, dwarf. If you do, I shall have your sentence commuted and your collar removed. Your unauthorized absence will be forgotten, and you can be a free man again—after the rest are defeated.” The half-elf’s fair features melted away to reveal a handsome man with cold blue eyes and long black hair. He drew a long dagger in his left hand, sword still in his right. The illusion concealing Arron’s familiar short sword was gone, revealing the Magehunter’s black blade, which seemed to absorb all light.

“Don't do it, Waresh,” Endira said. “You are your own man now.” A green aura surrounded her head as her arms lengthened into blades and thick ridges pushed up from her skin, covering her in a form of armor.

“Lassiter,” Nera breathed. “Why all this deception and charade, you murderous whoreson?”

“I tire of being dragged throughout the bowels of the multiverse on this fool’s journey. My master wanted to learn your purpose and whether his duplicitous brother set you on this path or not. I’ve seen enough to confirm that is the case. I have no desire to let this quest succeed. I will take you back to Nexus and give my report. If he thinks you are a threat, he will likely have you executed.” He shrugged indifferently, and his cold eyes focused on the rest of the companions drawing arms against him. “Resistance is foolish—all of you surrender immediately or die. My concern is with the plane-cursed. If you surrender to me, no harm will come to you.”

“So Arron has been dead all along by your murdering hand?” Nera’s paired daggers were in her hands without conscious thought. She circled warily, facing off with the Magehunter commander. The daggers spun in her hands, nervous as she was.

Waresh stood still as if frozen. After a tense moment, he grumbled something under his breath then spat on the ground and walked over beside Lassiter. “No tricks, or me axe will take yer head, Magehunter.”

“You know my reputation and that my word is worth its weight in gold.” He glanced at the dwarf and, apparently satisfied with Waresh’s reaction, turned his attention back to Nera, Endira, and Yosrick. “Come, don’t make this difficult. On the contrary, the half-elf is in my dungeon. You are free to join him—just drop your weapons. An extended sentence for the plane-cursed, and a new sentence for the elf for her crimes. I’ll even let you off without punishment, gnome, since you were acting on behalf of your uncle in the interest of Nexus. I’ll allow you to go your own way. You have my word.”

Yosrick looked over at Athyzon and Idrimel sadly. “I somehow have a tough time believing that. I do believe Nera’s quest is in the right though, while you blindly serve a heartless monster whose city is dying while he does nothing.” He hefted his hammer yet seemed somehow lessened by his missing boots, gauntlets, and helm.

Nera felt heartened by the gnome’s unexpected support in addition to Endira’s. So it’s three against two, then… I’ll take those odds. The dwarf might cave if we can defeat the Magehunter. She glared daggers at Lassiter and Waresh. “You cowardly dwarven dog. How can you betray us like this? We could’ve left you for dead—nay, we should have!”

Waresh’s face was filled with shame. “I long to be free of the collar the same as ye, lass. I, too, am but a slave. I’m not liking the long odds of this quest much.”

She wasn’t liking their chances much either, but she wasn’t about to back down. This betrayal won’t go unanswered. “As for you—you can shove your word up your arse, doppelgänger.” She cried out and attacked.

Lightslicer flashed like quicksilver as she struck. Sparks flew as Lassiter parried her strike. Nera twirled the blade, reversing her grip and darted past Lassiter, striking in reverse. She spun and slashed with Bedlam Judge as well, but Lassiter parried Lightslicer again with his sword, the bone dagger with his own dagger. Then he was pressing the attack, forcing Nera back as his sword and dagger worked an intricate attack pattern.

The grunts and ring of steel briefly drew Nera’s attention to the fact that Endira and Yosrick were fighting Waresh nearby, before defense took up all her concentration. Her paired daggers flowed in her hands, parrying away the nearest strikes, her quick footwork allowing her to dodge and evade all but the nearest attacks.

“You’ve got some skill for a mere thief,” Lassiter remarked after several moments, seemingly not winded by their exchange. “It’s a pity you chose the path you did. All that talent… wasted.”

“Save it for someone who gives a shite,” Nera snapped. She conjured another sphere of darkness on Lassiter, resheathed her long daggers, and let fly with four throwing knives, two from each hand. Steel rang as he parried them away. She counted only three. One must have struck him.

Just as she was about to dive into the darkness, the spell suddenly dissipated.

“It will take more than minor cantrips to defeat me.” The swordsman emotionlessly plucked one of Nera’s daggers from the meaty part of his thigh. The wound didn’t bleed, however, and it closed up before her eyes.

How can I defeat one that doesn’t bleed? she wondered, panic starting to bloom.

When Lassiter locked gazes with her, he had a newfound respect on his face.

Just as Nera was about to resume the attack, she glimpsed a flash of movement behind her. She instinctively tumbled to the side, but the broad flat of an axe still clipped her on the back of the head. She stumbled awkwardly when she regained her feet. Lassiter leaped at her, sword and dagger driving toward her in unison.

Nera, still off balance, ducked the sword’s cutting arc and deflected Lassiter’s dagger with Bedlam Judge, knocking it away, where it skittered across the ground. Lassiter hip checked her up against a stalagmite and drove a knee into her side. She grunted in pain as a rib cracked, the sharp pain stealing her breath.

Lassiter gripped her by a horn and hurled her to the ground. He was standing over her in an instant, his sword raised. He drove it down, attempting to impale Nera. She desperately brought her daggers together in an X, arms fully extended, locking her daggers’ crossguards around the crossguard of the sword.

Nera knew she was finished. A brief prayer came to mind. Sabyl, preserve me. This is the end.

Lassiter put both hands on the pommel of his sword and put his full weight behind it. Her lean arms trembled from the strain of holding the blade away from her chest, its tip a mere hairsbreadth away. Ever so slowly, the tip lowered until it was pressing gently between her breasts.

A desperate glance revealed Endira and Yosrick crumpled on the ground a few paces away. Idrimel and Athyzon remained motionless. Waresh regarded her for a moment before turning away, sensing the inevitable conclusion to the battle. A tortured look briefly crossed his face before he turned his back, perhaps in sadness or self-hatred at his own betrayal.

There won’t be anyone to help me this time.

“Just accept it,” Lassiter said softly. His cold eyes betrayed no emotion as he gazed into hers. “It will be easier this way, and you will die free of the collar. Isn’t that what you wish? Let the blade slide home and end your miserable existence, plane-cursed. Your service to the Engineer is misguided and foolish, as are your attempts to rescue the corruptor.”

Nera didn’t reply. Her concentration was focused on keeping the blade from piercing her breast. Her arms were trembling even harder with the strain, and despite her struggles, the point dug into her leathers, producing a sharp pressure against her breastbone.

“If I see your corruptor again—which is unlikely, since he is surely dead already, alone and starved to death, but if I do—perhaps I’ll tell him you betrayed him.” He smiled his cold smile when he saw the emotion on her face. “Yes… you have feelings for him. I’ll tell him how you forsook him and begged for your own worthless life at the end.”

Pain was blazing through Nera’s chest as the sword ground against her breastbone, having penetrated her leathers and broken the skin, on the verge of shattering bone. She gritted her teeth, knowing her life had been reduced to a game of tiles—one in which she had only one move remaining.

The cost is great to save the one you seek. It is possible you may yet do so, but death requires its toll for any that pass through that dark doorway. Nera remembered the Seer’s cryptic words and finally understood, knowing what she must do.

“You will tell no such lies, nor will you harm Malek, you whoreson,” she vowed.

Just as her strength failed her, she gritted her teeth and slid her daggers apart, allowing the blade to plunge into her breast without resistance.

Lassiter’s eyes widened in surprise in the instant the short sword shattered Nera’s sternum, tearing a path of blazing agony through her body as it pierced her heart and went on to strike the ground beneath her with a soft clink.

Nera shuddered, almost losing her grip on her daggers as unimaginable pain racked her body. Lassiter’s head had come into range.

With her last ounce of strength, she drove both daggers into the sides of his neck. Lassiter flinched away at the last instant, and her twin blades sliced shallow grooves through his neck on both sides. Lightslicer left a narrow bleeding gash, but Bedlam Judge only needed a nick, leaving a ragged wound that rapidly turned black at the edges. Lassiter staggered away from her, eyes widened in shock as he clutched at the wound. The blade forged from the bone of an infernal beast left a wound that wouldn’t heal, resisting even the most powerful magics. Lassiter fell to the ground, pale blood leaking from his wounds. Blackened veins spread across his face and stretched down his neck toward his heart.

“That’s for Arron, you bastard.” Nera coughed weakly as blood filled her lungs. An awful chill stole over her limbs.

Waresh walked back over, mouth agape as he looked from her to Lassiter.

“May the gods curse you for choosing the wrong side, dwarf,” Nera whispered.

Waresh sat down heavily beside her. “Reiktir has already cursed me. I’m a betrayer—it’s in me blood. There is no help for me.” He put his head in his bloody hands before glancing at her sideways. “Ye foolish lass, ye were supposed to surrender, and we’d all be back home instead of traipsing across the planes to the-gods-know-what forsaken place we end up. I could’ve been free of this damned collar and free to live me life—perhaps laying down the axe and becoming a simple stonemason.” He eyed the sword jutting out of Nera’s chest and shook his head. “Damn, if that didn’t take some stones, though. Best make yer peace now with whatever gods ye will.”

The dwarf’s words had faded, as had Nera’s vision. Darkness fell over her like a gentle veil. Instead of fear, she felt a sense of peace. Sabyl, I’ve tried to do the noble thing by helping the people of Nexus—friends, enemies, strangers alike. Have mercy and maybe spare me a bit of clink to spend in the afterlife. She briefly wondered if she’d see Malek there. That would be something she could look forward to.

And then Nera breathed her last.




***




Endira looked at the still form of Nera, her heart wracked with sorrow. She gently pulled Lassiter’s ebon blade free of the thief’s chest and tossed it aside, not wishing to touch it. It clattered loudly on the stone, rudely disturbing the solemn moment.

At least she didn’t suffer long… She must have found her peace, she thought, noting the tranquil look on Nera’s countenance. She bent and gently closed Nera’s eyes. Hopefully, the gods smile on her in the afterlife. “Is there nothing you can do, Idrimel?”

The priestess shook her head, tears running freely down her cheeks as she released Nera’s cold hand. Her face was still spattered with her brother’s lifeblood. “I’m sorry… We are too late for her. She is in the hands of the gods now, as is Athyzon.” Her voice caught for a moment before she continued, “Even if Sol would grant me the power to summon the dead back to life, I would hesitate to do so once they’ve crossed that threshold and felt the glory of leaving one’s mortal coil behind.” She sighed and stood up. “They are likely in a better place now. What right do we have to pull them back and deny them their eternal peace?”

Endira put her head in her hands. “The quest has truly failed, then. Nexus is doomed.”

“Not yet.” Yosrick stepped out of the darkness and into the aura of Idrimel’s cool light spell. He had a large knot on his head, matching the others’. “Keep heart, my friends. We still have our path before us. The dwarf has gone, fled into the dark with the Bracer of Fellraven. The only consolation is he likely doesn’t know the command words to activate it. We may yet catch him before we reach the crossroads.” He stopped and stood over Lassiter’s corpse.

The Magehunter’s face was appalling in death. His human features had seemingly melted like soft wax, looking half-formed, like some monstrous stillborn babe. A wicked black wound was carved into his neck, and blackened veins spread outward, covering the spoiled-milk color of his face and neck.

“Poison?” Yosrick asked curiously.

“I think not,” Endira replied. She nudged the bone dagger where it lay beside Nera’s corpse. “This dagger has some fell enchantment upon it, one that even the doppelgänger’s magical nature could not resist.”

Idrimel made a protective symbol in front of her when she examined the dagger, careful not to touch it. “That is a vile blade—forged in the fires of the Abyss. We should leave it here.” She grimaced in disgust.

“Why would we do that?” Yosrick asked. “It’s powerful magic. We need all the help we can get on this quest, especially now. I will carry it, strong of fortitude as I am.” He puffed up his chest.

Endira gave a wan smile. “Very well. I think Nera would rather have us use whatever tools we need rather than let some evil creature of the Deep Roads acquire it.” The elvish dagger, Lightslicer, remained clutched tightly in Nera’s right hand.

Yosrick scooped up the bone dagger with a bolt of cloth and tucked it into a pouch on his belt. He was careful not to touch it, Endira noted.

“Let us gather Athyzon’s and Nera’s bodies together,” Idrimel said. “I will bless them, and we can send them on their way to the afterlife.”

It took the three of them to lift Athyzon’s corpse and bring him to the cleared spot where Idrimel would perform the ceremony. Once they had gently laid the big warrior down, they discovered yet another shock.

A large pool of dried blood stained the ground where Nera had fallen, but her body had disappeared.

“Ye gods!” Yosrick cried. He drew his hammer and raced over to where Nera’s body had lain. He crouched and studied the ground. “Cursed carrion eaters waste no time in feasting.” He glared into the darkness, but all was still.

The three of them peered into the darkness but could neither see nor hear any sign of scavengers. Endira concentrated for a moment but could detect no significant signs of life in the immediate area other than the three remaining companions.

“No scavengers are around that could’ve taken her so swiftly. I think—”

“Her deity has called her home,” Idrimel finished. “Perhaps the gods are not yet done with Nera.”

The three of them were left to ponder that possibility.




















Chapter 19

A fierce grin spread across Arron’s face as he studied the scene of destruction around him. The grotesque basalt statue of Shaol had been smashed to pieces. A desiccated, headless corpse of one of Zaefir’s thralls lay on the ground, and shattered bones were strewn everywhere amongst the rubble. A thin layer of ash covering the floor stirred in small puffs at Arron’s footfalls. The stifling presence of evil that had previously suffused the manor was gone. After a brief search, he knew Nera had taken the Bracer of Fellraven.

“Good on you, lass. Sorry to have missed this one—must have been a hell of a battle. I reckon your new friends must’ve helped you take down that bloodsucking bastard.” Pride swelled in his heart at his sister’s resourcefulness. “Zaefir the Formerly Undying but Newly Deceased. I like the sound of that much better.” He chuckled to himself. “I don’t know where you are off to, but it’s good you are away from Nexus. This city is about to collapse on itself much like a rotten melon fallen off a farmer’s wagon.”

He tried to suppress the worry he felt at the recent revelation she had an impostor in her group. He suspected Lassiter was somehow behind it after their last encounter in the dungeon, of which he could only remember bits, as if through an inebriated haze.

Arron thought back to the bizarre conversation he’d had earlier with Sven, barkeep at the Zombie. After searching Nera’s hovel and other usual haunts in a vain attempt to find her, he finally had some luck when he stopped at the Zombie.




***




“Arron!” Sven called out when he walked in the tavern. “Looking a bit worse for wear since the last time you’ve stopped in, my friend. Ale?”

The half-elf sat at the bar and nodded. “Course I’ll have one, mate.” He looked over the loose-fitting tunic and breeches covering his thinner frame—a result of the past week spent rotting in the Magehunters’ dungeon. 

After getting out of the sewers, he’d stopped by the home of a washerwoman he knew. The woman had held her nose when he knocked on her door, covered in filth. He’d offered her some coin from a thin purse he’d managed to filch, but the kindly woman wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, she ordered him to strip down and wash himself from a basin of hot water. She burned his filthy clothes and gave him an old but clean tunic and breeches her youngest son had once worn. Before leaving, despite her protestations, he’d rewarded the woman generously for her kindness. The city was in rough shape, from what he’d seen and heard, and times were especially tough for the common folk.

Arron patted his flat, empty stomach. “I didn’t need that ale belly anyway—would only slow me down,” he said with a chuckle.

Sven finished pouring a tankard and placed it in front of him. He eyed the half-elf for a moment. “You should get some food in yer gullet, too. Supplies are running low, but I’ve got some day-old bread and a bit of stew from earlier left over.”

“That sounds great. Haven’t had a decent meal for some time, mate.” Arron plunked down the six coppers remaining of the clink he’d taken from the slim purse, figuring it plenty for the leftovers and a healthy tip for the barkeep.

Sven took a pull of his own ale and eyed the coins. “Normally, I’d be asking for three times that, times being what they are and all,” he said apologetically.

Arron’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “That tough lately? Can I get you back? I’ve got to stop by the guildhouse anyway, and I’ve got a small stash of clink there.”

Sven sighed and pocketed what Arron had put down. “Aye, I’m afraid it’s that bad indeed. All trade is halted since the Machine died. Prices have shot up fivefold. By tomorrow, will likely be sixfold. Everyone’s barely holding on right now. Can’t afford to charge less, and nobody can afford to pay what I do charge.” He gestured at the nearly empty common room. “I’ll cover the rest this time, my friend. You and Nera have brought in so much business over the years, it’s the least I can do.” He went to the kitchen for a couple minutes and returned with a hard heel of bread and a large bowl of lukewarm stew with a layer of fat coagulated on the surface.

Arron thanked him and stirred up the stew. He dunked the hard bread and took a bite. It tasted delicious after having eaten nothing but hard scraps of moldy bread and the occasional bowl of cold gruel in the dungeon. “Speaking of Nera, have you seen my sister? I’m trying to find out where she’s been of late.” He tried to hold down his worry after having found her hovel ransacked and occupied by squatters. “I’ve been a bit… indisposed, unfortunately.”

“You mean since night before last?”

“She was here night before last?” Arron took a large spoonful of stew.

“Aye, with you. And the rest of your group.”

“Come again?” Arron looked at him in surprise. He had just escaped from the sewers that morning.

“You shittin’ me, lad?” Sven’s eyebrows nearly retracted into his thinning hairline, and he looked at Arron as if unsure whether he was serious or jesting. “You walked in, had a big reunion with your sister, drank some of my ale, and then everyone left about an hour later. I saw it clear as day. Oh, and Nera fainted or something. Too much ale, I reckon.”

It was Arron’s turn to stare dumfounded at the barkeep. “I met Nera and some others… and she passed out from too much ale?” A bad feeling started to form in Arron’s gut, and it wasn’t from the food and drink. Nera could almost drink a dwarf under the table. And someone was magically disguised as me!

Sven looked confused. “Aye, that’s what happened. Did someone hit you over the head? Or maybe you drank too much yourself after leaving.” He shrugged, clearly at a loss.

“Nay… something isn’t right. Something bad has happened.” He thought back to when he was locked in the dungeon. Lassiter had done something to him, broken his mind somehow. Arron had thought he had been hallucinating, seeing his own face staring back at him, but realized that must’ve really happened.

Doppelgänger. The thought struck him like a bucket of ice water. That bastard is a doppelgänger. The unusual creatures from the outer planes were monsters common to bedtime stories used to frighten young children.

Arron shoved the stool back, ready to race off after Nera. “Tell me what happened. Where did she go? Who was with her?”

Sven made a calming motion with his hands. “Whoa, just a minute there! Finish your food and ale. You’ll be in no condition to help her if she’s in danger by running off half-cocked without any food in your belly.”

Arron took a deep breath and sat back down. He realized Sven had the right of it—running after them half-starved and without any gear would be foolish. The trail had been cold for almost two days. He cursed the Magehunters. His escape path through the sewers hadn’t allowed him to try to recover his weapons before escaping. 

Forcing himself to eat another bite of the stew, he asked, “Do you have any idea where Nera went?”

“All of them had their gear packed as if they were going adventuring. So that wasn’t you with them? An impostor, then?”

Arron nodded grimly.

Sven went on to relay what he had witnessed over the past few days. Nera had been in with an elf and a dwarf, and several other companions later joined them, to include a pair of plane-blessed Solites and a gnome. Sven remembered the plane-blessed duo clearly, particularly the beautiful woman. He had the look in his eye that Arron knew came from infatuation with a woman of surpassing beauty. On the second occasion Nera and her companions had met at the Zombie, the Arron impostor had showed up, to his sister’s great surprise. After she had recovered from passing out, they’d gathered their gear and left for some “staging area” that Sven had heard them mention.

None of them seemed familiar to Arron, based on their descriptions. He was surprised Malek hadn’t been with them since his sister seemed to have taken a fancy to the mage. 

“You didn’t see a mage with them?” he asked. “Younger human fellow, dark-brown hair, blue eyes. Awfully green.”

Sven thought for a moment. “Aye, I think your sister was playing a lad by that description—out to take his coin, I reckon. Don’t remember him too well, though… That was probably about a week or so ago by now.”

“Odd, since they’ve been spending time together.” He had a bad feeling that Malek’s sudden disappearance might have had something to do with the rumored battle at the fortress and then the stopping of the Machine, scraps of information he’d heard from snatches of conversation on the street. Malek was heart-set on finding this master of his… Sounds as if events spiraled out of control and Nera was caught up in it.

He hurriedly finished his food and ale and thanked the barkeep.

“If you see her come by, tell her she’s in danger and beware the impostor. I’ll stop by each evening around the seven o’clock hour to see if she’s been by.”

“Aye, I’ll do that. You go take care of your sister, mate. I’d hate anything ill to befall her.”

As would I, he thought grimly. Surely, nothing good could come of Lassiter impersonating him.




***




The only idea Arron had been able to think of to get off plane since the mages were being arrested and forced into hiding was the manner in which Nera herself had gotten away. Since he knew she had likely escaped Nexus, he needed to get off plane himself. He didn’t know if she was being somehow coerced to take those others with the Bracer or somehow duped into it, but he worried about her.

I’ve failed in my duty of protecting her. That thought compelled him even more than simple worry over her well-being.

Arron made his way out of Zaefir’s crumbling estate. He paused, concealed in the shadows beside the gate as a squad of mercenaries jogged down the street toward the noise of some disturbance in the distance. Having only a vague idea of where to turn for help, he hurried through the fairly calm Noble District, sticking to the shadows when he could, but hardly anyone was on the streets. His goal was to return to the High Market and find Zar Jurrik, a Torumel that he knew in passing. Whether the creature would care to aid him or instead have him tossed out on the street was another matter.

A riot appeared to be on the verge of breaking out when he reached the edge of the Noble District. Guards patrolled the barricades they had erected, trapping the common folk in the High Market. Arron took a side street running parallel. When he was out of sight, he quickly leapt and clambered atop the eaves and onto the roof of a low building. He climbed to the roof of an adjoining two-story building and crossed the roof until he neared the wall dividing the districts. After a running jump, he was able to scale the wall. Once he clambered atop it, he sat there for a time, frozen by the view.

Nexus was burning. Flames had broken out in several places, likely in the slums judging by the approximate location. He hoped the fires would be put out soon. If not, the poorest of Nexus’s citizens would be in grave danger. A squadron of the Watch skirmished with the mob at the opposite end of the High Market.

Arron made his way along the wall and dropped down onto the awning of an abandoned stall below. The red-and-white cloth tore under his weight, but it stopped his descent so that he bounced off and nimbly landed on his feet.

To Arron’s dismay, the small shop Zar Jurrik had occupied on a narrow side street just off the market had been looted and burned. There was no sign of the Torumel or his guardian.

Damn… I’m about out of bloody ideas. Suppose I’ll try the guildhall although I’ll have to be careful since it appears they sold us out. They might have some idea where the Torumel relocated to. If Zita is around, she may have some word of Nera.

The thought of facing his former lover made him uncomfortable, but he would do what was needed to find his sister. Remembering his stash of coin and gems left behind in the vault made up his mind. I hope those bastards haven’t already stolen it.

“Nexus is cursed!” A shrill voice drew Arron’s attention. “ʼWare, the gods have damned Nexus for the wicked ways of its ruler! The time of judgment is at hand! If you haven’t made your peace with the gods, you’d best do it anon! The hordes of the Abyss shall be unleashed. Countless thousands will be slain! Every man, woman, and child will burn in hellfire!”

Near the edge of the High Market, a doomsayer in tattered brown robes stood atop a wagon with a broken wheel. His cries carried over the nearly deserted remains of the market. The man’s eyes were wide with the fervor of madness, his hands wildly gesticulating in the air as if fending off the demon hordes. A small crowd had formed, listening to the man’s rants. Arron’s keen eyes also spotted a squad of the Watch observing the small gathering with disapproval.

I’d wager this gets put down before I make it to Skylark Lane, even.

Arron made his way across the edge of the market to the winding lane that culminated near his guildhall.

“I call on every hale man and woman to rise up against the wickedness of the Pale Lord, lest we all be damned!” the doomsayer shouted. “What say you, my friends?”

“Oi! Get down from there, you! That’s enough of your heresy.” The sergeant of the Watch squad pointed at him, and a pair of his men raced over to the wagon. “You rabble best be on your way, or I’ll have you arrested for fomenting rebellion!”

The crowd needed no further encouragement—they swarmed away much like cockroaches in a dark room fleeing the light of a lantern.

“Lackeys of the Pale Lord! You are complicit in his wickedness! We shall all pay the ultimate price! You’d best—oof!”

One of the Watchmen grabbed the man’s ankle and yanked hard, jerking him off his feet. The doomsayer landed heavily on his face before he was dragged off the wagon. The sound of his cries was swiftly cut off by the rhythmic rising and falling of the guards’ cudgels.

The authorities can’t have madmen stirring up open rebellion, no matter their claims may have a grain of truth to them.

Arron broke into a jog and, after several minutes, approached the guildhall. He paused to survey the alley leading to the entrance from across the street and was glad he did. After just a few minutes, rogues began filtering into the alley, first individually, then in pairs and trios. He recognized a few, but none of them would he consider trustworthy—quite the opposite. They were the least loyal and the surest bets to turn on their mates for a few coppers.

Shortly after the near score of rogues had stopped flowing into the alley, shouts of alarm and the ring of steel met Arron’s ears. He reached for his sword and dagger and cursed when he remembered he was unarmed. Not knowing what else to do, he ran across the street toward battle.

Damned arseholes—of all the times to try to overthrow the leadership of the guild, when Nexus needs stability the most. The thought barely crossed his mind before he realized the reason for the coup attempt was exactly because of the instability in Nexus. He and Nera hadn’t spent much time around the guild in the past year or more since having gotten arrested and put to work in the foundry, but he still had friends there, and he would be damned if he planned on letting them be cut down by these disloyal curs.

Arron rounded the corner toward the guildhall. The door had been forced open. A pair of rogues lay bleeding out on the street outside the door. Arron recognized Urnov, a veteran rogue he and Nera had gone on a couple jobs with in the past. The man was reliable and trusted, but he didn’t look as if he’d last much longer with a vicious stab wound to the gut.

“Urnov!” Arron knelt over the man.

“Arron,” came the surprised reply. “Just a bit too late, mate.” He groaned as the effort to speak caused more blood to leak from his wound.

“Hang on. I’ll find help.” Arron wondered if he’d be able to find a healing potion or some other beneficial magic in time.

Urnov waved him off. “It’s too late for me. Try to save Zita before it’s too late.”

“Aye, I will. Have you seen Nera about?” Arron watched the guildhall, where sounds of combat were coming from deep inside.

“Nay, but heard she was the one that offed Rollo in his sleep. Talk to Zita—she’s now in charge.”

“Hang on. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Arron clasped Urnov’s hand. He took a step away before he spotted Urnov’s short sword lying on the cobblestones a couple feet away. He noted the quality craftsmanship as he snatched it up before racing inside the hall.

A pair of enemy rogues lay dead on the stoop of the hall. Inside lay a pair of guards, stabbed through the back as they had tried to flee deeper inside. The coppery scent of blood was strong in the enclosed foyer. Arron cursed and cautiously proceeded inside.

Just to the right of the door was a small alcove where a guard would stand. A bench was built into the wall, where the guard could monitor a murder hole with a crossbow positioned there. Arron took the crossbow and one of the spare bolts. He cranked and loaded the weapon and went deeper into the guildhall.

Sounds of fighting came from the distance, likely the main hall. He stepped over several more corpses, not recognizing any of them and unsure of who was friend or foe at that point.

The common room was a scene of chaos. More corpses lay just inside the entry, filled with arrows and crossbow bolts. One of them had a dagger through the throat. Several tables had been hastily overturned. Behind them, a pitched battle raged, hand to hand. Zita was fighting among a handful of defenders, her pale green-tinged skin standing out amid the flurry of dark cloaks and tunics. The defenders were outnumbered by more than two to one.

Zalhak, a dwarf whom Arron recognized, appeared to be the one leading the attackers. He had a thick yellow beard and a shaved pate and was dressed in fine clothes. He stood off to one side of the skirmish and was busy reloading a crossbow. He barked a command and gestured at the tables.

A burly Canician kicked one of the tables aside and forced his way through the gap. His large battle-axe hacked one of the defenders in the gut, folding the man in half. The dogman tore it free in a spray of gore before leaping forward to exchange blows with Connor, a seasoned rogue Arron often used to dice with. Knotton, a Torumel rogue, was somehow managing to fend off a pair of swordsmen with dual short spears.

Zita sliced her scimitar into the ribs of one of her attackers. The man fell, but another attacker slung a dagger underhand, which took the half-orc in the shoulder. She grimaced in pain and switched her sword to the other hand. The knife thrower drew two more knives and prepared to hurl them. Three more attackers plunged through the gap in the tables to surround Zita and Knotton. Connor was barely holding off the Canician’s powerful attacks.

The defenders were about to be overrun.

Arron raised the crossbow and aimed at the rogue with the knives. He squeezed the trigger, and a bolt sprouted between the shoulder blades of the attacker. The man fell to the ground, throwing knives clattering to the floor.

He charged the attackers’ rear. He ran a man through with Urnov’s sword, puncturing his kidney. The man cried out and slumped against one of the tables. Arron twisted the blade and pulled it free. A dagger tumbled from his opponent’s lifeless hand. Arron nimbly caught it and flipped it around, grasping it by the hilt. He jabbed the dagger into another man’s ribs while, with the short sword, he hacked the sword arm of an elf who had been pressing Knotton. The Torumel squawked in triumph and buried his spear in the elf’s throat.

Zita noticed him and smiled broadly. “Night Wraiths, drive these traitorous whoresons from our hall!” 

The odds quickly evened out. Zita slashed a wounded man across the chest, dropping him. She turned and sliced at a female thief, but the woman ducked. The thief swung a cudgel at Zita, but the half-orc parried. She punched the smaller woman in the face with her wounded arm, sending her stumbling backward. Her feet tangled up with another rogue, and the two fell. Zita finished the woman off with a quick slash of the scimitar, and Knotton drove his short spear into the other rogue’s chest.

Connor fell with a cry, a wicked gash carved in his bicep from the dogman’s axe. Before the Canician could cut him down, Arron stabbed the dogman in the thigh.

The Canician gave a wounded yelp and spun. Arron ducked a wild swing and backed away. A crossbow bolt whizzed by Arron’s face, taking a gash out of his cheek before it lodged in the Canician’s ribs.

A quick glance revealed Zalhak’s mouth open in surprise. Zita and Knotton engaged the Canician, hacking and stabbing the dogman until he fell with a prolonged yelp of agony.

After seeing the odds swiftly shift in the defenders’ favor, Zalhak turned to flee.

“Stop that short prick of a dwarf!” Zita shouted.

Arron went to chase him down, but a short spear sailed over his head and impaled the dwarf in the calf. The dwarf grunted in pain and lurched against the wall. Arron was on him before he could recover. A short sword pointed at his throat quickly convinced him to throw down his crossbow and other weapons and surrender.

Zita clapped a strong hand on Arron’s shoulder. “That was well-timed intervention for a dead man.” She kicked the dwarf’s legs out from under him and slammed his face into the floor, driving her knee into his back.

Zalhak cursed and struggled weakly but knew he was done for. Knotton produced a rope from somewhere, and the two of them trussed up the traitor with practiced ease.

“Aye, you know me—I don’t get taken down so easily,” he told Zita when she stood up and faced him again.

“Your sister seemed to think otherwise.” She sighed and went to check on Connor, Arron trailing her. “Not that I miss that bastard Rollo, but she did act a bit hasty, hence all of this mess.” She grimaced and indicated the carnage in the room.

“Ah, loyalists or opportunists?”

Connor was deathly pale and unconscious from blood loss. His arm was mangled, hanging on by a mere strip of flesh from where the Canician’s heavy axe had nearly hacked it off.

“He’s gonna lose that arm,” Knotton remarked, his voice a near screech.

“Aye. Find Kater if he’s still alive and see if we’ve got any healing potions in the storeroom.” Zita struggled to bind Connor’s wound with her own injured arm leaking blood.

The Torumel disappeared down the back hall.

“Let me get it,” Arron offered. He quickly bound Connor’s arm as best he could, but one look told him the thief had lost too much blood.

Zita settled back against one of the upended tables, suddenly looking very weary. “Opportunists, to answer your question. Rollo wasn’t well-liked, and once Nera put the bastard out of his misery, the claws came out. Despite my preparations, many didn’t like the idea of me running the guild, as a female in particular. The past couple days have been one quarrel after the next, and I expelled Zalhak and his ilk from the guild. Didn’t expect them to return in force so quickly.”

A weak gasp came from Connor’s mouth as he expired. 

Arron sighed and slumped beside Zita. “It’s too late for him, I’m afraid.”

“Aye, figured as much.” She patted him on the thigh. “So is this what it takes—getting the whole guild nearly slaughtered to a man—to get you to pay me a visit?”

“Sorry, but we’ve been in a pinch of trouble of late. I was spending some time as Lassiter’s guest in the dungeons.”

Knotton returned with Kater, a grizzled old human who tended to the vault. Arron noted his dagger was stained with blood. Zita shook her head when Kater went to tend to Connor. He shrugged and offered Zita the potion instead.

“Thanks. Get that sack of shite out of here, would you?” The two went to retrieve Zalhak and dragged him away to one of the cells at the other end of the guildhall. “I’ll decide what to do with him later. Would you do the honors?” she asked Arron.

“My pleasure,” he replied. He tore a clean strip of cloth from his sleeve, plucked the short-bladed knife free from her shoulder, and quickly bound it with the cloth.

Zita nodded her thanks and pulled the stopper free from the phial with her teeth. She drank a sip of the potion and offered it to Arron. “That’s gonna make a scar.” She pointed at the bloody gash across his cheek.

“Builds character,” he said with a wry grin.

“Say… you look remarkably fresh-faced from all the abuse I heard you took at the foundry, and then the fight with the Magehunters…” She let the remark hang as she tended to do when fishing for information.

Arron thought of his escape from the cell. That process must renew my normal form. Interesting. Strangely, the details of his escape were already becoming fuzzy in his mind.

“Long story,” he replied. “So Nera paid you and Rollo a visit, aye? I’d love to hear what happened.”




















Chapter 20

Waresh stared into the tiny campfire, wishing it would erupt into a huge blaze but knowing no matter how much heat the fire put off, it wouldn’t warm the chill in his soul. The clumps of moist fungus and moss smoked and stank, barely providing any heat, but he didn’t care—he liked looking into the dancing flames. He knew the Deep Roads were dangerous and his fire could draw attention, but he cared not. Somewhere, miles behind in the darkness, he had left his companions for dead after betraying them. Not the first time betraying me companions… nor the last, I reckon. ’Tis an illness, a taint on me soul. Others might call it madness, but it’s more than that. This is who I am.

He traced the runes of the Bracer of Fellraven with a thick finger. Try as he might, he couldn’t get the artifact to activate. Like a fool, he had taken it from Nera’s corpse once she had passed on, thinking to use it to escape, only belatedly realizing he didn’t know the command words for it.

Perhaps I’ll come across another town, where I can find a mage or someone who can figure out how to activate it. Barring that, I’ll continue on to this crossroads.

As he focused on the pitiful fire, he was reminded of the flames that burned his hall the night he had murdered his family. By the gods’ blessing, his sister had been delayed returning from a diplomatic visit to another stronghold. As a result, she had been spared from his attack but had the grim job of sifting through the ashes and bodies and salvaging the remnants of his clan.

Waresh was glad of her survival although he knew he could never go home. His sister cursed him for a murderer and kinslayer, rightfully so, and his people would have his head if he was caught. If I weren’t such a coward, perhaps I would return. Would be fitting to gather whatever last remaining shred of honor I might have, to face the headsman’s axe.

He idly fingered the heavy hunk of metal encircling his neck, perpetually chafing at the skin. His thoughts strayed back to the days following his flight from the hall after his bloody deed.




***




He had traveled as a hired caravan guard, along with a dozen other men and dwarves, as they crossed the heartland of Easilon. For many months, they traveled, fought, drank, and told tales together. Waresh had been content, able to feel as though he had some worth even as he eagerly embraced his anonymity. That had ended at the town of Rockwallow, a great trading crossroads grown up around the portal to Nexus.

The caravan had reached the town’s market and helped the merchant set up shop without incident. The guards had drawn lots as to who would remain while the others had the night off to visit the taverns in quest for drink and the warmth of a woman for the night.

Waresh had drawn the short straw and remained behind with his employer and Nils, a young human lad barely able to cover his cheeks with a beard. The lad was inquisitive and quick to learn the sword. He and Waresh ate their dinner and chatted idly while Arnold, his employer, tried to sell his vases, paintings, and other pieces of art to perusing shoppers.

A sharp cry from nearby caused Waresh to drop his plate and race out to the street, thinking a thief had pilfered some of Arnold’s wares, but he found a young peasant woman had been knocked into the mud by a nobleman’s steed in front of the next booth.

“That’ll teach you, you clumsy whore! Watch where you’re going, or next time I’ll be sure to trample you,” the haughty young man said. “Keep out of the way of your betters.”

“I’m sorry, milord!” The woman, barely more than a girl, picked herself up awkwardly and curtsied but stumbled and fell back into the mud, drawing guffaws of boorish laughter from the lord and his courtiers.

The nobleman turned his attention to the merchant’s wares across from Arnold’s stall, his three bootlickers spreading out to browse the nearby stalls. Waresh walked over to the fallen woman. Tears ran down her cheeks as she hobbled on a twisted ankle. She would’ve fallen again, but Waresh caught her arm.

“Easy there, lass.” He helped her out of the mud and onto the dry ground at the edge of Arnold’s stall. 

She leaned on the wooden frame of the stall, and Waresh bent to pick up her spilled basket. Four soggy loaves of bread, a slab of freshly butchered pork, and some vegetables had fallen in the muck. He scooped them back into the basket and reached for a handkerchief to wipe them clean, but the young woman stopped him.

“Thank you, sir.” Face flushed with embarrassment, she snatched the basket away from him, but her eyes were warm with gratitude. “I’ll wash these clean when I get home. I need to be more cautious that I don’t get underfoot again.”

Waresh snorted. “Not yer fault, lass. That little piss stain of a lordling needs a strap taken to his arse, I reckon. No need to run people over in the street.”

One of the courtiers heard Waresh’s comment and spun around quickly. “You watch your mouth, dwarf!” he shouted, chest puffed out with bravado. “Lord Brollie will have your tongue for such an insult.”

Waresh scowled at the courtier, his hand caressing Heartsbane’s haft on his back. “Ye best leave before I have yer tongue,” he growled.

The courtier’s face turned pale, and he backed away before turning and running off in the direction of Lord Brollie, who was a couple stalls away.

“Uli, do not speak to the customers, please,” Arnold pleaded, using the alias Waresh was traveling under. “These country lordlings would like nothing better than to spend a day of boredom making sport of those less fortunate.”

The thought of cutting down the nobles sounded appealing under Heartsbane’s influence, but a glance at the injured peasant girl made Waresh’s anger evaporate. He sighed heavily and walked back over to her, noting Nils staring at the girl.

“Here, lass, buy yerself some fresh loaves.” Waresh handed her a few coppers.

“I couldn’t possibly…” She studied his hard face for a moment then relented. “Thank you, sir, for your kindness.” She bowed and began limping back into the street. “Good day to ya.” She glanced over her shoulder and caught Nils staring. She flashed the boy a shy smile.

“Nils, go help the lass make it home. I’ll watch things here,” Waresh told the young guard.

Nils looked shocked for a moment before a grin stole onto his face. He looked over toward Arnold, who had been watching the whole scene.

Arnold nodded. “Go ahead, lad. Just don’t be all evening.”

Nils scampered off after the girl, nearly tripping over his sword in his haste.

Waresh and Arnold chuckled.

“Ah, youth.” The merchant laughed. “Wish I was that age again.”

“Aye, things were much simpler then.” Waresh was about to return to the remains of his dinner when a rude shout stopped him.

“This the half-man that spoke ill of me?” Lord Brollie scowled down at Waresh from his horse.

“Yes, milord, that’s the one,” replied the courtier who had overheard Waresh earlier. He had a smug grin on his face.

Waresh put his hands on hips to face the noble. He was about to open his mouth when Arnold stepped in front of him.

“Milord, my guard obviously misspoke earlier. Fear not—I shall dock his pay as a result of his insult.” He bowed. “Can I offer you a discount on any of my fine wares?”

Brollie sneered. “Nonsense. Let the half-man speak for himself if he’s got something to say. Step forward, you!” he commanded.

Waresh stepped forward and glared at the noble but didn’t reply.

One of the other courtiers wrinkled his brow and whispered something to his companion.

“There something you care to say to me, half-man?” Brollie demanded.

“Nay. Milord,” he added belatedly, the word causing a bad taste in his mouth.

“That so? Well, I should beat you right here in the street for letting your tongue flap carelessly if you’ve nothing to say.” He was about to say more when one of the courtiers tugged at his sleeve. “What is it?” he snapped.

The courtier whispered in his ear. Waresh glanced at the faces of the other lordlings, not liking the looks on their faces. Recognition. His hand went to his axe haft.

“Can this sorry cur truly be the murderous dwarven prince?” Brollie exclaimed. “Waresh Hammerhelm, he who slew his whole clan? There’s a big enough reward on your head to buy a whole kingdom. Word of your crimes has even reached Nexus.”

“You must be mistaken, milord. Uli’s been with me for well over a year now,” Arnold said. 

However, the truth was Waresh had only been with them about six months. He was touched by the merchant’s attempt to protect him.

“It’s all right, me friend.” Waresh put a hand on Arnold’s shoulder and nodded for him to move back out of the way. “I’ll not hide any longer. Seems me shite luck has turned as I knew it would eventually.” He turned back to Brollie and his ilk. “Aye, I’m Waresh Hammerhelm. What of it? Seems a prince can talk to a minor lordling any way he likes, don’t it? And if I think ye need a strap taken to yer arse, I’ll go ahead and say it right to yer face.”

One of Brollie’s courtiers giggled nervously. Brollie’s face turned bright red with fury. He drew his rapier. “Guards! Guards, to me! Don’t let him escape, men. We’ll all be very rich men once we claim the bounty on his head.”

The lordlings dismounted, frowning with distaste as the mud squelched beneath their shiny riding boots. They drew their fencing swords and spread out, meaning to surround Waresh. Heartsbane vibrated in his hand as if alive, itching to be wielded. He fought against the need to kill, but he was quickly losing that struggle. His muscles tensed, his nerves raw, but he held.

“Look at the ugly mutt, Kirkwald!” taunted one of the courtiers, holding his rapier pointed at Waresh. “Dwarven nobility are just as crude and ugly as the peasants. I hear Hammerhelm buggered his sister and mother before chopping off their heads and bathing in their blood.” 

The one known as Kirkwald, who had first challenged Waresh, capered toward him, making as if to stab him with the rapier, but then hopped back with a flourish of his weapon. The two of them laughed heartily.

Waresh’s vision turned red at the insult and the sight of the prancing dandies, and Heartsbane was in his hand. A sweep of the mighty axe shattered the slim rapier, sending splinters of metal flying into the air. His next swing took Kirkwald’s head, launching it several feet, where it landed atop one of Arnold’s decorative silver platters.

The second dandy fell just as quickly, landing in the muck and trying to hold his entrails in with his hands.

“Guards! Where are the damned guards?” screeched Brollie, falling back in terror and slipping in the mud. 

His horse reared and came down atop his leg, shattering it, before bolting in panic with the other mounts. Brollie’s remaining courtier turned tail and fled, sparing not a backward glance for his lord.

Waresh loomed over Brollie, teeth clenched as he watched the coward cry and beg for mercy. He could hear boots smacking the sloppy ground as guards raced toward them from down the lane. He knew he would be forced to kill or injure them and flee. His life as a caravan guard was finished.

“Damn ye, ye little prancing prick.” He sighed at what was inevitable.

“Throw down your weapon!” commanded a deep voice. “Do it now!”

With a growl of frustrated anger, Waresh finished Brollie, splitting his head apart like a rotten tree stump.

The town guards attacked with swords and spears. A spear tip glanced off his pauldron while he batted a clumsy sword strike aside with ease. One of the guards slipped in the mud, unbalanced for a second. Heartsbane hacked through his rib cage, and the wounded guard crashed into a vegetable cart, overturning it. People screamed and fled the scene.

The guard with the spear drove it into Waresh’s bicep, piercing the mail while the other guard’s sword stabbed at his torso. Waresh stepped back, but the tip grazed his side. He chopped the first guard’s spear just below the tip. The wood snapped like a pine needle, and the tip flew away, embedding in the wall of a wooden stall. He hacked the man’s leg off at the knee, sending him toppling into the muck with a cry. His eyes went wide as blood pumped from the stump. The second guard gaped in surprise for a moment before Heartsbane cleaved through his sternum.

Waresh stood over the corpses of his foes, breathing heavily. Entrenched in Heartsbane’s grip as he was, he barely felt his bleeding wounds. After what could have been seconds or minutes, he noticed Arnold backed against the rear of his stall and staring at Waresh, frozen in shock and horror.

Realization struck him like a bucket of cold water over the head. He had killed again—this time minor nobles, it appeared, along with three members of the town guard. The humans would want to put a noose around his neck now. They likely wouldn’t even bother sending him back to his sister to claim the bounty since it called for him being returned alive.

Waresh stepped over Brollie’s corpse and started down the street, thoughts still numb from Heartsbane’s influence. After a dozen steps, his head cleared, and he raced through the market as his thoughts turned to escape. Somewhere in his mind, he knew he should throw down his axe and surrender before more innocents fell before him, but that voice was a mere whisper. For the time, self-preservation took over.

He wouldn’t find out until later that Lord Brollie was the heir to a prominent family of Nexus. The next week turned into a blur of fear and discomfort as he was pursued deep into the wilderness by Nexus retrieval officers. The first two he slew with relative ease. For the third attempt, the Special Judiciary took more caution, sending a team of four to bring him to ground, led by the scarred brute Haskell. They bested him, nearly killing him in the process, although Haskell hadn’t come out of it unscathed.

Upon being bound and taken back to the Special Judiciary, Waresh had been healed enough to avoid death before being tossed into the Nexus dungeons. The next six months, he waited for a date with the headsman but was shocked to find himself collared and sentenced to service as a retrieval officer himself. Apparently, Haskell had put in a good word for him, much to his constant dismay.




***




And me existence got even worse if that is even possible. If only that barbarian bastard had dragged me back as a corpse, none of this would’ve happened. Waresh heaved a sigh and took a long drought from his wineskin. I had me chance to help Nera and her crew and get this mage to remove me collar, and I bloody buggered that up too.

Waresh angrily kicked out his fire and climbed back to his feet, planning to find the other crossroads and then disappear to some distant plane where his past could trouble him no more.




















Chapter 21

“Awaken, child. Your time has not yet come.” The voice beckoned from somewhere distant in the blackness beyond the grave.

Nera was cold, so cold she could barely muster the effort to rouse herself from sleep. The chill leached into her bones, freezing her muscles and joints until she was so stiff she couldn’t move. After a silent struggle, she finally mustered the strength to open her eyes.

A thick gray mist met her eyes. She blinked in confusion, but her vision didn’t clear. Simple nothingness but the fog existed all around. With a groan, Nera sat up and regained her bearings somewhat. She had been lying atop a hard cobblestone street, hence the chill and stiffness in her limbs. The faint shapes of what appeared to be ruins within the fog teased her eyes. She shivered and clutched her cloak tightly about herself while working to massage life back into her legs and then her back after getting to her feet.

As her mind cleared, memories came rushing back. Looking down, she was shocked to find the mortal wound in her chest gone. A large pink scar was visible through the gash in her leathers between her breasts.

Balor’s balls… What happened? Surely, I’m dead. Which must mean this is the Abyss. She had expected dying to be a more terrifying experience, yet passing beyond had seemed somewhat comforting.

She took a few steps forward. The fog shifted and swirled, the faint shapes of ruined stone buildings the color of old bones solidifying around her in all directions. The cobblestone street extended out of sight into the dense fog smothering what she realized must have once been a city of some splendor. The mist provided a wet chill that threatened to snuff her inner fire. She shivered and clutched her cloak tightly around her. I need warmth, to build a fire… This damned cold saps the warmth from me.

A great feeling of emptiness emanated from the ruined city. Her eyes seemed to play tricks on her, as everything beyond a short dagger’s toss was obscured in the fog, which would occasionally stir as if moved by a breeze, yet she felt none.

After a few moments of nervously staring into the fog, she felt a presence hovering nearby. The voice from earlier.

“I’m saddened, child, that you had to suffer death to reach this point. It is unfortunate your protector couldn’t be there to prevent your fall. But fate plays out as it will, and perhaps this path will prove to be the best one.”

Nera looked around, but nobody was there. The words of the unseen speaker reverberated with power, but the tone was warm and somehow put her at ease.

“Where am I? And who are you? Show yourself.” Her breath puffed visibly in the cold, forlorn place.

“These are the ruins of a once-proud nation known as Valirial, simply known as the Gray Lands in these times.” The voice was filled with sadness and seemed to be coming from right over Nera’s shoulder.

She whirled to find a lovely, elegant woman standing before her, where nobody had been seconds before. The woman was a head taller than Nera, long limbed and graceful, but she carried a powerful presence, one that felt like a pressure in Nera’s ears, similar to what she had once experienced off plane when hiking up a steep mountain trail. The woman’s skin was pale, and she had a mane of lustrous ebony hair. Her dark dress appeared to shift queerly, as if formed of shifting shadows. But her eyes were what took Nera’s breath away. They were a black void but seemed to somehow be filled with clusters of stars. Locking eyes with the woman was like falling slowly into the night sky.

“I-I know you. You are the Mistress of the Night,” Nera whispered in awe. She instinctively fell to her knees on the cold street, unable to break the woman’s gaze.

“I have many names, but yes, that is one I am known by at times.” The woman smiled gently and took Nera’s hand, helping her back to her feet. At her touch, warmth flowed throughout Nera’s chilled body, rejuvenating her.

She stared at the goddess in awe, trying to keep her mouth from sagging open stupidly. Sabyl! She is standing here, holding my hand.

“Did I die?” she asked, unsure of what to say to a goddess. “I remember that sword piercing my breast and then darkness.”

Sabyl tilted her head. “Yes, in a manner of speaking. But your work is incomplete, and thus you are returned to the living.” 

She began walking, and Nera felt compelled to accompany her. The fog retreated around them as they proceeded.

“What is it you wish of me, Mistress?” Nera asked shyly.

Sabyl was quiet for a moment before replying. “I must tell you of what has come to pass, that you can proceed enlightened. My brothers, Sol and Shaol, are ignorant fools who risk the destruction of Nexus and all the multiverse. They have fought since the dawn of time, striving to gain power over each other by virtue of accumulating a greater number of mortal souls. They gain worshippers in life and their souls in death, which strengthens their power. Their hubris blinds them to the reality of the destruction they have wrought. You have seen the results of this foolish game, beginning with the great Machine’s destruction. Tens of thousands of your fellow citizens will die without food, water, and fresh air afore long. Elsewhere, portals will open upon gentle worlds, allowing the fiends of the Abyss to spew forth and bring slaughter. The other gods have either chosen sides and aligned with them, mostly uncaring for their absurd game, but not wanting to be on the losing side. Others have remained on the fringes of this game, unknowing how to react or seeking to avoid attention.

“Fortunately, I have a soft spot in my heart for the crossroad of the planes. I was there at the beginning, watching with great interest when my brothers Xoares and Marakesh instructed their Chosen, known now as the Architect and Engineer, in the construction of Nexus. I witnessed the catastrophe of the Planar War and the tremendous damage that resulted. My brothers were pleased, for they collected their souls even as the planes burned to ash around them. And now, many millennia later, I see it happening once again. This monumental foolishness and the damage it has wrought thus far will be nothing compared to what is yet to come. I have chosen you, Neratiri, as my instrument to restore the balance and save your home of Nexus.”

The goddess’s words nearly overwhelmed her, and Nera had to struggle to form words. “What is it that I can do?” she asked in a small voice. “I am merely a simple thief—a plane-cursed orphan at that.”

Sabyl laughed, and a shiver ran down Nera’s spine at the rich melody. “Oh, you are so much more than that, dear child. I’ve seen to it that you are right where you need to be in order to fulfill your role. You have the qualities required to succeed, learned from living as a plane-cursed orphan—among the lowest in society. You’ve learned resourcefulness and compassion. Loyalty to your friends. Street smarts and perseverance. Quickness of reflex and skill at arms. And now you have known love and learned to place the well-being of others above yourself.” Sabyl ran her finger along Nera’s horn, tracing the runes there, which flared a bright blue in response, causing her to gasp in surprise. “Your courage is what makes me most proud, however, unafraid to stand up for what you believe and to tread this onerous path.”

The goddess’s words rang true. She thought of her companions and the quest she had led them on. 

A vision of Malek coalesced in her mind. His robes were torn, and he had lost weight. He was weary, in pain, and afraid. Alone. Pursued by creatures that hid just out of sight in the fog.

He’s truly here—in the Gray Lands!

“Yes, he is out there,” Sabyl replied to her unvoiced thought with a graceful gesture of her hand. “You seek to help the one you love?”

Nera felt the flush creep into her cheeks. “Nay, it’s not that. The boy owes me clink for all that I’ve done for him, including being stabbed to death, or nearly so, twice now!”

Sabyl laughed again, the rich notes of her mirth ringing out and making the forlorn Gray Lands seem much less ominous for that brief moment in time. “Deny your heart if you will, but in the end, you will discover the truth.” She smiled at Nera. “My time is short here. You must save the one you love and bring order to the chaos. I see in your thoughts that the Engineer has contacted you. Clever—I have underestimated him once again. If Nexus is to be saved, then you must free the Engineer from his imprisonment. Only he can restore the Machine that breathes life into Nexus. But take care, for his aims may not align with your own. He still bears a great rancor against his brother.”

Nera frowned when she glanced down and found that the Bracer of Fellraven was gone, as was Bedlam Judge. Her pack with all her provisions was missing as well. Fortunately, she had her waterskin and some small amount of rations stashed in one of her pouches. And I still have Lightslicer, at least. “How can I venture to the Abyss and free him when I am trapped here, without the bracer or even sufficient provisions?”

“Your resourcefulness will allow you to find a way. Find Malek. Together, you two are strong—you will succeed.” She smiled at Nera and squeezed her hand encouragingly. “I will not deceive you—the path before you will be long and arduous. Know that the Abyss does not relinquish its prisoners without an awful price. But you have all the skills and abilities to succeed and are strongest when surrounded by your stalwart companions.” The goddess caressed Nera’s cheek, and she was again mesmerized, gazing into the nebula of her eyes. “You’ve turned out well, Neratiri. I am proud of you. Wear that foolish ‘plane-cursed’ slur as a badge of honor, for your blood is above most others’.” 

Sabyl looked away, and Nera’s head swam as she reacquired her bearings after being lost in the vast star field of the goddess’s gaze. 

Sabyl released her grip on Nera’s hand and began to fade away, like an apparition in the fog. “Take heart, for I believe in you—I have faith you will succeed, my Chosen.”

And with that, Sabyl, Mistress of the Night, was gone, leaving Nera alone in the Gray Lands. The chill and loneliness rushed in, nearly staggering her with a sense of hopelessness. All was silent for miles around with no sign of life, and she instinctively knew there was none. Nothing but ruin met her eye wherever she looked. Not even any moss or lichen covered the ruins, despite the moist fog. A city of the dead.

Nera shivered and walked in the direction Sabyl had led her, afraid to speculate on what lay ahead. She tried to focus on the fact that Sabyl had brought her further along the path to finding Malek.

She said she believes in me. Gods, how am I expected to carry such a weight on my shoulders? A moment of panic threatened to quench her fortitude as she struggled to comprehend the enormity of her task. The goddess’s words came back to her, and she was able to relax and calm herself a bit after a few moments. I have the qualities required to succeed, she said. I can do this. Getting here—and dying in the process—that was the hard part. Now that that’s out of the way, I just have to find that green mageling. One step at a time.

The thought of Malek being nearby made her smile although it was tempered by the knowledge he was in peril. She hastened her step with renewed purpose.




















Chapter 22

Arron woke from a dreamless sleep, well rested for the first time in longer than he could remember. A weight pressing on his arm brought him back to the present. Zita breathed softly beside him in the bed, her head resting on his arm. His eyes took in her curves as she lay against him, and he smiled, remembering the past night. Following a few hours spent cleaning up and securing the guild after the attack, the two of them had exchanged tales over a few drinks. The newly minted guildmistress had shown her gratitude for his timely rescue in a very suitable way, in his opinion. He looked at the sturdy frame of her bed, impressed that they hadn’t shaken it apart in their wild night of passion. The half-orc was at times rough and tender, alternating as it suited her, always keeping him off balance. The result was the best lovemaking he could remember in years, even better than he remembered from when they had dallied together several years back.

He sighed, remembering that he couldn’t linger much longer. He still had to find Nera although Zita seemed to believe she had gone off plane as well. Focusing his thoughts on the present, he gently slipped his arm from beneath her. She stirred but didn’t waken. He smoothed her thick mane of dark hair over her pale-green skin and traced a large tattoo across her back, a soaring bird of prey.

“Zar Jurrik. I need to find that arrogant bastard,” he muttered.

Zita stirred and looked at him questioningly. “The Torumel? He’s a prickly bastard. You think he can provide you a way off Nexus?”

“Mmm yes, my lusty lady, I do believe so.” He smacked her buttock for emphasis. “His magic can link to other planes, from what I hear.”

She laughed and ran a hand down his chest. “You had quite the appetite yourself.” She propped herself up on her elbows and kissed him hard on the mouth. “I suppose it best that I get moving as well. The guildhall—what remains, rather—is in shambles and needs to be tended to. I’ll have Knotton take you to Zar Jurrik’s hideaway.”

“He knows how to find him? I can’t believe I’d be so fortunate after all that’s happened.”

Zita got up and started dressing. “Aye, those birdmen have a tight-knit community in Nexus.” She pulled on her breeches and regarded Arron seriously. “Find Nera, will you? And come back to let me know you’re alive… I don’t want to have another crisis before you show your pretty face around here again.”

Arron saluted her. “Aye, madam, I’ll do my damned best, on both counts.” 

Despite his forced joviality, once he got up and moving, his worry over Nera returned. He knew she was adept at taking care of herself, but because he hadn’t been watching her back, he felt like a warhorse subjected to the duty of pulling a plow. He was simply uneasy, his sense of purpose unfulfilled.

After washing up quickly, dressing, and filching a small loaf of bread and a smoked sausage from the larder, Arron left the guildhall in Knotton’s company.

The Torumel moved with a jerky grace, as if he couldn’t resist his avian nature to flitter about. His sable feathers gleamed with a sheen in the lantern light.

They made their way out of the guildhall and deeper into the slums. The magelights no longer burned atop the lampposts since the Machine’s destruction, but he could see well enough. The hazy sky gleamed a reddish color from nearby fires, the acrid stench of burning substances filling Arron’s nostrils.

They reached a section of the slums occupied primarily by Torumel, unmolested. A trio of rickety-looking three-story flats leaned together like drunkards steadying themselves against one another.

A pair of armed Torumel stood guard outside the entrance to the central building. After a quick exchange in the birdmen’s language, they were waved inside. The flats sounded like an aviary. Screeches and cries of conversation were audible through the thin walls.

Knotton led him down a staircase and deep underground, beneath the flats. The ground was eerily silent to Arron’s ears. He’d never experienced a silent Nexus before, without the vibrations thrumming through the ground from the great Machine.

His guide stopped before a nondescript door at the end of the passage. He knocked, and they waited a moment until Arron heard claws clicking on the floor inside. A bolt was slid aside, and Knotton pulled open the door and held it for Arron to enter. Inside was a poor space, barely larger than a closet. It was filled with refuse from food and had an earthy, animal smell, but not unpleasant.

Atop a dingy rug at the far end sat a large dog, its ears perked up. The animal rose smoothly to its feet at Arron’s entrance. Knotton bowed low to the animal then slipped outside and shut the door behind him.

The dog was the size of a small pony. Its shoulder came up to Arron’s chest. Its fur was a rich dark color, a few shades closer to blue than black, its eyes reflecting lantern light like platinum coins. The canine’s lips peeled back to reveal a maw full of sharp teeth. Long tufts of hair extended from its upright ears, which swiveled around. It sniffed at him for a moment, and Arron was silent. Finally, the dog looked him in the eye and tilted its head questioningly.

“Hello, Strydasus. I’d like to speak with your master if he’ll give me a moment of his time.”

The canine sat before him, and its tail swished the floor. It pulled its lips back again, but this time it seemed as if it was grinning at Arron. The large head tilted back until the dog was looking up at the ceiling. Revealed hanging from its thick leather collar was a silver sphere the size of a small egg.

The image of reaching out and touching the sphere suddenly appeared in Arron’s mind. He raised an eyebrow at the dog. “You’re a smart one, Strydasus—telepathic, aye?”

The dog whined, and its tail wagged again.

“Let’s hope your master isn’t in a foul mood.” Arron reached out and touched the silver orb.

In the blink of an eye, he found himself somewhere else. He was standing in the center of a plushly decorated room. Fancy rugs and pillows surrounded an open space. A stack of large tomes lay on a low table, one of which was open, its pages filled with magical runes.

“Despite my refusal of your request, my vexatious guardian sees fit to disobey my command and allow you entry,” a voice grumbled.

Zar Jurrik entered the room through an archway to one side. The High Torumel was an imposing sight. He was tall for his species—a head taller than Arron, his feathers a bright plumage, unlike the lesser members of his race. His head was covered with tan feathers that shimmered golden in the light. The plumage blended into a deep brown on the rest of his body, at least what was visible, as he wore a purple robe stitched with gold runes. His sharp beak looked as if it could snap off a man’s hand, and his piercing eaglelike eyes were sharp with intelligence. All High Torumel were wizards and priests, due to their innate magical abilities, and made up the noble class of that race, hence the arrogance.

“Strydasus exhibits commendable intelligence and wise judgment, my good Zar Jurrik, a reflection of his noble master.” Arron replied smoothly with a bow while he tried to conceal the grin on his face. “I would ask a boon of you—the very future of Nexus depends on my success.”

“Bah! Find someone else to try to baffle with your shite. Very future of Nexus, indeed.” The birdman shook his head in a humanlike gesture. His voice was a tenor shriek, making Arron think of the sound of a wooden barstool scraping across the floor.

“So the Goddess of the Night herself indicated to me. You can search my thoughts if you so wish and see the truth in them.” Even as he said the words, he wondered if they were true. His vision and following escape from the dungeon was becoming more hazy and undefined as time went on.

Zar Jurrik stared at him for a long moment, his sharp eagle eyes boring into Arron. “Aarack,” he finally snapped in Torumish, an obvious curse. “I see you are convinced of such foolishness. Very well, I shall honor your request as long as you grant me a payment of my choice.” The High Torumel’s steely gaze was filled with cunning.

Can it really be so easy?

Although surprised at the High Torumel’s willingness to help, Arron wasn’t about to argue with his sudden good fortune. In his experience, luck came in streaks. “Of course—whatever you ask,” he replied instantly. “The safety of my sister is paramount. I need a way off Nexus and perhaps a method of return as well.” He gestured at the expansive silver walls of Zar Jurrik’s home around them. “Can you craft me a sphere to escape Nexus and return again?”

“It can be done although for your wishes, it doesn’t exactly work as you think. The interdimensional spheres will need to be paired. One must be tethered in each location, or ’twill not work.”

“How would I do that?” Arron asked, confused. “I assume your noble canine tethers the end on Nexus. Where is the other?”

“Torum, of course, at a location where the rabble can’t access it, which clearly is not the case in Nexus,” he snapped. “I would recommend you entrust its location only to one you trust, lest they cause you to have a very bad day if it is untethered or placed in, say, a pool of acid.”

“Uh, aye, that’d not be so good, mate. I’ll find a place here… but I have no idea how it’d work on the other end.”

“That’s the tricky part.” Zar Jurrik seemed to be smirking, but it was hard to tell with his sharp beak. “You can tether it here, step inside, and with my magic, I can transport you to the other end, where you will physically place the other sphere. If you bugger it up, you’re liable to be cast adrift in the void—or worse—when you try to step through, so you’d better have a damned good destination in mind for me to send you to.”




***




“Zita, I’ve a favor to ask.” Arron stood outside the guildmistress’s spacious room, formerly belonging to Rollo. 

She was still in the process of clearing out the former resident’s unwanted possessions, judging from the clutter in the hallway. He spotted threadbare rugs draped over an armchair, stacks of moldy books, a pile of dusty garments, and other odds and ends, but little of real value, unsurprisingly, as Zita had to save every copper to rebuild her guild.

The half-orc’s eyebrows rose at the gravity of his tone. She gestured him inside and closed the door behind him. “Aye, what’ll it be, my gallant knight in ill-fitting clothes?” she asked with a disapproving glance at Arron’s borrowed clothes, still bearing spatters of blood. “I do owe you for your timely intervention. Perhaps I can provide a better choice of wardrobe?”

Arron grinned. “Normally, I’d say your amorous gratitude of last night would be enough, but I do need something else in return. Don’t fret—should take little enough effort on your part. I’d like for you to come with me to see Zar Jurrik… and hold on to something very dear to me.”

“Ah, so you found the Torumel. What might that be? Some form of payment?”

Arron explained the interdimensional spheres.

She agreed at once. “If it’ll help you bring Nera back safely, that’s enough for me. You’ve both been good friends through the years, and I’ll help as I can.”

Arron gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Lovely, lass. Whenever you’re ready to face that ill-tempered, feather-brained bastard.”

“We can go at once.” She buckled her scimitar to her waist. Pausing at the door, she frowned at his clothes. “Perhaps not quite at once… I must insist you change into something more appealing. I can’t admire your backside in those baggy breeches.” She smacked him on the buttock.

Arron sighed in mock aggravation but allowed her to lead him to the supply room. She removed a heavy key and unlocked the sturdy ironbound door. Inside, she threw open a large wardrobe full of clothing, costumes seemingly from a mummers’ troupe, and uniforms, including those of the Nexus Watch. She rummaged through the clothes for a time before pulling out a well-cut tunic and breeches of black trimmed with crimson, which could’ve been taken from a nobleman’s closet. She held it up to Arron and eyeballed the fit. Grunting in approval, she tossed him the clothes. She then led him to the armory, where she picked out a suit of boiled-leather armor. Arron had retained Urlov’s short sword, which was finely crafted and carried an enchantment. Zita further outfitted him with an enchanted dagger and a short bow with a quiver full of sharp bodkin-tipped arrows.

She watched him as he changed, helping to cinch up the armor. Arron was impressed at her eye—the fit of clothes and armor was nearly perfect. The armor was feather light and flexible, obviously enchanted like the weapons.

Zita stood back and gave him the once-over. “Much better. I refuse to have you going into harm’s way looking like a damned beggar.”

“Surely this is too much,” he protested, admiring the gifts. “You could sell this for a good price and use it to rebuild the guild.”

“The least I can do is get you outfitted properly so you don’t get yourself killed right away. If Nexus falls, then it matters not whether the guild survives.” She wrapped him up in a powerful embrace and kissed him hard on the mouth. “And I mean that—don’t get yourself killed, you oaf.”

When he was able to draw air into his lungs once again, he grinned and squeezed her hand. “Little chance of that. Our enemies will be blinded by my dashing good looks, and before they can react, I’ll strike them down.”

She sighed. “I see your head grows too large already. Careful, lest it prove a tempting target for a stray arrow.”

“Then it’ll deflate back to a proper size, I reckon. Shall we pay that Zar Jurrik a visit?”

“Aye, best be on with it.”




***




Zar Jurrik waited for them inside the slovenly quarters where his guardian had waited previously, obviously put out at the inconvenience. Strydasus greeted them with a whine and a wagging tail. The birdman glared at his guardian in annoyance.

“All set then, mate,” Arron said. “Zita will maintain the Nexus sphere for me.”

“Yes, fine,” the Torumel replied brusquely. He held up a pair of matching silver spheres the size of small eggs.

Zita looked at the one offered her questioningly before tucking it into a pocket of her jerkin at Zar Jurrik’s gesture.

“The woman holds your Nexus sphere. We will enter it, and from there I will transport you where you wish to go. The planar walls are much easier to pierce away from Nexus, for even with the Machine lying dormant, the innate magic of Nexus resists other portals and teleportation magic.”

“And how do we access it?” He looked from Zita to the birdman.

“You keep this on your person and speak the command word.” Zar Jurrik held out a tiny key and placed it in Arron’s palm. The key was attached to a fine silver chain. “The command word is Rasirm ruka.”

Arron nodded. He placed the chain around his neck and let the key drop inside his tunic. “Wish me well,” he told Zita.

The half-orc squeezed his hand. “Find Nera and don’t tarry too long. I don’t believe Nexus has much time remaining.”

“We shall return,” he vowed. “Are you ready?” he asked Zar Jurrik.

The Torumel placed a hand on Arron’s shoulder. “Yes. Await my return here,” he told Zita. “Speak the command word now.”

Arron cleared his throat. “Rasim ruka,” he said dramatically, letting the words roll off his tongue as a bard might.

Nothing happened. He looked at Zar Jurrik questioningly.

The mage sighed loudly. “Pay attention, fool, for if you bugger up magic, it can prove hazardous. Rasirm ruka. Rasirm.”

“Ah, my fault. Rasirm ruka,” he said with a flourish.

Arron felt no sensation of movement. He simply ceased being in the small room in the cellar and was suddenly in a spacious silver room instead. The room was perfectly round, about thirty paces across, and completely unadorned. The floor was flat beneath him, but the walls curved up to a rounded ceiling overhead.

I’m inside the sphere. No longer in Nexus… somewhere between the planes in one of his pocket dimensions.

“Now for the matter of payment,” Zar Jurrik screeched, interrupting Arron from his thoughts.

“Aye, verily. I recovered my property from the guildhall…” He dug out his coin purse and withdrew some gems and gold crowns.

“I have no interest in your coin or gems.” The Torumel withdrew a small vial from his robes. “I claim a vial of blood for payment.”

“My blood? What in the Abyss for?” His eyebrows rose.

“The blood of one such as you can be a powerful reagent. As to what I wish it for—that is my business.”

Arron studied Zar Jurrik’s face and saw greed in his eyes, a type of hunger. He’s interested in the blood of a half-elven orphan? Whatever he wants it for, it is probably for the best if I don’t know.

“Very well,” he agreed. He prepared to loosen his leather bracer, but the Torumel stopped him.

“That won’t be necessary. Hold out your hand.”

He did so, and Zar Jurrik jabbed the sharp tip of one of his talons into the back of his hand. He grasped Arron’s hand in his rough, yellow-scaled hand and twisted it delicately, thumb down, allowing a trickle of blood to run down and drip from the tip of Arron’s thumb into the vial. When it was full, he released him and stoppered the vial.

Arron sucked at the wound, and the bleeding stopped shortly. The vial had disappeared back into the High Torumel’s robes.

“Next comes the tricky part, so don’t bugger it up, fool.” Zar Jurrik pressed the second sphere into Arron’s hand. “The spheres are paired—they will seem as one from within. Hold on to this and focus your mind on where you wish to be. I will cast a spell to join our thoughts so I can see the destination. Once you have a clear enough picture in your mind, I will push you through the planar wall with my magic and to the destination you have chosen.”

“Sounds simple.”

“Well, it’s not,” Zar Jurrik snapped in annoyance. “Get that through your thick skull, or you might end up somewhere you have no desire to be.”

Arron thought of the Torumel’s earlier mention of a pool of acid and swallowed thickly. He could imagine even worse places.

“Very well. Let’s begin.”

Zar Jurrik nodded and spoke a brief incantation. When he finished, Arron felt another presence inside his mind.

“The mind link spell is complete. Focus now on your target destination.”

The words came directly into Arron’s head, the voice more pleasing than the screech of the mage’s spoken words to his ears.

He thought of his old friend Wyat, off campaigning on Oblith, a Prime world under constant warfare and strife. He imagined the boy who had accompanied him and Nera on their first excursion off plane together, later grown into a man fighting as a mercenary, eventually starting his own company once he gained enough fame and wealth. Countless visits the two of them had taken to the taverns and brothels of Nexus came to mind, in particular one episode with some drunk female adventurers looking to try—

“Focus, you fool!” Zar Jurrik’s unpleasant voice sent that pleasant memory spiraling away. “If this Wyat is the person you seek, focus on his face, on an item of importance he might always have on his person.”

Chastened and embarrassed, Arron tried to focus on his friend’s face. He remembered the scared boy he had once been and later the man, the staunch companion, but try as he might, he couldn’t picture his face clearly. Arron redoubled his efforts, but the details refused to fill in.

I’m losing my damned memory. Perhaps I should drink less.

He clenched his teeth, expecting an angry rebuke from Zar Jurrik, but it wasn’t forthcoming, thankfully. He tried to picture Wyat’s armor or sword but realized he’d likely upgraded either one or the other.

What in the Abyss can I focus on? The times we spent together were usually unfocused, lost in wenches and ale.

The thought of ale sparked a memory, and suddenly he remembered the time he had given Wyat a gift that his friend had always treasured, a large drinking horn, suitable for a warrior of his stature, fashioned from Abyssian white horn and banded in silver. The image came clearly to his mind.

Damn, that indeed was a fine drinking horn.

The next moment, the scene changed, and there was a loud creak of distressed wood, and Arron felt the sensation of falling. The blank silver walls of the sphere had become the tan canvas of a tent. He caught a glimpse of a group of shocked men around him before he fell off the end of a table, launching tankards of ale, dice, and the remains of a meal into the air. Ceramic plates loaded with the bones and fat from the carcass of a roasted pig joined the tankards and dice tumbling back down to earth.

Arron hit the ground, landing heavily on his back. He was drenched with ale and all the rest, as were the astonished men around him, leaping up from their chairs with shocked oaths.

As he lay on his back, looking up at the ceiling of the tent, something bounced off Arron’s forehead and came to rest on his chest. Ale soaked through his fine clothes, where it seeped around the edges of the leather armor.

His eyes focused on the object on his chest—a white drinking horn banded in silver. A grin spread across his face. I made it!

Just then, swords were at his throat as rough-looking men loomed over him.




















Chapter 23

Nera had been walking for what felt like hours in the direction Sabyl had indicated, when a noise broke the oppressive silence. She stopped and instinctively reached for the hilt of her dagger. Lightslicer’s presence was reassuring in her hand.

Not able to see far in the fog, she instead focused on her keen hearing. There it was again—the faint tapping sound that had drawn her attention from somewhere up ahead in the mist. She cautiously crept forward, and the tapping became louder. Soon, it sounded as if rocks or twigs were being struck continuously on the stone street, as if some mob of ghastly urchins were playing at troubadours, beating out a rhythm against the cobblestones. She shuddered, pulling her cloak tighter around her chilled body.

She definitely did not want to encounter whatever ghoulish youth might live in such a cursed place.

Movement in the mist made her stop and flatten herself against the wall of a ruined building. A pale figure moved through the wisp of fog and disappeared ahead.

The clattering continued, followed by the sound of an impact, possibly metal on stone. As she moved closer, a cry of pain reached her ears. The sounds of battle were soon unmistakable.

Malek?

She dared not hope but jogged forward, careful to make no sound as she moved lightly on the balls of her feet. Soon, the mist parted, and a wall of animated skeletons appeared ahead of her, backs turned. The bones of their feet and elbows made the tapping noises as they jostled for position, trying to force their way through a narrow archway into a walled courtyard beyond. The tapping and clicking became a cacophony up close.

Nera froze in shock at the sight. The skeletons appeared human, men and women, judging from their size. Their bones were yellowed from age, and some wore tarnished jewelry or scraps of rusted armor. A small skeleton that could only have been a child tried to squeeze through the legs of the adults, but it was prevented as the others kept shuffling side to side as they jostled to get through the gap as if guided by some inept puppet master trying to push them all inside at once. She counted dozens at a quick glance, perhaps fifty or sixty.

A cry came from inside the courtyard, followed by a bloom of fire that made the skeletons flinch back momentarily. Once the glow died out, they surged forward again in renewed determination to bring to ground their prey.

Damn it, that’s got to be Malek! I need to get in there to help him.

Nera looked around but didn’t see an immediate way around, and she didn’t want to draw the attention of the undead.

After a moment of indecision, she ran down the intersecting street to her left, where the wall encircling the courtyard was lower, about eight feet high. She sheathed her dagger and easily scaled the wall. The fitted stones had been exposed to the elements for too long, and the mortared joints were crumbling, providing ideal hand- and toeholds. She reached the top of the wall and remained in a crouch as she surveyed the scene. A realistic statue of a snarling wild boar stood beside her. Several other animal statues lined the wall at distant intervals.

Her heart caught in her throat as she spotted Malek down below. Just visible at the edges of the mist, he stood atop the waist-high platform of a stone gazebo in what looked to have once been an elaborate garden. The gazebo’s roof had collapsed long ago, but it was defensible. The skeletons surrounded it but couldn’t seem to figure out how to climb up. The steps on either side provided the only way up, and Malek took turns smashing the skeletons to his left and right with a wooden staff he was holding, with a green crystal atop it.

She gasped when she saw his face. He looked half-dead himself, as if he had been starving. Weariness was evident on his face, with dark circles under his eyes and streaks of sweat running down his dirty face. The sleeves of his robes were torn, and bloody streaks ran down his forearms. A gash covered in dried blood marred his forehead.

Nera quickly took stock of the situation. Raised stone ledges where she imagined flowers and bushes had been planted in cascading levels served to funnel the skeletons down the main walkway to the gazebo. If they’d had any intelligence, they could’ve circumvented the raised flowerbeds and surrounded the gazebo. As it was, about three dozen milled inside the garden, packed between the archway and the gazebo. After each one Malek felled, one or two more would take their place, pushing through the archway.

The first thing she needed to do was prevent more of them from joining the fray.

She ran atop the wall to the archway above the entrance. Fortunately, a rusted iron gate, bent back on its hinges, served to partially block the entryway, allowing only one skeleton at a time to squeeze through. The mortar was worn away between the large stones directly above the gate. They were held in place by pressing tightly against each other. The archway needed to be collapsed.

She knelt and shoved at the keystone, carved on its face with the initials HH. The stone barely budged. She drove one of her throwing knives into the gap and gouged at the weakened mortar, digging it free. The stone shifted slightly.

A quick glance at Malek revealed one of the skeletons had latched onto his boot. The mage was smacking it in the skull with the steel-shod tip of the staff. The skull cracked apart, and the skeleton released its grasp, but two more had gained the stairs in the intervening time.

Nera grasped a fist-sized chunk of stone broken off one of the blocks and heaved it. Her aim was true, and the stone smacked one of the skeletons in the skull, sending it reeling back to fall off the step and knock down the two beneath it.

Malek glanced around in puzzlement but quickly focused his attention on his other attacker, which had gained the top of the dais. He sent it off the edge with a solid thrust to the chest.

Turning her attention back to the archway, Nera dug more mortar free around the keystone. She shoved on it, and it moved another inch but stopped. Hairline cracks ran on the edge of the supporting blocks below it, but it held fast.

“Come on, damn you!”

Nera got to her feet and jumped up and down on the top of the keystone. On the third jump, it broke free. The stones supporting the keystone cracked and split, and the heavy keystone came loose, followed by the rest of the archway collapsing. She nimbly danced across the crumbling blocks and gained the other side. Several of the skeletons below had been crushed, and the stones jammed against the gate, effectively blocking the entrance.

Malek stared in disbelief at the collapsed arch. He appeared not to see her atop the wall.

“Run, you fool! Over here!” Nera ran and leaped across the gap and raced back along the wall to the point she had climbed up beside the boar statue.

Malek seemed to snap out of his shock and bashed a skeleton off the side of the platform. He jumped into the brief gap it made, running past it and hopping up into one of the elevated landscape beds. Skeletal hands clutched at his robes, but he broke free, losing a good-sized piece of cloth to a bony hand. He dropped down on the other side of the bed and ran for the base of the wall.

“Better not let me down, porker,” she muttered at the boar statue. She quickly took out her rope from one of her pouches and secured it around the base of the statue before dropping it down inside the courtyard.

Malek tossed his staff up to her, and she lay it down beside her while he gripped the rope and began climbing. The statue held. He climbed slowly, and his arms trembled with fatigue. The skeletons inside the courtyard had found their way around the raised flowerbed and were quickly approaching at a shuffling run. When Malek was near the top, Nera grabbed two fistfuls of his robes and helped drag him up.

The mage collapsed beside her, gasping for breath. Nera sat beside him, clasping his arm, which was slick with blood and sweat.

Malek’s eyes were wide as he stared at her. Finally, he caught his breath enough to speak. “Nera? Am I dreaming? How can you be here? Did he teleport you too… No, I sure hope not. You should be safe and sound back in Nexus.” His voice was quiet and rough, as if his throat was parched but full of urgency. His eyes held hers.

“Stop babbling, mageling,” she snapped, unable to keep a grin off her face. “We need to get you oof—” 

She was cut off as Malek swept her into an embrace. The two of them wobbled for a moment before regaining their balance. She watched the skeletons scratching at the wall below their feet.

Malek held her tightly, pressing her head against his chest. She clenched him back fiercely, realizing that despite the danger looming below, she didn’t want the moment to end.

“Gods, Nera, what are you doing here?” He ended the embrace, holding her at arm’s length and studying her face. He frowned at the hole in the middle of her leather jerkin and the scar where Lassiter’s sword had pierced her breast.

“I came here for you, fool,” she said gently, placing a hand against his clammy cheek and smiling at him. “Let’s find a place to rest up, and we can talk.”

“Do you have…” His voice failed him, and he tried to clear his throat, obviously parched. “Water,” he finally managed.

Nera gave him her waterskin. “Don’t drink too much at once. We better make it last. I don’t know when we will be able to find a way out of here.”

Malek took a small swallow of water, followed by a larger one. “There is no way out of here,” he said bitterly, his voice recovered a bit. “That’s the point of the Pale Lord banishing me here. And now, you’re trapped too.” He looked miserable.

“You could look a little happier, mageling.” She handed him his staff, automatically trying to appraise the emerald mounted at the top. Her eyebrows rose as she noted it would be worth a princely sum. “You seem to have acquired a staff… quite a nice one, too. And now you’ve got company, and some good company at that, if I do say so myself.” She smiled at him, but her cheer felt forced. Sabyl evidently had a good reason for bringing her here, but Malek’s depression threatened to wear off on her.

The group of skeletons outside the courtyard had noticed them atop the wall, and they were milling around on both sides. Their bony fingers and feet rattled and scraped against the stone with an aggravating sound that made a chill run down her spine.

“Come on, let’s find somewhere away from these chattering boneheads.”

“I’ve been trying to avoid them for days, and they keep trapping me. It’s as if they are funneling me toward something… or someone,” he said ominously.

Nera forced a smile and patted his cheek. “Well, if sneaking about is called for, it’s your lucky day. Nobody can sneak about better than I.”

Malek laughed weakly, and she joined in. The momentary mirth felt good for a time. She squeezed his hand and pulled him to his feet.




















Chapter 24

Their passage through the Deep Roads went by in a blur for Idrimel. She barely paid any mind to Endira and Yosrick as they pursued Waresh. She merely followed numbly. All she could think of was reliving the horror of Athyzon’s murder.

One moment, she had been speaking to her brother, and the next, he had been cut down, stabbed through the back, the sword exploding out of his chest by the traitorous doppelgänger. In the flash of a blade, their fellowship and quest had been destroyed. First Athyzon, then Nera had perished in the fight with Lassiter, and Waresh had turned on them, only to ultimately flee into the vast darkness.

All our hopes, dashed in an instant. My dear brother—slain. Perhaps I could’ve saved him had I not fallen into unconsciousness. When I stirred, it was too late. We’ve failed… I’ve failed. The hordes of the Abyss will be unleashed to ravage and destroy my fair Ellorya without Nera, and there’s naught I can do.

She wanted nothing more than to return home in those darkest moments. Her heart struggled not to despair, but feeling smothered by the pitch blackness of the Deep Roads, she found it difficult to reach out and feel Sol’s grace and comfort. 

“Perhaps when we reach this cursed crossroads, I’ll return home instead,” she whispered to herself.

Endira glanced back at her questioningly, but Idrimel averted her eyes, not feeling like conversing. She focused on the ground again so she wouldn’t stumble over some hidden obstacle. The elf turned her attention back to the path ahead.

Idrimel could feel Redeemer bumping gently against her back as she walked, strapped over her shoulder. She meant to see it returned to her family’s manor, where it could be displayed with honor. Already, she dreaded having to break the news of Athyzon’s death to their parents.

She squinted into the deep darkness but could see nothing beyond a few paces in any direction. Her eyes were not as adept at seeing in the dark as the others’. Yosrick had a gem that glowed a soft amber in the darkness, enabling her to see where she walked. She could’ve cast another light spell but, in the numb haze she found herself in, hadn’t even thought of it until hours later, by which point the trio was getting along adequately.

Curse this blighted place. Would that I could feel the sun’s warmth on my skin again and bathe in Sol’s radiance.

She clenched her hand tight, feeling the edges of Athyzon’s holy symbol digging into the supple leather on the inside of her gauntlet. As a militant organization, the paladins had a holy symbol similar to the priesthood’s, the difference being the paladin variation had a pair of crossed swords beneath the flat disc of the sun that comprised hers.

Her thoughts returned to the moment she had sent her brother home to be with Sol for eternity. Athyzon’s grievous chest wound had soaked his silver armor and white tabard a dark crimson, and his face was rigid with the shock of dying upon that coward’s blade. Gently, she had closed his eyes and folded his arms upon his chest. She had removed Redeemer and some of his gear, including his coin purse, which she figured they might need to pay a toll at the crossroads.

With Yosrick and Endira watching respectfully, she had performed the Rite of Ascension. The words fell from her lips, heavy with finality, and it had taken all of her willpower to avoid breaking down and sobbing. Once the words were pronounced, she had channeled Sol’s light to bathe Athyzon in the radiance. For those few moments, the Deep Roads had been illuminated with a brilliance never seen before, so bright the trio had been forced to avert their eyes. When the light faded, Athyzon’s body, armor, and clothing had all disappeared, his mortal remains cleansed and purified by the light before being burned away to nothingness as his soul ascended.

“Athyzon, my dear brother, be at peace beside glorious Sol in the afterlife,” she said. 

Following that declaration, they had been on their way, Endira with a solemn nod and Yosrick with a comforting pat on her back.

“He is camped perhaps a mile ahead,” Yosrick said quietly, rousing her from her reverie. “How shall we do this?”

“We try to take him in his sleep if at all possible,” Endira replied. “If not, then I will need to get close enough to incapacitate him. I will need you two to distract him.”

Idrimel nodded her agreement when they looked at her for confirmation.

“Then ready yourselves, for this may prove a tough battle, depending on how much he resists.” Yosrick loosened up his shoulders before gripping his warhammer.

“Let him resist. A traitor deserves no mercy,” Idrimel said grimly. The sharp edges of Athyzon’s holy symbol digging into her palm provided some small amount of comfort.




***




Waresh no longer cared if he was caught or not. His shame over his betrayal felt like a millstone around his neck. He couldn’t get the sight of Nera’s final moments out of his mind. That was a heroic way to go—any dwarven warrior would be proud to fall in Reiktir’s service in such a manner. She had fought to the last breath in her quest to help the ones she loved and, unable to accomplish that, avenged her dead brother by seeing his murderer dead even as his blade ended her own life. The young woman that many fools called plane-cursed had shown the heart to rival the most heroic warriors he had ever known. And Waresh himself was definitely no hero.

Nay, I’m a villain—an honorless cur. I could only hope that, at the end, I go out in a manner that pleases Reiktir and restores some small amount of honor to the Hammerhelm clan. Sioned, I’ve made a damned mess of me life, but I know the holdfast is in yer capable hands—more capable than mine would’ve ever been.

A fluttering sound reached his ears, rousing Waresh from his reverie. He made out a small shadow that alighted on a boulder a short distance from him. He recognized it as Yosrick’s mechanical bird.

“Begone, crow. Leave me be.”

The crow tilted its head, watching him for a moment. It hopped along to the next boulder, pacing Waresh as he walked. He stopped and glared at the bird. Its dark eyes bored into him as if judging him for a moment before it let out a squawk that sounded suspiciously like a hurled curse.

Waresh chuckled to himself. They must be close, to expose their spy. He surreptitiously removed a hand axe from his belt and turned to hurl it at the crow.

A flash of light suddenly blinded him, and his axe went astray, clanking as it ricocheted off into the darkness.

He staggered back, trying to shield his eyes from the suddenly glowing boulder the crow had been perched on. The crow was evidently as startled as he was, for it took wing with an annoyed caw.

Heartsbane was in Waresh’s hand, and he whirled, putting the light behind himself to try to preserve what was left of his darkvision.

The light illuminated the towering figure of Idrimel standing before him. Yosrick, barely reaching higher than the cleric’s belt, stood just in front of her, warhammer raised and an angry glare on his face.

“Why don’t we try crossing steel again, this time without you relying on your deceit, cowardly arsehole,” the gnome growled.

Waresh gritted his teeth. He didn’t wish to fight Endira, Yosrick, or Idrimel, having no quarrel with them. He had actually come to respect them, and his foolish decision to help Lassiter had ended in ruin. His heart might not have been in this fight, but it also wasn’t in his nature to surrender in shame. Heartsbane had awakened, and he could feel its intoxicating sense of power flowing through him.

“Just leave me be. It was Lassiter that slew the others. I let ye all live.” Or did I? He glanced around nervously for Endira. Where’s the elf?

A crack resounded from high overhead, and Waresh, accustomed to life underground, knew what was coming. He dove out of the way as a stalactite shattered against the ground where he had stood a moment earlier. Before he could rise to his feet, the darkness pounced on him.

What had been the blacks and grays of the underground suddenly moved, resolving itself into the form of a humanoid. Endira’s boot took him in the chin. Waresh fell onto his backside with a surprised oof, teeth snapping shut and tearing a chunk from the inside of his lip.

The elf’s skin was like a chameleon’s, mottled with blacks and grays, letting her blend in perfectly to the background. Before he could marvel at that, a warhammer took him in the side of his helm, ringing it like a bell. He sensed it an instant before it hit and leaned sideways, perhaps saving himself from a crushed skull. As it was, he was laid out on the ground with a dented helm and colors sparkling in his vision.

His head exploded in pain, a slightly delayed reaction. Waresh grunted and fought to get back up although his legs wouldn’t obey him. Heartsbane’s war drums boomed, and his senses started to clear. He brought the axe up before him defensively, but he felt the cold sensation of the elf invading his mind again as she had twice before: after the battle with the dark elves and after his fight with her in Nexus.

“Sleep now,” she commanded. Her words slid through the hot rage stoked by Heartsbane like icicles stabbing into him.

Waresh’s eyes grew heavy despite his objections, and the last things he saw were the angry faces of his former companions staring down at him… and then darkness.




***




Endira stood over Waresh thoughtfully. From the brief touch of his mind, she sensed the torment in the dwarf’s soul.

“You should’ve let me finish the bastard,” Yosrick grumbled. He yanked on Waresh’s dented helm and removed it. The dwarf had a large welt on the side of his head to go with a bruised chin and blood running from his mouth. Heavy snores rumbled from him.

“Traitors do not deserve our mercy.” Idrimel stared down at the fallen dwarf, eyes hard with anger and hatred. “My brother is dead, along with Nera. What hope remains now? And yet we show mercy to this traitor.”

Endira sighed. She understood their anger at the betrayal. Her head still ached from the knot received by the flat of Waresh’s axe when he had rendered her unconscious. 

“True, he is not without fault, but was merely an opportunist,” she told them. “Lassiter is the one responsible for this. The fiends that destroyed the foundry are responsible, perhaps Shaol himself is responsible. Waresh merely sought to save his own skin. Despise him if you will. I have no particular desire to defend someone without honor like this one, but I would not have you strike him down in cold blood for poor choices. He could’ve killed us but let each of us live. The question now is what do we do about him?”

“Tie him up and disarm him, for a start,” Yosrick suggested. He rifled around in his pack and withdrew a slender coil of rope.

Idrimel glared at the dwarf a moment before her face softened. She looked emotionally exhausted. “You are right, Endira. I’ve let my anger and sorrow get the better of me. Sol teaches forgiveness. Perhaps in time, I will be able to forgive one such as this sorry creature.” She frowned at the white-knuckled grasp the dwarf had on the haft of his axe even in sleep.

She reached down, seized the axe, and yanked it free. The sleeping dwarf shuddered as if he’d come awake but then relaxed his grip. Idrimel stepped away and suddenly dropped the axe on the ground with a shocked cry.

“What is it?” Endira asked. Her eyes went to the axe. Yosrick looked in confusion alternately between the priestess, the dwarf, and the axe.

Idrimel grasped her holy symbol and stared at the axe as if it were a coiled viper poised to strike. “That weapon is cursed… I could feel its evil just from the brief instant I touched it.” She looked at her gauntlet in puzzlement. “My skin didn’t even contact it, yet I could feel its fell influence. Perhaps the dwarf is a victim, possessed by this thing, his mind twisted into wickedness.” She had a thoughtful look on her face as she studied Waresh anew.

“Cursed or not, let’s secure this bastard before he wakes up,” Yosrick grumbled. He knelt down and rolled the heavy dwarf over. Placing a knee in his back, Yosrick held his thick wrists together and looped the rope over them. With a command, the rope tightened like a serpent, securing Waresh’s wrists snugly. Yosrick repeated the process with the ankles, and soon Waresh was hogtied, hand and foot. Yosrick relieved him of all his weapons and gear.

Endira knelt beside the slumbering dwarf and placed her hands on his temples. She focused for a few moments and then entered his tormented sleep. Immediately, she was buffeted as if aboard a dinghy in a hurricane and was nearly ejected from his mind in her shock. Shame, rage, and self-loathing warred mightily in the dwarf’s subconscious thoughts. She could briefly make out figures coalescing in the swirling madness of half-formed images, but then a thrumming bass sound, like a war drum, began booming a slow rhythm. The cadence had no words, yet she could feel her own emotions inflamed, anger and passion, a force nudging her about as subtly as a steel-shod boot in the back to go forth and conquer and slay her enemies.

She steeled her mental defenses against the psionic onslaught and pushed past the maelstrom of images and emotions, driving to the core of Waresh’s being. Within a solid rock fortress, a much younger dwarf sat in a corner, afraid, knees clenched to his chest. It was a younger version of Waresh. His frightened eyes locked on hers, and he opened his mouth to speak.

His words were drowned out when the booming drums suddenly resumed, and a curtain of fire and smoke surrounded her, cutting her off from Waresh. She winced at the power of the noise and pyrotechnics.

“I am Heartsbane. Wield me and strike those down that stand before you. Together, we shall be unstoppable.”

With a gasp, Endira withdrew from Waresh’s mind. The words were not his but another, alien thought imposed on his will. Her eyes went to the axe, lying a short distance away where Idrimel had tossed it.

“What is it?” the priestess asked. She and Yosrick knelt over a small fire, warming their hands.

Endira surmised the gnome had produced the flaming brick from his gear, which burned merrily as if it were a log. Evidently, some time had passed while she’d been in Waresh’s mind.

“That weapon is sentient—and indeed cursed. It has a stranglehold on Waresh’s will.”

Idrimel regained her feet and came over beside Endira. She was heartened to see the priestess somewhat recovered from her despair over Athyzon’s death. Her blue eyes held concern as she regarded the elf. “You should rest a while. You were wounded, and we have had a hard march and still have a long ways yet to go on the morrow.”

Endira smiled faintly. “I would like to try to aid Waresh if possible before it is too late. We all saw what happened during the battle with the dark elves. That cursed weapon has such a strong grip on his mind it won’t be long before he loses himself and it drives him to madness. I think I can aid him by implanting a suggestion to help him resist its influence, but I can do nothing for the weapon itself. Do you have a spell to break such a curse?”

The cleric knelt beside her, looking thoughtful. “Sol lends his power to aid and heal those in need. This weapon itself is cursed, and if what you say is true, its will is imposing itself on the dwarf. I don’t think he himself is magically cursed.”

“Will you try, at least? His soul is tormented and cries out for help.”

“Of course. I’ll do what I can. I’ll ask for Sol’s blessing while you try to soothe his mind.”

“Thank you.” Endira clasped Idrimel’s hand for a moment before turning her attention back to the dwarf.

In a moment, she was back inside the madness. Knowing what to expect, she was able to ignore Heartsbane’s bluster and suggestions, pushing through to Waresh’s besieged sanctuary. The dwarf was obviously frightened and in pain.

“I am losing meself… There is not much left of me. Can ye help?” he asked in a small voice, nothing like the brash person she had come to know.

Endira sat down facing Waresh in his prison and studied him. “I’ll do what I can, but you must want to save yourself. Show me more,” she implored the dwarf. “I need to understand how this all began.”

Images swirled around them. She saw a desperate fight in the darkness, the setting very similar to where they found themselves currently in the Deep Roads. Waresh’s companions, a troop of dwarfs, were besieged by a shadowy monster. They fought valiantly but were no match for the creature, which tore them apart with fang and fire. Waresh was eager to prove himself to a stern, commanding father—a king—who had bestowed scorn on his eldest son, and so he had organized the ill-fated venture. She watched as Waresh, in desperation, seized the wicked axe from a treasure hoard. Heartsbane was in his hand, and then he battled the beast, which resolved itself from shadows and teeth and scales into the form of a wyrm. The dwarf struck it down with Heartsbane. The scene shifted, and suddenly he was kneeling over a pretty dwarven maid, her blue eyes wide in pain. Her chest was a mass of blood, and that same blood dripped from Waresh’s blade. She could sense his heartbreak at the loss of the young woman. Later, madness consumed Waresh as he battled his own father, cutting him down mercilessly, the axe booming in his head with promises of blood and glory. On and on, the visions swarmed Endira until they nearly overwhelmed her. She even saw the calculations when he threw in his lot with Lassiter and the self-loathing when that gamble had failed and resulted in Nera’s death.

Seizing on the image of the blue-eyed dwarven maid, Endira had an idea of how to construct her suggestion. After expending her remaining energy to give it substance and breathe life into it, she swooned. The next she knew, she found herself back at their campsite in the Deep Roads.

Idrimel and Yosrick were looking down at her with worried eyes. She saw they had pulled her near the fire, wrapping her in her cloak.

“Are you well?” the gnome asked.

Endira felt totally drained. She tried to sit up, and Idrimel assisted her. Waresh still slept, occasionally thrashing, trapped in his own nightmares. She shuddered at the memory of the dwarf’s dreadful, tormented dreams. “I did all I could for Waresh, though it has drained me. He must do the rest on his own. Did you have any luck?”

Idrimel shook her head. “It is as I feared. Sol showed me that although the axe is evil, its very nature a curse, the only influence it wields over the dwarf is in his own mind. It is a sickness of the spirit, one which he must overcome himself. There is no magical binding which I can break. The weapon itself is beyond my power to try to dispel.”

Yosrick handed Endira a cup of tea, which she gratefully took a drink of. 

“I must get some rest,” she said, “or I will be little more than a hindrance. Will someone wake me for last watch?”

“Aye, rest then. We’ll keep watch,” Yosrick said.

Endira finished her tea and was asleep in moments. She found no peace there, however, as her dreams were filled with violence and murder.




***




“Ye must fight it, Waresh! Look at what ye’ve done, what a bloody mess yer life has become. ’Tis not too late to salvage something and do some good yet.”

Waresh awoke with the words of his beloved friend Tarni in his mind, as clear as if she’d really been speaking to him. He looked around in confusion, not knowing where he was at first. His arms and legs were cramped from being hogtied. Flames crackled in a small campfire. Two bundles lay nearby, rolled up in their cloaks. After a few moments of confusion, the memories came back.

“How are you feeling? From your thrashing about, I guess you must’ve had some dark dreams.”

He looked over to see Endira watching him from the edge of the darkness, where she kept watch. An angry retort was on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed it. He saw no mocking but honest concern in her eyes. “Aye, dark dreams indeed. I feel a bit better today, I reckon.” Truth be told, he felt clear-headed—more so than in as long as he could remember. Heartsbane lay out of reach, a dozen paces away, yet he felt no great desire to seize it.

“We have entered the Dron Reach and are perhaps a half day at best from the crossroads.” Endira gazed out into the darkness.

“Aye, and what then? Nexus will be closed to us. Where will we go? If ye return me to the Silver Anvil Hall on the plane of Easilon, there’s a substantial reward on me head.” He didn’t know why the words came out, but he suddenly felt the need to set things right. Perhaps it will allow Sioned to save some face if I meet the headsman’s axe.

Endira’s eyebrows rose as she turned back to him. “I’m no retrieval officer. I have no desire to turn you in for coin.”

“Hmph. Well, it could fund yer next campaign, whatever that may be, since we can’t get back to Nexus.”

She shrugged. “I’d much prefer it if you lent us your aid in our current endeavor. Think of it as a way to buff some of the tarnish from your honor.” She smiled faintly.

Waresh snorted. “I’d need to go at it with a grinding wheel for that to have any effect. Ye still mean to continue on with this madness?”

The elf met his gaze coolly. “I do. Malek was a friend to me, as well as Nera. I’d see her quest fulfilled if possible.” She nodded toward the slumbering forms of Idrimel and Yosrick. “These two need all the help they can get, so I figure I’ll lend them my aid as long as I’m able.”

“If we keep on this path of madness, that may not be long,” he muttered, thinking she couldn’t hear him. “We’ll all be dead afore long at this rate.”

“If that is the case, I’d rather my life be given striving to achieve something good and noble, an attempt to end the impending doom hanging over Nexus. I know not any better way I’d be able to contribute to such a worthy cause.”

Waresh pondered her words as he lay there trussed like a pig. Endira eventually roused the other two from sleep. Yosrick kept Waresh’s hands bound but freed his legs, and they got on the move once again.




















Chapter 25

Nera quickly discovered the skeletons had no interest in her. Seeing how exhausted Malek was, she had decided to leave him to rest a bit as she went to scout, following the wall around the estate in search of a way to escape. The undead paid her no mind as she moved away, remaining intent on Malek. Whether that was due to him being a mage, she couldn’t say. Perhaps they are drawn to his magic?

The wall led up against the main building of the estate. After an easy climb atop the tile roof, Nera was able to access the second floor. She slipped through a window overlooking the gardens opposite the collapsed archway. Inside was a room full of smashed statuary and broken tiles. A portion of the ceiling had collapsed, leaving rubble strewn everywhere. The rest of the estate was in the same sad state: ruined, with nothing of value remaining and no place that seemed to provide safety.

She made her way downstairs, through another wing, and into what looked to have once been the kitchens. She crawled through another window and exited onto a narrow pathway leading toward the front of the estate. Squeezing through the gap formed between a crooked gate and a wall, she found herself out on another street.

Coming around the corner of a wall, she almost barreled into a skeleton. She froze and held her breath. The undead passed within a handbreadth of her, where she was standing plain as day, but it continued on as if she were invisible.

Perhaps I am. She fingered Malek’s ring where it still rested on her right horn. The undead are magically animated—they can’t sense me! I bet if I return it, our places will be reversed. If it comes to that, I shall do so since I can hide better than him. And run faster.

A short bowshot away to her right was another intersection, with a corner building that seemed in slightly better repair. She slipped along the street and went inside, quickly reconnoitering the building. The store appeared to have been a scribe’s workshop, judging from the decaying scrolls on shelves capped by metal ends. She gently poked one with her finger, and it crumbled to dust, leaving only the tarnished metal caps remaining. Nera looked around and found a narrow staircase in the rear, leading up to what had likely been the scribe’s cozy flat overhead. It was a single room with narrow windows providing a view to the street on two sides. The stairwell would be defensible—a heavy bookcase could be shoved in front of it, blocking it off.

Nera quickly retraced her path to Malek. She tested her theory and walked openly across the street. Four skeletons were moving in the fog around her and should’ve been able to sense her, but they ignored her. They seemed to be moving in the direction of the congregation near where Malek awaited.

Goose bumps formed on her arms as she realized they somehow knew without communicating that their prey was nearby. Uncanny how they sense where to go.

She rejoined Malek, trying not to focus on that thought too much. “I’ve found a place we can hide and rest for a bit. It’s not… Oh gods!” She gasped at the size of the undead crowd below.

A couple hundred skeletons filled the street, along with the thirty or so which remained trapped in the courtyard. They were largely silent in their vigil. Dark eye sockets stared up at Malek, and their teeth clacked occasionally to go along with the clatter of their feet on the cobblestones and finger bones scraping against the wall. She shivered at the simple wrongness of the undead.

“They are aware of us. Someone or something guides them,” Malek said grimly. “I fear that we are being herded toward this puppet master.”

“They are aware of you,” she corrected. “Your ring, remember? I seem to be invisible to them.” She crouched beside him and regarded the undead.

Malek frowned in thought. “That makes sense,” he admitted after a moment. “The power that rules here gains its awareness by magical means. It generates this life-leeching fog, which brings premature ruin to the city. It should take much longer than a few centuries to crumble such stoneworks to dust, yet already the toll is being taken.” He patted the wall beneath him.

“Then let us move before we crumble to dust as well.” Nera reached up and began to slide the ring from her horn. “Here, you need it more than I do.”

“No, don’t!” he said sharply, seizing her hand.

She froze, the ring loose near the tip of her horn.

Malek slid the ring back until it was again snug. His voice softened again, “Right now, the only advantage we have is this puppet master is unaware of you. I’d prefer we keep it that way.”

She looked him in the eye and then slowly nodded. “Aye, good sense in that. We need to leave now before it’s too late. Soon, there will be an army surrounding this wall and clogging the streets.” She grasped Malek’s forearm and pulled him to his feet.

They retraced the path Nera had taken across the roof and into the second-floor window. The pack of undead shuffled along beside them on the street below, keeping pace but seemingly uninterested in trying to cut them off.

She led him through the old kitchen and out past the crooked gate. Exhausted as Malek was, he made slow progress but was able to follow without faltering. Once at the edge of the street, they paused so Nera could listen. Focusing her hearing, she listened intently for a few moments. Other than Malek’s heavy breathing, all was silent.

I sure hope they don’t see us. Perhaps the ring will shield us both if we are touching. She grabbed Malek’s hand firmly and pulled him with her, swiftly crossing the street. She winced as his foot caught a loose stone, which rattled away when kicked. They froze for a few seconds, but nothing stirred. Swiftly, she led him to the scribe’s shop and pushed him inside.

Malek sighed when he saw the ruin of the shop. “All this knowledge once collected and now turned to dust by time. I wish I could learn more about the fate of Valirial.”

“Valirial?” She looked at him questioningly while nudging the exhausted mage up the stairs.

“I found an intact journal entry from a man named Alistor. He spoke of the last days of Valirial, this city or city-state, I would guess. It fell to a corruptor by the name of Stolak. This is the result.” He waved his hand around at the general devastation around them.

Nera tried to shift the heavy bookcase but needed Malek’s assistance to move it into position to block the door. After they sealed off the entrance, the mage quickly sagged down to the floor, leaning against the wall. She offered him a couple strips of dried, salted meat and a handful of nuts to eat, which he gladly accepted, along with the waterskin.

“Say, um… about what happened during the battle back in Nexus…” She cleared her throat nervously as Malek glanced up at her. “I wanted to apologize for the dagger…” She gestured to her thigh, indicating the wound she had given him.

Malek waved her apology off. “Don’t apologize. You were in the right—I’d lost myself in the magic and could’ve brought the whole fortress down on top of our heads.”

Nera relaxed, seeing that he’d evidently thought long and hard over the events that had transpired. She let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Aye. ’Twas the type of decision one never wants to have to face.”

Malek nodded and looked away. “I think we should exchange stories,” he suggested after a few moments. “What happened after I was banished here?” He bit off another piece of the stringy meat and savored the salty taste before chewing it.

Nera peered out the windows and then relaxed slightly when she noted no skeletons approaching the shop. “Long story. You go first.”




***




Nera watched Malek as he slept. His drawn face looked peaceful for the first time since she’d found him. Caked blood stained his arms and forehead, but his cuts seemed fairly shallow and had closed. He had obviously lost weight from starvation but looked surprisingly healthy despite having been trapped there for a week. The mage had barely gotten his story out and fallen fast asleep before she could relate her experiences. He lay slumped awkwardly against the wall, neck at an angle she knew would pain him when he awoke.

Gently, she grasped him beneath the arms and positioned him to one side, laying him flat. She wrapped his cloak around him. He mumbled something unintelligible in his sleep and then lay calm, chest rising and falling regularly.

She paced nervously, unable to relax with the persistent sense of dread the city engendered. She watched out one window for a time then moved to the next. An occasional skeleton would wander past in the general direction of the large group they had left behind, but there was no sign they were aware of their hiding spot.

After a time, Nera sat beside Malek, meaning to keep watch until he awoke. Soon, her eyes grew heavy, and she fell fast asleep.




***




“You say you died and awoke here? And you were in the company of the goddess Sabyl?” Malek’s eyes were as wide as if she had been dancing around naked, howling at the unseen moon.

“Aye, that’s right. You think I’m mad?” She challenged him with her eyes. I’d probably think I was mad too, had I not lived through it.

Malek smiled and shook his head. “No, of course not. Obviously, Sabyl has some greater plans for you, it would seem—for both of us if she sent you here to aid me.”

Nera sighed and jostled Malek’s shoulder with her own. “I grow sick and tired of hearing all this madness about duty and expectations everyone else has for me.” She put her head in her hands.

She had awoken huddled up beside Malek on the floor. Luckily, he was still asleep and didn’t notice, saving her embarrassment. She had resumed her vigil, and he had awoken an hour or so later. They were now sitting side by side, quietly discussing their situation, huddling together and conserving some warmth. Malek’s theory seemed accurate—the cursed fog did appear to leech the warmth and vitality from her body.

Perhaps it does if these madman corruptors unleashed it on the city, sucking everything dry until naught but dust remains.

She went on to tell Malek of the dreams or visions—or whatever they were—that had recently plagued her. After she had finished, he was silent.

“Well?” she asked after a few long moments of silence. “Say something, at least.”

“I don’t know what to say of all this, other than I’m glad you came to save me although it pains me that you are now trapped as well. The Nera I knew before, although loyal, likely wouldn’t have gone to such effort.”

Nera looked away from his earnest expression, suddenly uncomfortable. “Aye, the old Nera wouldn’t have gotten involved in such madness. She’d be back in Nexus, drinking ale and watching it burn down around her ears. I told you long ago that I stick with my friends, mageling.” She met his gaze with a fierce look, daring him to challenge her.

He didn’t. Malek just smiled, sadly it seemed. “I was pondering why Sabyl would facilitate you coming here, only so you can be trapped as well. At any rate, it would seem we are in for a great deal more than we bargained for. I guess that old Seer was right—we’re pawns in the games of the gods at this point.”

“Aye. Do you think this Engineer could really be my father?”

Malek regarded her. “I cannot say. Certainly, it’s not unthinkable that he would prey on you and try to take some advantage, knowing you’re an orphan and want to learn of your parents more than anything. I never knew my true parents, either, although I grew up to love the people that raised me, and they loved me in return, so it was never an issue.” At her probing look, he suddenly looked uneasy. “I guess I’m trying to say that our backgrounds aren’t quite so different as you may think, is all.”

Nera studied his face, which was suddenly a bit sheepish. “I never knew that about you,” she replied quietly.

He shrugged. “I suppose it never really mattered. The people that raised me were my parents, as far as I’m concerned.” He explained further what he had discovered of Alistor’s journal and his thoughts that he was perhaps somehow a descendant of Alistor.

“This Dark Lady he speaks of could be Sabyl. She seems to have her hands mixed up in a lot of different strands of the Weave of Fate, as Brother Cerador would say.” She wondered what had become of the mysterious monk who had aided her back in Nexus and then promptly disappeared.

Malek thought a moment. “Yes, seems likely,” he admitted.

Nera smacked him on the thigh. “At least you had a family, as you said. Doubtless, your father wasn’t some mad bastard that waged war on the entire multiverse against his equally mad brother, only to end up a resident of the Abyss.”

“There is that, I suppose,” Malek admitted. He stretched his arms overhead, and for a moment, Nera hoped he would settle his arm around her shoulders, but he didn’t.

Annoyed by the thought, she snorted. At his questioning glance, she asked, “What do you think we should do? After we confront the source of this undead plague?”

The Seer’s words rang in her head. “The time will come soon when you will stand at a crossroads and make a decision. One path leads to a normal life as you are now—a life with many possibilities, most ending in death and failure, but a few paths could lead to a life of contentment, whatever that may be. If that is what you truly want, child, then by all means choose that path. You only have one life, and who are we, or even the gods, to tell you which life to live?” She almost hoped Malek would want to take the path to the normal life.

“Assuming we even survive and manage to escape from here?” he asked in amusement.

“I trust Sabyl wouldn’t strand us here for no reason. We’ll figure something out. Perhaps Endira and the others will find us yet.” She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.

“Indeed, I say we test our luck as far as it’ll take us since we have some powerful benefactors looking out for us, or you do, at least. Why don’t we follow this quest all the way to the Abyss?”

The words rang in Nera’s ears. Malek seemed serious. “Why don’t we follow it to the Abyss, indeed. That’s what Idrimel and Athyzon wanted, and Athyzon already fell in this mad quest, and we haven’t even gotten close to the Abyss. What’s the worst that can happen? We die there and get imprisoned and tormented for all eternity, chained up at the Wall of Lost Souls beside the Engineer for little bastard fiends to tear out our guts?” She could feel her pulse racing and fought to keep her emotions in check.

“What if we don’t try?” he answered calmly. “Do we let Nexus fall, let these demons sweep across the multiverse? I know you planned to get off plane somewhere, but mayhap there’ll be nowhere left after this scourge is unleashed.”

“Stop talking sense,” she grumbled. “I’ll never go back to being me, ya know? Just Nera the Rogue—the one that would’ve cut her losses and saved her own arse rather than come looking for you.”

“I think that Nera died when Lassiter struck her down.”

“Perhaps it was before that, when the Magehunters rammed a sword in my belly and you brought me back. Funny how I keep dying and coming back to you.” She stared him in the eyes.

Malek met her gaze. His hand found hers and he squeezed it. “Seems to be the will of the gods,” he whispered.

“Forget about the gods—let them wait a bit. If we’re gonna die on this fool’s quest…” Words escaped her, but in that moment, it mattered not. She turned toward him, reached out, and cupped the back of his head with her hand. She pulled him to her and kissed him full on the lips.

Malek’s eyes widened in surprise before he had the sense to close them. He responded to her kiss, gently stroking her cheek before she pulled away. A smile was on his lips, one that Nera felt mirrored her own.

“I should be the one thanking you after saving me,” he said with a laugh, searching her eyes.

“Thank me later… if we somehow survive this.” She kissed him again and smoothly rose to her feet. Grasping his hand, she pulled him up. “The gods are impatient and demanding. We’d best make them happy. Perhaps we’ll earn a peaceful respite before we go to our deaths.”

Malek groaned and knuckled his back as he straightened although his cheeks were flushed and he looked pleased, she noticed. “I’d look forward to a nice respite, perhaps somewhere with a bit more life—sunshine, trees, and the like.”

“Aye, let’s go face these undead bastards and get it over with. Sabyl, you’ve led us to this point—please grant us your luck and protection that we don’t fail now.”

They wrestled the stone shelf away and ventured out onto the deathly streets of Valirial once again to meet their fate.




















Chapter 26

A commotion broke out around Arron—curses and oaths of astonishment filled the air. His eyes traced the edges of two different swords from the tips pointed at his throat up to their owners, veterans both, grizzled men with steely expressions. They seemed familiar, but he couldn’t immediately put names to their faces.

“Arron? Balor’s balls, man, is that you?” A familiar voice boomed in the tent, drawing Arron’s gaze to the speaker. “Sheathe those swords. He’s a friend.”

Wyat loomed over him then, looking down with a mixture of shock and amusement. The big man wore a full beard, speckled with gray, his eyes a clear blue.

“Uh… Greetings, all,” Arron said, face red from embarrassment. “Apologies for the sudden, um, appearance… and mess.” He held up Wyat’s drinking horn sheepishly.

The two veterans sheathed their blades, shocked recognition dawning on their faces. He noticed a priest and a female wizard in the background, wide-eyed as well.

Wyat and his commanders, he realized. This must be the command tent. He sat up and picked up a parchment map from beside him, which was drenched in ale.

“Where in the Abyss did you come from?” Wyat took the horn and extended his other hand and pulled Arron to his feet. “You sure know how to make an entrance!”

“Aye, that wasn’t quite as smooth as I’d hoped, I’m afraid.” Two of the men righted the table. Arron put the soggy map on it, smoothing it out as best he could. He realized he was still clutching the second sphere Zar Jurrik had given him, so he slipped it into a pocket.

“You look a bit unsteady. Here.” Wyat guided Arron to a seat and dragged an extra one over to the table. 

The others made short work tidying up the mess with the quick efficiency of soldiers. After a moment, a tankard of ale was pressed into Arron’s hand, and expectant faces were all staring at him.

“Have you seen Nera?” he blurted.

Wyat shook his head. “Nay, I’m afraid not. Haven’t seen her since… must’ve been the last time I saw the two of you. It was a few months after…” His eyes went to Arron’s neck and widened in surprise. “The collars… you don’t have it. Were you released from the sentence? And what of Nera?” He looked concerned, and Arron remembered the warrior had always had somewhat of an infatuation with his sister although he was always too embarrassed about it to make his interest known. Nera had always treated him like a little brother although the man towered over the two of them in stature and was older in appearance by virtue of his human blood.

Arron sighed. “That’s a long tale, indeed.” He took a long draught of ale. “I fear she’s in danger. ’Tis unfortunate she hasn’t been here. How goes the campaign?”

“The concerned parties signed a treaty weeks ago. I was letting the Rage have some well-earned downtime, and wouldn’t you know, once we marched back here to the portal, all set to return home, the damned thing wouldn’t activate. Is there something happening on the Nexus side?”

“Aye, it’s not good, mate. Nexus is on the verge of falling. The foundry was sabotaged and blown to shite. None of the portals work any longer. Everyone is trapped, food and fresh water are not forthcoming, and the city burns from unrest and rioting.” He looked around at the shocked faces.

“By the gods, I’d say that’s a mite worse than ‘not good.’” Wyat’s face had grown pale. He fumbled with his refilled drinking horn, sloshing ale on his leg before recovering enough to take a long swig.

“Aye, perhaps I should start at the beginning…”




***




The road winding through the Dron Reach culminated at a slender stone bridge spanning a wide, deep chasm. On the far side was what appeared to be some manner of temple carved into the rock face, but it was distant and shrouded in darkness.

“Huh, that’s deep.” Idrimel watched Waresh peer over the side of the chasm from where the party had stopped at the edge of the bridge. The dwarf spat into the darkness and stared downward for a moment. He patted his hand on one of the posts and appraised the span. “This is no dwarven construction—too spindly and weak. Must be elvish—or dark elvish, likely.”

The sound of rushing water from an underground river was barely audible from deep in the chasm below. Magical torches resembling the magelights found in Nexus lined the bridge at regular intervals, illuminating it with a warm glow while enhancing the blackness of the chasm’s void.

The group had marched the entire day since having captured Waresh. After Endira had planted her suggestion in the dwarf’s mind, he seemed much calmer and more lucid, enough to no longer make Idrimel nervous that he would go berserk at the first hint of trouble. They had released his bindings after the elf declared him safe although they had confiscated his axe. It was currently wrapped in a cloak and strapped to Yosrick’s pack. Waresh hadn’t protested the arrangement, but she couldn’t help notice the frequent glances he stole at his axe.

It’s an obsession for him, much like one of those wretched civet addicts.

“Is this the place?” Idrimel asked. Despite the temple’s foreboding appearance, she could detect no ill aura emanating from the place.

“Aye, I assume so.” Yosrick started across the bridge, boots clumping loudly, while peering toward the gloomy temple. “The light spoils my vision—we’ll have to make our way across in order to take a better look about.”

Then it may be too late to turn back, Idrimel thought nervously. Her hand stole to the comfort of her holy symbol upon her breast.

The four of them traversed the narrow span. Despite its fragile appearance, the bridge was quite sturdy.

“We are being watched,” Endira said suddenly as soon as they set foot on solid ground at the far side. “They are aware of our presence.”

“So we are, Lady Elf.” A figure shrouded in a voluminous cloak materialized from a small doorway in the temple. “Much that occurs here in the Deep Roads is witnessed by the Order of Peraphrax. I know that few remain of those that originally set out on the journey here.” The voice was raspy as if from disuse and issued seemingly from a void. Nothing of the speaker’s features were visible.

“Aye, the road was a dangerous one, but we’ve arrived at the right place,” Yosrick proclaimed.

“Is that so? And what would an intriguing group such as yourselves wish from our humble order?” The cowl shifted as the figure’s gaze swept over each of them in turn.

“We would ask that you allow us to access the crossroads,” Idrimel said. “Nexus of the Planes is on the verge of falling, and we seek to prevent that.”

“Although tales are still occasionally told of the crossroads, as you call it, we no longer receive many travelers since Nexus of the Planes was constructed many millennia ago. Where is it you would go, blessed one?” The voice held no surprise at her announcement, only mild curiosity. She could feel the unseen eyes boring into her.

“Our destination is the Gray Lands,” Endira said. “We search for a friend who went missing there.”

“The Gray Lands? Old Valirial is a destination not requested of us for quite a long time.” Surprise was evident in the figure’s voice. “I’m sure there is a fascinating tale to be shared. Please, step inside our humble sanctuary.” A hand appeared from the voluminous cloak, extremely pale and thin, and gestured them to enter. “Come, come. I am called the Keeper of the Keys. You shall be my guests for some refreshment first. Then I would be interested in hearing your tale afore we discuss the crossroads.”

The Keeper turned and entered, again waving them forward. Idrimel took a deep breath and followed along with the others.

The temple turned out to be a mere façade carved into the stone wall of the vast cavern. They found themselves in a much smaller cave mouth, which could be blocked off by a rusted iron gate. Beyond the gate, faded frescoes decorated the walls of the cave. Cowled figures of what looked to be monks were depicted worshipping, inscribing in and reading tomes, and going about their daily lives.

“I must admit, I’m not at all familiar with your order,” Yosrick said. “I had read of the crossroads before but found practically no information on the Order of Peraphrax. What is it you do here?”

“We tend to Peraphrax, the Transitory God, of course. Or what you would term the crossroads. We also keep the Yuez’hite archives, recovered from the Illuminated Library before the Eternal Hoarfrost made the surface world uninhabitable. We transported as much of the archives as we were able and stored it here for safekeeping.” Pride filled the Keeper’s voice, particularly as he spoke of the archives.

They arrived in a larger cavern smelling of moist earth and plants. A garden of various fungi and tubers stretched off to their right. Water dripped from the ceiling and was collected in buckets for irrigation. More of the magical lamps lit the path through the gardens. They followed the keeper past the gardens and entered a room with several stone tables and chairs built from a type of dried, stringy wood that Idrimel realized were cleverly crafted roots.

The Keeper spoke quietly to another cowled figure, who bowed respectfully and disappeared. “Please, make yourselves comfortable,” he said.

Idrimel was thankful to have the chance to sit and rest after the long day’s travel. The companions took their seats, looking around curiously. A large hearth had stained the wall and ceiling black with soot at one time but now sat cold and unused.

Two other monks returned with plates, cups, a platter of food, and a flask filled with liquid. They efficiently served the group plates of mushrooms, potatoes, and tubers drizzled with a vinegar sauce and small black loaves of bread. Each cup was filled with a small amount of sharp-smelling spirits.

When the monks departed, the Keeper raised his cup. “Eat and drink, friends. All I ask in exchange is to hear your tale. Long has it been since the last group of travelers shared our table.” He didn’t take any food but drank a sip of the alcohol. He lowered his cowl partially, revealing an ill appearance. His thin, skeletal face had translucent skin and eyes tinted yellow. The pale blue of veins was visible beneath his skin, and the top of his pate was bald, with wispy white hair around the sides of his head. His yellow eyes held a hunger for knowledge.

Idrimel must have started in reaction to his appearance, for the Keeper of the Keys’ eyes held hers, and he suddenly wheezed, a sound she realized was laughter. 

“There are dark places in the multiverse where not even the light of your god can penetrate, priestess,” he said. “Not all grow to be fair and beautiful in the light such as thyself.”

“I… I’m sorry…” she stammered.

The Keeper waved her apology away. “Many find our appearances disturbing. It is no matter.”

Thoroughly embarrassed, Idrimel fumbled for her cup. She took too large of a sip and coughed as the strong alcohol burned going down her throat. Heat rushed to her cheeks within moments, and she quickly set the glass back down.

Waresh laughed at her discomfort and knocked a slug back without blinking. “Easy there, Princess. Hmm… not bad.” He grunted before popping a chunk of potato in his mouth. The others were careful to take very small sips.

Idrimel ate a large mushroom and found it pleasantly tangy when drizzled in the sauce. The rest of the meal, though simple, was satisfyingly hearty.

Although unnerved by the Keeper’s manner and appearance, she sensed no malice from the creature. Sensing his impatience, she began their tale. With Endira and Yosrick chiming in, they told him much of what had occurred, leaving out some specifics with regard to their quest. Waresh remained silent, scarfing down his food and drink as if he had gone for days without. A monk appeared and refilled his drink, which he was happy to receive. The others declined.

When the meal and tale were finished, the Keeper regarded them thoughtfully for a time, elbows on the table and hands clasped before him, his drink seemingly forgotten.

“That is quite a fascinating tale, indeed. I am intrigued as to which powers pull the strings of their agents. I sense Shaol’s hand in this, as well as his benevolent brother,” he said with a nod to Idrimel. “It would appear the stage was set long ago, and only now is the drama in full swing. Whether it ends up a tragedy has yet to be seen. A group of heroes stands before the certain doom of the multiverse, and here they are at my doorstep, seeking aid.” His thin lips twisted in what Idrimel thought a gruesome smile.

“Indeed, if you will allow us access to your crossroads, we shall be on our way and take up no more of your time,” she said.

The Keeper turned his eerie gaze back on her. “I have nothing but time, blessed one. It is no imposition but a boon to hear of the machinations in Nexus. Fear not, I shall not prevent you from traveling to Old Valirial if that is your wish. I imagine the crossroads is not what you imagine, however.” The smile formed on his face again. “In fact, I shall take you there at once if you so desire.”

The companions nodded their agreement and rose to follow the Keeper. They passed deeper into the temple complex, down a long straight passageway. Idrimel coughed from the dry, dusty air.

“The archives are kept dry out of necessity to prevent mold and rot from setting in,” the Keeper explained as they continued deeper down the tunnel. “My order spends much of our time there, studying and cataloging the wondrous knowledge, that it won’t be forever lost.”

They approached a large archway on the left. A magical force thrummed over the entrance, providing a faint amber illumination. On the other side was a large cavern with shelves constructed more than thrice Idrimel’s height and filled with scrolls and tomes. Monks were seated at tables stacked high with volumes. Many were hunched over, intent on reading and inscribing on parchments.

“Just imagine what knowledge lies within,” Yosrick muttered quietly, eyes wide in appreciation.

The Keeper regarded the gnome. “Wisdom of the ancients, as well as their follies, my friend.”

“Would that I had the time to learn some of it.” His face was wistful. “If outsiders are allowed to study,” he added hurriedly.

“Of course. We believe knowledge is not to be hoarded. Perhaps you will visit us again on your next trip.”

“I would like that very much.” Yosrick’s eyes lit up at the thought. “Although… I think it wouldn’t be for some while as I’d like to spend time home with Qixi and the younguns, to watch them grow up.”

Idrimel glanced at the gnome in surprise, previously unaware that he had a family. She was somewhat ashamed to realize she’d never spoken to him of his personal life, as focused as she’d been on her quest and then on her own grief over Athyzon’s death. I’ll do what I can to see you make it home again once this is through, my friend.

They followed the Keeper for what felt like nearly a mile down a straight, flat tunnel. A large arched opening ahead revealed a huge cavern.

“Behold, herein lies Peraphrax,” the Keeper proclaimed, bidding them enter with a sweeping gesture.

At first, Idrimel couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing. “What manner of deviltry is this?” She gaped at the wall of pulsating flesh before them. Endira looked just as shocked by the sight while Yosrick and Waresh both uttered startled curses.

Even though the Keeper had pulled his hood back up, Idrimel got the impression he was deeply amused at their reactions.

She exchanged glances with Endira. “I suppose we’ve come too far to turn away now,” the elf said, composing herself more easily than the rest.

The Keeper waved them forward again, the sleeve of his robe slipping down to reveal a sticklike forearm. The darker shapes of veins and sinew shifted inside his skeletal limb. He drew forth from somewhere in his cloak an enormous ring of keys that rattled loudly from the movement.

“That ugly heap of flesh is the crossroads?” Waresh asked dubiously.

“Hold your tongue. It is best not to insult our host,” Idrimel scolded although she was as shocked as any of them.

The creature took up the entire vaulted room, which was as large as a castle’s great hall. It was an amorphous blob of flesh, mottled in colors ranging from a sickly yellow to pink to maggot white. It quivered and shook subtly, emanating a grumbling sound that Idrimel thought of as some great intestinal discomfort. Dark spots covered the creature’s hide at regular intervals. Fluids leaked from the fleshy beast, leaving slimy pools of reeking ichor.

“Smells like a sack o’ troll arseholes in here,” Waresh grumbled, in an undertone this time.

Idrimel didn’t disagree. She fought down her gorge and asked the Keeper, “What manner of beast is this? Is this the object of your order’s worship?”

The Keeper wheezed in laughter. “The Order of Peraphrax offers supplication to the Transitory God, Peraphrax. Have you not learned of him in your studies, priestess?” The Keeper regarded them with amusement. His yellow eyes gleamed in the depths of his hood, and Idrimel could just make out his translucent nose and chin.

She shook her head. “No, Master Keeper, I can’t say I’ve had the honor.”

The Keeper made a sound that could have been a scoff. “Not many have, for the bards and historians are oft short of memory. Many millennia ago, before the ascension of the current gods, existed the old gods, their methods crude and brutal. They sought not the worship of mortals, for they were powers more ancient than any mortal, so they needed them not and cared for them little. One clever adventurer, a mortal by the name Peraphrax, sought out the hall of the old god Syestu, for he heard telling of a rod the god possessed, which could unlock any place in the multiverse, much like your Nexus of the Planes in later times. Peraphrax was perhaps a bit too clever for his own good, for he succeeded in stealing the rod, but he hadn’t a clue how the device worked. The rod was covered in keyholes, but there were no keys provided, for Syestu himself carried the keys upon his person at all times, as Peraphrax would later discover. Syestu, of course, was less than pleased once he discovered the theft. He pursued Peraphrax through his halls and across the land. The thief fell into an eldritch bog that clung to his boots and clothing, threatening to pull him beneath its muddy surface until he drowned. The wily Peraphrax slipped out of his boots and clothes to escape with his life and the Keyhole Rod. With rod in hand, although naked as a babe, he had nowhere left to hide as Syestu approached. The thief thought to hide the rod in the only place he could think of…” The Keeper left off with an amused sneer.

Idrimel blinked as she wondered at the Keeper’s hint.

“So he shoved it up his arse, you mean?” Yosrick barked laughter.

“Indeed.” The Keeper wheezed, amused at their reactions. “Syestu happened upon Peraphrax in the middle of the violation of his Keyhole Rod and was less than pleased. As a result, he cursed Peraphrax to all eternity, the curse transforming him into what you see in front of you.” He gestured dramatically.

“Hah!” Waresh laughed and slapped his thighs. “There’s a moral to that story somewhere, I reckon.”

Idrimel was less amused—repulsed instead. “So this was once a man?”

The heaving fleshy mass before them rumbled loudly as if it had indigestion deep inside, followed by the emission of a gaseous stench.

“Peraphrax doesn’t appreciate being reminded of his once-mortal roots, it appears,” Yosrick observed. “And are those the keys once carried by the old god Syestu?”

“So our lore tells us, the knowledge passed down from one Keeper to the next.” The Keeper studied the creature for a moment before turning back to them. “I’m afraid it is best that you make haste. Peraphrax stirs.” He studied the massive keychain, thumbing through scores of them and mumbling to himself until he finally selected a suitable one. “Follow me.”

As they approached, Idrimel was startled to discover the dark patches seen from a distance were all ornate metal plates with keyholes, embedded in the flesh of the onetime thief.

The Keeper strode alongside the creature, splashing unperturbed through the stinking puddles of fluid until he reached a spot where a ridge of flesh extended outward. He stepped onto it and followed it upward as surefootedly as a mountain goat before reaching a keyhole five paces or so up. “Come now, don’t tarry,” he said.

Idrimel looked at the twitching mass of flesh with a grimace. Up close, she could see large boils covering the pale flesh, which leaked pus. Next to the nearest keyhole, she noted what looked like a closed orifice.

Yosrick glanced back at Idrimel and shrugged before climbing onto the monstrosity. Endira gingerly followed, then Waresh, and Idrimel came last. The mound of flesh was spongy beneath her feet but relatively stable once she got used to it. After a minute, she reached the others.

“This leads to your destination.” The Keeper inserted the key into the keyhole. He twisted it, and it clanked as if some great tumblers unlocked within. The orifice opened before them, smelling as foul as it appeared.

Idrimel turned and retched. Her vomit spattered the fleshy side of the creature. She nearly lost her balance, but Waresh grasped her arm to steady her. She looked back to find the Keeper leering at her.

“As I said before, there are dark places in the multiverse that the light doesn’t reach, priestess. Once you’ve experienced some of them for yourself, you can see there are those that have been forgotten by the new gods, can’t you?”

Idrimel fought down her gorge and faced the Keeper, chastened. “A valuable lesson I shall take to heart and share with others, that they may learn from my own shortsightedness. Fear not, the Order of Peraphrax will not go forgotten.”

“If you are successful in saving your Nexus, then perhaps it should be forgotten. Time moves on and passes us by.”

She couldn’t tell if the Keeper wanted his tale to be told or not, but she detected some bitterness in his comment. “Through there lies the Gray Lands?”

“As requested.” The Keeper bowed mockingly.

The group studied the dark, stinking opening for a moment. It didn’t appear to function as a traditional portal—missing was the icy chill of the void. Only a warm stench wafted from the opening.

Yosrick finally took a deep breath and stepped inside. He seemed to suddenly fall forward as if sucked inside, then he disappeared. Endira followed, then Waresh.

“Thank you, Master Keeper. I would make a donation to your Order for your troubles… to aid in preserving the archives, if nothing else.” Idrimel handed him a handful of gold crowns.

The Keeper bowed in respect. “As you wish, priestess. We thank you for your generosity.”

Idrimel nodded. “If this is the result of a curse, can it not be lifted?”

“I suspect it would take another god to cure what ails Peraphrax. Then there would be no need for our order any longer. Beseech your god if you will. This can be a tiresome duty, tending to Peraphrax.”

“I shall seek Sol’s blessing on your behalf. Walk in the light.” After taking a deep breath, Idrimel followed her companions into what she hoped was a portal to the Gray Lands.




















Chapter 27

The two of them stood in the center of a vast open plaza, which Malek instinctively knew lay at the heart of Valirial. The city seemed to have been built around the square, with the tower directly behind them. The undead were thick throughout the area they had left, but since they had managed to evade them and had reached the plaza, the skeletons had thinned out.

Like a fool, I’ve been traveling in circles until now. I made it to the tower but kept getting confused in the fog, retracing my steps. Finally, some progress after we slipped through the cordon they had created.

Malek knelt down, studying a large glyph-inscribed stone at his feet. Many more lay crumbled in a heap on the ground. They had formed some type of structure at one point. The stone he examined was one of a pair of anchoring blocks driven into the ground about five paces apart.

“This was a portal,” Nera suddenly said. “’Twas a major one, indeed.” The thief had been silent and focused after they left the building, intent on guiding them through the ruins unseen. She studied the stones with hands on hips and gazed upward as if imagining how large the portal once was.

Malek realized she was right. “And this, the heart of the city, was likely a market, built up from commerce where the goods and travelers came through and spread coin around.”

“Aye. I reckon it was impressive in its day.” She turned her attention back to him. “You have any luck finding the source of this fog?”

Malek stood and concentrated with his second sight. He sensed the murky spread of fog, emptiness to his senses. Focusing on it, he tried to analyze its intensity and locate the source. After a time, he realized it was densest ahead of them, across the great plaza, as if emanating from there. So thick it was that he couldn’t even penetrate it with his senses to determine what lay there in wait—surely no sign of life, though.

He pointed across the square. “It seems to be strongest ahead. We should be wary. I cannot detect what lies beyond.”

“Sure, since we’ve been careless thus far.” Nera rolled her eyes but smiled. “Let’s move along. All this open space with nowhere to hide makes me nervous.”

Malek nodded in agreement. They covered perhaps a thousand paces before shapes materialized out of the fog. A thick wall ten paces high extended out of sight to their left and right. Directly ahead was the gaping maw of a castle gatehouse. Empty hinges were bolted to the stone, the gates themselves likely rotted away with time.

As they got closer, they could see stones had been dislodged from the gatehouse from where a portcullis had once hung in the opening, but there was no sign of it now. Twin guard towers on either side of the yawning entry were silent. The upper barbican was crumbling and in danger of collapsing and choking the entry with rubble.

Inside, the bailey of the palace had turned to dust. Raised berms and rows of stone planters hinted at lush gardens that had once filled the bailey. A broad flagstone path continued on as straight as an arrow.

Nera shivered visibly beside him but kept quiet, walking lightly on the balls of her feet, eyes darting to and fro. Her dagger was in her hand. 

Malek could feel an acute sense of palpable dread pressing in around them the closer they came to the palace. This is where we’ll find the dark power ruling Valirial—no doubt in my mind.

The Staff of Preservation clinked softly as its steel-shod tip tapped against the flagstone path. The rusted monstrosity of the portcullis loomed out of the mist, a hundred paces from where it had once hung. It had been twisted like a bolt of cloth and hurled with such force that several of its spikes had lodged in the stone and mortar of the palace walls, sending lengthy cracks running along them.

“Whatever did that,” Nera whispered, pointing with Lightslicer at the portcullis, “we don’t want to cross. But I suppose that’s what we seek, eh?”

“I imagine so,” he replied grimly.

A short distance farther, they could see the yawning darkness of the entry to the palace itself. Wooden gates had long since rotted away to nothingness.

Nera’s breath caught, and Malek froze, eyes following her gaze. A figure stood in the shadows ahead. He strained to make out its features, but at that moment, it disappeared with a swirl of dark-blue cloth.

Before they could react, the familiar clattering sounds approached from behind them, quickly becoming louder.

“They come. Run or hide?” Nera asked anxiously.

Malek looked between both the swirling mist behind them from which emanated the skeletal footsteps and the yawning darkness of the palace in front. “We continue. We’ll be trapped out here and overwhelmed. The time for hiding has passed.”

Nera nodded curtly, already moving toward the entranceway. The mist thinned out inside the palace until only wisps of it remained in the distance. Long hallways branched out to each side and in front of them. As with the rest of Valirial, the palace had fallen into decay. Rotted debris and rubble lined the corridors for the short distance Malek could see until it grew too dim.

“The fog or the darkness,” he said, trying to probe the gloom. He tried to ignore the clamor of what sounded like a legion of skeletal footfalls on the flagstone path outside. They still remained far enough away that the mist hid them from sight, but they were surely within the gatehouse.

Nera knelt down and studied the ground for a moment. “That way.” She pointed straight ahead. “The dust is most disturbed there. Perhaps only an occasional wandering skeleton passes to either side corridor.”

The mist swirled away behind them to reveal skeletons marching toward them, a dozen abreast. After the fourth rank stepped free from the fog, Malek turned away and proceeded down the corridor.

“No way to go but to continue onward.” The staff was slick in his sweaty hands. He wiped them on his filthy robes and took a steadier grip as he proceeded. Once out of the light, he could barely see anything. After he stumbled over a loose tile on the floor, Nera stopped him with a hand to the chest.

He heard a faint clinking sound, and a soft light bloomed from the viridian earring dangling from Nera’s left horn. It was just bright enough to faintly illuminate the corridor without drawing too much attention.

“Better, thank you,” he said at her questioning look.

She nodded, and they continued onward. They passed a few doorways that seemed to have little of interest inside, the contents long since fallen to ruin. A narrow corridor extended off to the right, likely some type of servants’ passage through the palace. They decided to continue down the main hallway.

The echo of clattering footsteps resounded down the hallway. After a couple minutes, it was extremely loud, easily covering up any noise they might have made as dozens of skeletons marched toward them.

Malek and Nera hurried onward a few more minutes until they reached an antechamber with four large pillars extending out of sight above in the gloom. The path before them was clogged with rubble, and faint light filtered in through a collapsed section of roof. There was no other way out save the way they had come.

“The servants’ corridor,” Malek said grimly. “Hurry before they trap us here!”

Nera needed no urging. They took off at a run back the way they had come. Clattering and shuffling footsteps echoed loudly.

“We’re not gonna make it unless you want to fight through them.” Nera slowed her pace, looking nervously at Malek.

He peered into the darkness ahead but couldn’t see as far as she could. “How many?”

“First row just approaching the door now, but they’ve had to winnow down to five at a time.”

“We fight through. If we don’t try, they overwhelm us with numbers.” 

He gripped the staff tightly, and they charged the skeletons. After a few paces, he could make them out as ghostly images illuminated by Nera’s glowing earring. Two ranks had passed the doorway by the time they reached them.

He swung and struck the first skeleton in the chest with the steel tip of his staff. The skeleton fell, sternum shattered. Two more clawed at him, and he batted their arms away. Nera darted and slashed with Lightslicer but had little effect other than severing one of their hands at the wrist. They ignored her and crowded in at Malek. He struck another in the skull, and it fell, but more trampled its remains. Bony fingers clawed at his robes and his arms. One gripped his staff, disrupting his next swing. He stumbled back against the wall and knew he wouldn’t last as they swarmed over him.




***




Nera saw Malek forced back by the weight of skeletons pressing forward. More undead crowded the corridor, ignoring her while intent on overwhelming the mage. She slashed and stabbed at them, to little effect. Unless she severed a limb, her strikes inflicted minimal damage on them.

“Damned bony bastards!” They buffeted into her from behind, nearly tripping her up, but she dodged away, seeking to press herself against the wall and attack them from behind. Her horn slammed against something hard, causing her to stumble. An old iron sconce was hanging loosely from the wall and had jolted to one side from her impact. It was rusted but appeared sturdy enough, which gave her an idea.

She sheathed Lightslicer and grasped the sconce. With a cry, she wrenched it free from the wall in a shower of pebbles. The sconce was heavier than it looked, flared open at the top and tapered toward the bottom, where she gripped it in two hands, hefting it experimentally.

Malek’s cry drew her attention back to his plight. He had been forced back against the wall, staff to his chest and just barely keeping the skeletons off of him, face pale and shiny with sweat.

“To the Abyss with you!” she cried, swinging her makeshift cudgel at the nearest skeleton.

The solid head of the sconce smashed into the shoulder blade of the nearest skeleton, breaking its arm clean off. The second stroke sent its crushed skull flying down the corridor. She waded into the opening, momentarily clearing the press away from Malek and giving him time to free himself. They held the undead off side by side, bludgeoning them as they came, but were again forced back by sheer numbers. As far as she could see into the gloom, skeletons packed the corridor, scores of them, perhaps hundreds. The door to the side corridor was only about three or four paces away but might as well have been a mile. She thought she might have a chance at dodging past the skeletons, but that would leave Malek on his own.

“Now would be a good time for some magic,” she said, breath ragged.

“I barely have any energy remaining… This place is a dead zone.” He bashed another skeleton with a quick stroke of his staff, shattering its skull, then grimaced as one struck him on the shoulder, tearing his robes and leaving a shallow wound.

Nera knocked a rusty sword, along with an arm, free from another skeleton and felled the next three, but the undead horde pressed closer, tenacious and tireless. Her arms were already tired from swinging the awkward cudgel, and her strength flagged, as did her hopes. Sweat ran freely down her brow. Beside her, Malek’s breathing came in ragged gasps, sounding as if he was about to collapse any second, but he still determinedly fought on. It was only a matter of moments before they were overrun.

She was too slow bringing the cudgel back up and got knocked aside by the mass of undead as they briefly surged between them, again trying to surround Malek. She could feel bony fingers tear at her leather jerkin from behind when she turned to bash one that got past. Another skeleton stumbled against the one that had her jerkin gripped, and they both tripped and fell. The grip held on Nera’s jerkin, and she was dragged down to one knee before she could twist and bring the cudgel down, shattering its shoulder. The arm came loose, and Nera stumbled away with the arm still clutching at her. She grasped the rotten bone by the forearm and tugged it free, hurling it aside.

Malek cursed, being forced backward again, and skeletons poured between the two of them.

She smashed at a couple more halfheartedly, but there were too many. A half dozen had come between her and Malek, and more pressed forward, knocking her against the opposite wall.

We are finished. I’ll eventually get trampled while they tear Malek limb from limb or eat him or whatever these bloody skeletons do.

Nera growled at the thought, gripping the haft of the sconce tighter and vowing to go down fighting. She wasn’t going to let them take Malek while she still had life left in her.

In their desperate situation, an idea came to her. She backed away a step and slid Malek’s ring off her horn, pocketing it.

“Malek! You must use my vitality! Don’t argue—it’s our final hope—if you don’t, we die.”

“Nera… you don’t know what you ask.” He gasped, on the verge of exhaustion.

“Aye, I do,” she said solemnly. “You must do it.”

After a moment, Malek nodded, face pained at the idea.




***




She speaks truly—I must use her vitality. We are both spent, and the undead are endless.

Malek reached out to the bright spark that was Nera’s life force, suddenly revealed without the magical concealment granted by his ring. Perhaps it was a result of his dizziness and fatigue, but she seemed to blaze a bright blueish white, like a cold, distant star—unlike anything he had sensed from her before and most unusual, compared to the pale amber and green auras of vitality he was accustomed to.

He ignored the skeletons pinning him to the wall, with only the Staff of Preservation held crossways holding them off. The stink of rot filled his nose as they snapped their teeth and bony hands clawed wounds in his arms and chest. He tried to draw gently of Nera’s vitality, but that was as futile as a man in the desert dying of thirst trying to drink sparingly from a fountain, one drop at a time. Power rushed into him in a steady flow, and he was amazed at the depth of the well. Nera truly had some power, the extent likely unknown to her. His flagging strength was renewed as the power surged into him.

He unleashed it with the blunt force of a battering ram, as he had once before out on the streets, although this time with much greater effect. The crowded passageway was filled with a great whoosh, followed by an ear-splitting crushing sound, and the skeletons were simply gone. He opened his eyes to find splintered pieces of bone clattering to the stone floor with a rattle like hailstones on a roof. A thick cloud of bone dust choked the passageway. His and Nera’s breathing was harsh in the sudden, heavy silence.

Nera coughed weakly from the bone dust, stumbling and grasping at the rough stones of the wall for support, but she slipped and fell to the ground. The iron sconce she had wielded tumbled from her grip with a loud clank. Malek cut off the flow and was by her side in an instant. She was pale and her skin cool to the touch, unlike the unusual heat her body normally gave off.

Oh, gods, have I drawn too much?

He stooped and grasped her under the arms and pulled her several paces farther down the corridor, where the air was clearer of bone dust. 

She clutched at his arm feebly. “I’ll wait here… Find the cause of this and finish it, or we die.” She fumbled for his hand and placed his magical ring in it.

We will die of starvation and thirst even if the undead don’t take us, he thought grimly but pushed that worry aside. He squeezed her cold hand and slipped the ring back onto her horn instead. He is aware of you now, but there’s no hope for it. I’d rather he and his minions can’t find you, weakened as you are.

“We confront it together,” he told her. “I won’t leave you behind. Come, you must get up.” He pulled her to her feet, surprised at how light and fragile the thief seemed. Even after unleashing the tremendous blast of force, he still felt the power brimming inside. He hoped it would be enough.

He helped Nera along, his arm around her as they entered the narrow servants’ corridor. After a dozen paces, they took a hallway on the left, parallel to their original course. They passed through what might once have been a large banquet hall. Standing in an open archway ahead was the figure they had glimpsed at the entrance to the palace. Once again, the figure quickly disappeared as they approached.

They came to the entrance to what had been the throne room. Light filtered down from two places where the vaulted ceiling high overhead had partially collapsed. Malek could immediately sense the magical fog emanating from within the throne room and flowing outward through the ceiling to slowly creep across the land, leaching the life from it.

Six skeleton guards stood at attention, three to a side, each well preserved, wearing full suits of slightly rusted armor and longswords gripped by the pommel, blades down. They remained as still as statues.

Malek’s eyes were drawn to movement by the figure in the tattered blue-and-violet robes. The robed figure took its place beside a small dais and stood still. A much more imposing figure sat upon a marble throne atop the dais, instantly capturing his full attention.

The seated figure rose as soon as they entered the chamber. He was a giant of a man, with the broad shoulders, muscled arms, and bare torso of a warrior. His flesh was white as curdled milk yet appeared well preserved. Pale purplish scars marred his body, like wounds on a corpse. A large red gem set in a gold locket hung against his chest by a chain. His loose-fitting pants were a deep maroon with gold stitching, once fine but appearing faded and threadbare.

His countenance made Malek recoil. Black iron spikes had been driven through his eyes, the sockets puckered around them. His teeth were filed to razor points, revealed when his purple lips pulled back in a cold sneer. A dull iron crown was suspended in the air a few inches above his scarred, bald head like an unholy halo.

Nera gasped quietly upon seeing the creature. Her face went even paler, and she reached out to the wall to steady herself. Malek let her go, and she slumped down, back against the wall, eyes wide in fear. He strode farther into the throne room, hoping to not give away her position.

An aura of negative energy seemed to flow off the creature like a palpable wave, and he knew this being was the source of the fog and the one responsible for animating and controlling the undead.

A lich. A mage so powerful that death itself couldn’t claim him. Malek shuddered involuntarily as he faced the monster.




















Chapter 28

“Welcome to my kingdom, young corruptor.” The lich’s voice was deep and hollow, as if issuing from the depths of a tomb. “I am Stolak, conqueror of this fine land you have traversed.” A harsh coughing sound came from the lich, which Malek realized was laughter. “You’ve proven impressively elusive by evading my loyal citizens for so long. By now, you’ve noticed there is little enough source from which to draw power here, in my demesne. Yet I sense you flush with energy, that most gratifying of power—the vitality of a living being. Long has it been since I’ve tasted such a sweet puissance.”

His face twisted in concentration, and he swiveled his head from side to side, the iron spikes seemingly probing right through Malek. “I sense the presence of another yet cannot see them. Is this mysterious companion whence you’ve acquired your vitality? This other must be healthy—a great font of vitality for you to arrive here flush with power. Had this vessel the ability to yet salivate, my mouth would water at the thought of consuming such sweet essence.” Stolak’s lips twisted in a gruesome smile, revealing his filed teeth. “It confounds me that I cannot see your companion. My eyes were taken from me in my youth, but I’ve managed to overcome that impediment, as I have all others—including the ultimate impediment, mortality.” He chortled again, but the laughter choked off in a grunt of frustration as he continued to scan the vast room.

A minor blessing at least, that Nera is invisible to him. I’ll wager he’d find her eventually should I fall. He noticed from the corner of his eye that the thief had slid herself sideways a short distance during Stolak’s search for her. He gripped the staff more tightly in anticipation.

Stolak’s gaze came back to rest upon him. “What do you hold in your hands? Is that the staff of mine eldest foe?”

Malek’s knuckles had gone white from his grip on the Staff of Preservation. The lich radiated a fearsome aura, much as the Pale Lord had. 

“This is no concern of yours,” Malek said. “I have come to end your foul grip over this land. Release your tainted fog and spell over the undead.”

Stolak coughed laughter again. “You are an insolent whelp, young one. I know not whence you came, for I have conquered this land from sea to sea, and it has all succumbed to my influence. You would not have escaped my notice. Portaled in from another plane, I presume?” He stroked his chin in a gesture indicative of the living man he once had been. “I am interested in discovering how you opened a portal here. Another lush world to conquer and consume… Yes, that would please me greatly. You will tell me every detail.” His lips parted in a smirk, revealing his filed teeth again.

Malek shuddered at the lich’s expression—much like a starving wolf salivating over its wounded prey. This evil bastard will never escape from here, he vowed silently.

“I think not,” he replied quietly, allowing the sensation of the vitality simmering within himself to soothe his nerves and help him remain calm. His eyes darted nervously to the robed figure beside the dais.

“Ah, I see you’ve noticed my favorite minion, Alistor—he who was once my greatest foe.” Stolak gestured at the creature in violet-and-blue robes.

Much worse preserved than Stolak, Alistor’s remaining flesh was dry and leathery. Bone showed through his jaw, where the flesh had peeled away. Long, greasy dark hair hung from his head in scattered patches. Blue eyes that were blank and dead stared unseeing. He stood silently as if awaiting Stolak’s command, the metal shaft of what had been a spear, less the tip, in his hand. The corpse’s ankle had been badly broken, nearly torn off, and he stood awkwardly upon the side of the twisted foot, necessitating the use of the staff to maintain balance. Even in death, Alistor managed to somehow project a noble bearing.

“Alistor nearly had the power to vanquish me, but he was as much a fool as the others. His idiotic Tenets of Preservation kept him weak, which proved to be his undoing. He was too frail to prevent the destruction of hundreds of thousands of lives of his beloved people. A pity for them,” he remarked with no pity whatsoever. “Alas, he’s not much for conversation, but it pleases me to have him bound to my service for all eternity.”

Alistor stared silently, and Malek thought his eyes rested upon him, as if he wished to speak. Nonsense, he’s naught but an animated corpse, little more than these skeletons. Malek suddenly felt a hot flash of rage along with pity for this man whom he believed to be an ancestor, forced into undeath by the madman Stolak.

“His Tenets preserved this land—it preserved life!” Malek answered angrily. “Without them… Well, look at you! You have destroyed this entire land—every wisp of life is gone! And you are reduced to little more than a zombie madman ruling over this dead world.”

Stolak’s face hardened in anger. “Enough insolence from you. I shall break you and gorge on your vitality. Then I’ll find your hidden companion and do the same.” He snapped his fingers, and the skeleton warriors jolted into motion. They lifted their swords and pivoted nearly as crisply as soldiers at drill, facing outward, and took slow steps, swinging their longswords like pendulums, as they spread out to search the room for Nera.

She’s practically defenseless, weak as she is. I must try to end this soon.

The lich watched the progress of his skeletons with a smirk.

Malek thought to appeal to the lich’s arrogance. “How did you manage to stave off death? It is my understanding that we, as corruptors, cannot wield magic in such a manner.”

Stolak’s attention returned to Malek. “Indeed. I took all the necessary precautions by hiring some of the greatest wizards throughout the planes. I convinced them to cast the essential contingency spells and had them recheck each others’ work until I was satisfied the process would function as needed. Once all was in place, I slew them, devouring their vitality. Once my mortal body failed, the apotheosis took effect, and I became as you see before you—immortal—a god!” He reared his head back and laughed again.

Malek lashed out in that moment without warning. He focused his power, noting the staff fairly thrummed in his hands, and channeled the vitality through the staff. He was surprised to find it seemed to magnify the effect. He unleashed a concentrated blast of force at Stolak. The lich was blasted off the dais, the heavy stone throne toppling off and breaking apart when it struck the floor below. Stolak was slammed into the wall yet bounced off harmlessly. His face darkened with rage, and he levitated in the air above the dais.

He maintains a protective bubble around him, Malek realized. He tried to imitate the lich, channeling a globe of force around himself.

He completed it just in time. Stolak pointed at him, and Malek was launched off his feet, driven hard into the wall. Blocks of marble cracked under the blow, and dust filtered down from somewhere above, yet Malek remained unharmed. He didn’t recover nearly so smoothly, stumbling forward yet retaining his feet.

For his next attack, he transformed the vitality within to fire. It flowed down the Staff of Preservation and poured forth in a concentrated stream. The fire engulfed the lich, flowing around his protective globe until a large ball of flames crackled atop the dais.

Stolak’s laughter rang through the throne room. “Impressive, whelp. You’ve learned the basics any novice could perform.” With a quick whoosh, the flames whipped away from the lich, extinguished as easily as a candle from a gust of wind.

He raised his arms, and the ground began to rumble. The flagstones tore apart in a crevasse, and Malek fell before he could react. He dropped down neck-deep in the ground. The stones groaned and swiftly closed in around him, pinning him in place. He focused on maintaining his globe of protection, keeping from being crushed in the process.

“You must realize your powers are finite. Soon you will lie spent, weak as a newborn calf, young corruptor, while I maintain my power.” The lich floated off the dais, slowly coming towards Malek.

“How is that possible? There is no earth magic to be taken from the land. You cannot have mana within yourself—you are dead!”

“Ah, that is where you lack understanding. My death was a metamorphosis. I became a creature of undeath, bound by the negative energy which permeates the multiverse. I can draw on that—it is a vast ocean without limits.”

Malek’s mind raced. Something the lich had said struck a memory. The Warder—it was bound with negative energy. If I can find a way to undo Stolak’s very being…

Stolak gestured, and frost formed around Malek, coating the bubble of force he maintained. Soon he began shivering uncontrollably as the temperature dropped. He found it difficult to even think after a moment as his extremities went numb.

The lich’s words seemed to come from far away. “I believe that is Alistor’s staff you hold? I’d very much like to take it from your dead hand. Perhaps I will create another servant. Poor Alistor is getting close to crumbling to dust. Ah, there’s an idea… I shall remake you in death. Your first act of obedience will be to kneel before your new god and hand over the staff.” His chortling laughter echoed through the throne room.




***




Nera watched the battle from where she sat slumped helplessly against the wall. She could feel the blistering cold emanating from around Malek, even from her position a dagger’s toss away. Must feel like the surface of Yuez’hite inside that icy sphere. The lich stood arrogantly with hands on hips, his pointed teeth revealed as he smiled, obviously enjoying Malek’s torment.

The six skeleton warriors continued to sweep the throne room for her. Fortunately, the room was vast, so it would take a few minutes before the nearest one approached her position if it kept on its current path.

She felt as weak as the newborn calf Stolak had mentioned. It had taken all of her willpower, fueled by fear, to drag herself over to the corner she huddled in when the lich’s black-spike eyes had swept the room. Her slow crawl had exhausted what little strength she had remaining. As it was, she could barely remain in a sitting position and watch the battle.

Malek needs my help. He won’t last long against that monster. I must find a way to distract him. She found herself wishing Idrimel and Athyzon were there to counteract the creature’s evil, as they had stood up to Zaefir so forcefully. Truly, they acquitted themselves well there. I’d love to see some of that holy fire light up Stolak’s undead arse.

Her hand, which felt as heavy as if it were encased in stone, found its way to Malek’s ring, again mounted on her horn, although she couldn’t remember returning it there. That undead bastard can’t see me since he has no sight other than magical. My invisibility could be used to our advantage, perhaps. If I could strike with Lightslicer, would it have any effect? Perhaps… but to find out, I need to first come up with the strength to even bloody move.




***




Malek knew Stolak had the right of it—he was doomed. Nera’s vitality had been draining from him at an alarming rate. Simply maintaining the shield around himself took a steady draw, and his attacks on Stolak had taken large amounts. He had also used some power to warm the inside of the globe to keep from freezing to death.

I need to make use of the staff—it amplifies the power.

With his second sight, he could see the maelstrom of negative energy swirling around the lich. As he searched for the source of energy binding Stolak, he noticed the large ruby necklace was a concentrated nebula of power, pulsing with dark magic. Try as he might, he couldn’t touch the necklace in any way to even attempt to unmake it. Nor could he physically harm the lich. Stolak’s globe of protection seemed invulnerable.

Or is it?

With the lich no longer floating in the air, Malek noticed a small gap in the shield where Stolak stood. It curved up to either side of where his feet contacted the ground. That was all the opening Malek needed.

Focusing his will, he shaped the stone and dirt into a sharp spike well beneath the flagstones, molding them together with force, in an attempt to evade Stolak’s notice. When ready, he launched the spike upward like a ballista bolt, shattering the flagstone and impaling the lich from groin to neck, lifting him off his feet. The spike burst free of the lich’s neck, causing his head to hang sideways at an awkward angle. A black, tarry fluid oozed down the spike.

Stolak grimaced, and after a moment, the spear disintegrated, turning to sand. He remained levitating in midair, his wounds almost instantly disappearing. His neck cracked audibly when he straightened his head. “That would’ve hurt had I been able to feel pain. Clever boy.”

Malek’s globe suddenly shot up out of the ground and veered to the left, slamming hard into the wall. An instant later, before he could recover, it rebounded and then quickly flew into the opposite wall, continuing to bounce back and forth rapidly. He sought to stabilize the sphere, but the lich’s power was overwhelming. Desperately, he fired a blast of lightning through the staff, which crackled around the lich’s sphere before dissipating into the floor.

His mana reserve was running low, and he still couldn’t cause any harm to the lich. He knew that once he ran out of Nera’s borrowed vitality, he would have to try to capture the negative energy Stolak wielded. That would prove debilitating and possibly fatal.

I have no real choice here—fight or die. If I die, he’ll just create a zombie from my corpse like Alistor. No choice but to fight.

To make matters worse, he felt his shield dissipating to the point he was forced to channel even more vitality to maintain it. With his second sight, he could see the energy of his shield flowing into the lich. His globe suddenly stopped its jarring movement, calmly floating to rest on the ground a few paces in front of the lich so Stolak could savor his victory.

The lich’s smile broadened, and he threw his arms wide, head reared back in triumph. “I haven’t tasted the sweet nectar of vitality for centuries! Enjoy your final moments, whelp, for I tire of this contest.”

Malek tried to fight down the panic threatening to overwhelm him. He had mere moments before he was completely drained. No way in the Abyss will I let that monster reanimate me as his zombie pet.

His eyes slid over to Nera, her eyes wide in horror as she could only helplessly watch his losing battle. She’d best leave me. I won’t be able to bear seeing her drained and toyed with by this monster.

Stolak’s necklace seemed to blaze with power as he regarded the lich, or perhaps Malek was starting to hallucinate from his struggle to hold on to his last remaining vitality.

That necklace is the key! We must destroy it somehow.

“Nera!” he cried. “Can you somehow get to that necklace and destroy it?”

The rogue stirred from her position, eyes going thoughtfully to the lich.

“What’s this, boy? Your hidden companion is as powerless as you against me. They cannot help you.” With a triumphant surge, Stolak tore free the last of Malek’s stored vitality.

Malek’s vision blurred, and he stumbled to his knees, unprotected by his shield. A deep weakness settled over his limbs, and he realized in horror the lich was now draining his own vitality.




***




Malek’s words shook Nera out of her stupor. She watched in horror as the lich triumphantly stood over Malek, who had slumped to his knees, his face going gray as she imagined his vitality draining.

With a reserve of fortitude she was surprised she even possessed, she drew Lightslicer and got up on one knee. The lich was only ten paces away. She should’ve been able to make the throw in her sleep, but that was before she had been drained of all her strength.

Damn it, I’ve got to make this one count. Please, Sabyl, guide my arm.

She brought her arm back and, with the last of her strength, let Lightslicer fly. The powerfully enchanted dagger seemed to tumble end over end in slow motion as it approached the lich.

Her aim was true—with a silvery spark, the dagger pierced whatever magical shield had prevented Malek from harming Stolak and struck the necklace’s golden chain, severing it and sending it tumbling to the ground. It bounced off the lich’s knee and rolled away across the floor, stopping a dozen paces away from Nera. Lightslicer remained lodged in Stolak’s thickly muscled chest, seemingly unnoticed.

The lich snarled and let up on his attack. He spun in her direction, seeking out the necklace.

Nera tried to crawl after it, but she could barely move a couple feet before exhaustion dragged her down.

The necklace rose into the air and floated back toward Stolak. Nera cursed—their one chance was doomed to fail.

Suddenly, the necklace wobbled in the air and was knocked aside as if an invisible hand had swatted it away. It rolled across the flagstones and came to rest beside Alistor’s rotted boot.

Stolak spun in anger to face Malek. The mage’s face was gray but taut with determination as he tried to wrest the lich’s power away. Whatever he was doing was taking its toll on him. Nera remembered how he had looked following the battle with the Warders.

Nera extended her hand, and Lightslicer returned to her in a silvery flash. I wish I could do that to the damned necklace. She studied the huge ruby. Undoubtedly worth a fortune, it gleamed dully next to Alistor’s ragged boot. She glanced at the zombie’s face and nearly gasped in surprise. Alistor stood as impassively as he had since taking his place by Stolak’s side, yet she could swear his dead eyes were looking directly at her.

Impossible. He’s dead—nothing more than a reanimated corpse. However, she wasn’t so sure, chilled by that undead gaze. The zombie seemed to be staring at her as if expecting her to do something.

“What do you want of me?” she asked it silently. “If there’s anything left of the man you once were in there, then help us defeat this whoreson that destroyed your land and all that you loved!” She pushed the thoughts at the zombie as she would when conversing with Endira, which sometimes worked, depending on whether the mind-bender had a telepathic connection established or not.

Alistor suddenly flinched as if doused with a bucket of cold water.

Nera’s eyes widened. Does he waken?

The zombie’s head inched forward slightly, and she imagined his gaze focused on the necklace at his feet. She held her breath as he slowly raised the spear shaft and, with a forceful motion, drove it downward. The butt of the spear crushed the gem with a tinkling as if it were made of glass.

All eyes turned toward Alistor in shock. Stolak roared in mindless fury. Power rushed out, throwing Alistor to the wall like a rag doll. Nera could hear bones snap, and his right arm, holding the spear, tore free and dropped to the floor. The zombie was pinned to the wall for an instant before falling down in a tangle of twisted limbs.




***




“No!” Fearing Alistor destroyed, Malek struggled to his feet, bracing himself to absorb more of the negative energy. He realized Stolak was vulnerable and could no longer draw on his flow of negative energy without the necklace containing the lich’s essence.

As he once had while battling the Warders, he grasped the ties of Stolak’s dark magic binding him to undeath and tore it free from the lich. Dark swirls of energy peeled off of Stolak like great swarms of insects and were absorbed into Malek. His gut roiled from the sensation, and dizziness overcame him. He staggered but maintained his focus.

Malek used the mana gained from Stolak’s energy and tossed a coil of force around the skeleton warriors, the nearest one only a couple paces from hacking Nera with its sword. He tightened the noose, and the skeletons were flung together, impacting each other with a brittle cracking sound and crushed into bone dust. The armor twisted and deformed, tumbling to the ground with a hollow ringing.

Grimly, Malek turned his attention back to Stolak. The lich roared in impotent rage as, piece by piece, his undead flesh was pulled apart, the dark magic keeping him from true death unraveling. The pieces crumbled and disintegrated until naught remained of the lich but dust. His iron crown hit the ground with a resounding clang of finality.

Blackness overcame Malek, and that was the last he knew.




***




Nera’s shout of victory turned to one of horror as Malek crumpled to the floor. Somehow, she found the strength to crawl to him, nearly ten paces away. She ignored her sore knees, bruised from the hard marble floor, and put her arms around him as he shivered, holding him to herself. His skin was as pale as Stolak’s had been, and he was cold to the touch. His eyelids fluttered, and she nearly recoiled in revulsion at seeing his normally blue eyes filled with swirls of blackness, as if some type of oil polluted them.

A few minutes went by until his eyes cleared and he seemed lucid again, but the recovery took much longer than it had the previous time, back in Nexus.

He’s killing himself doing this! “Malek! Are you with me? You need to expel that shite from your body before it kills you!”

Malek coughed and vomited some black phlegm onto the floor. He gasped for breath. “I can’t. Once I take in the negative energy, it poisons me. It can be catalyzed into my own mana, but the price is high. Once absorbed, it cannot be undone.”

She hugged him tightly, as if she could take some of it unto herself. “You mustn’t do that again!”

“So I should’ve let us die instead? He would’ve made us zombie puppets as well.” He chuckled weakly, squeezing her hand. He struggled to sit up, and she assisted him. “Let us hope that is the last time it will be necessary, then.”

“You are correct. The price is very dear for us to attempt to wield the negative energy.” The words were spoken in a faint, wheezing rasp, as insubstantial as the zombie himself was. 

The two of them were startled, having thought Alistor incapable of thought or speech.

Alistor had managed to regain his feet and was shuffling over toward them, unbalanced and missing an arm. He had recovered his staff and walked awkwardly on his torn ankle, yet he somehow maintained a noble bearing despite all that. He impassively regarded the dust to which Stolak had been reduced, but Nera sensed he was deeply pleased. His head swiveled back to regard the two of them.

“You’ve done well… my son. I am overflowing with pride that you have grown up to become such a noble and worthy man.”

Malek’s eyes widened. “Father? Truly?”

Alistor’s mouth twitched into something resembling a smile. “Indeed.”

“But… how is that possible? This destruction of Valirial took place centuries ago. You died… I read a page of your journal, but I thought… perhaps I was a distant relative.”

“The Dark Lady keeps her secrets, my son. I imagine it is but a trifling matter for a goddess to preserve something precious, untouched by the flow of time, if she so desires. I assume this was how you come to stand here before me now.”

Nera looked from Malek to his father. His true father, she reminded herself. That would explain some things. Suddenly, everything seemed to fall into place. Aye, of course—she likes to meddle in the lives of mortals. “Dark Lady? I assume that would be the goddess Sabyl?” she asked.

“Yes, that is one of her names,” Alistor replied. “In her wisdom, she saw fit to take my son and daughter away from here on the eve of our impending destruction. I am glad she did although I wonder at what purpose she has for the two of you.”

“Sister?” Malek asked. “I remember in your journal you spoke of a sister, yet I was raised by adoptive parents as an only child.”

A faint sound came from Alistor, what Nera realized might’ve been a sigh. “You have no knowledge of her?”

“I do not. I’ve never seen or heard of her whereabouts. I would’ve paid very close attention, had one surfaced with the same abilities as mine.”

“I see.” Alistor’s words had no inflection, but he sounded disheartened all the same. “The Dark Lady set you upon this path, and your sister must walk her own.”

They were all silent for a time, considering the implications.

A question that had troubled her made Nera speak up. “I felt your eyes upon me earlier, before you awakened. How did you see me there? This ring should’ve made me invisible.” She tapped the silver band on her horn.

Alistor’s mouth quirked in what may have been another smile. “I had my vision when I was slain, and Stolak’s ill magic managed to preserve my body all these long centuries. The glimmer of sight which still remains was enough to see you, and your touch upon my mind enough to sense your power. I see before me two of Sabyl’s Chosen.” He bowed his head slightly.

“So you heard my thoughts when you destroyed Stolak’s necklace? Are you a mind-bender also, then?”

The zombie’s head swiveled slightly side to side, vertebrae grinding audibly at the motion. “No, child. That was your own ability.”

“But I have no such abilities!” she protested. “How can that be?”

“Perhaps not that you know, but such things can be awakened in time. I was merely receptive to your thoughts when Stolak’s attention was drawn elsewhere, his grip on me loosened. I thank you for restoring my mind and giving a dead man some last shred of dignity, along with the satisfaction of seeing this fiend destroyed.”

Nera thought to argue but realized Alistor’s words made sense. She remembered the sense of feedback produced when the Pale Lord had invaded her mind and she sensed some of his emotions—and the ease with which she could communicate with Endira. The elf had been surprised and had mentioned it on one occasion. Perhaps Alistor is right. I am changing into this Chosen that Sabyl means me to be.

“Son, it pleases me to see you have found my staff. I would ask that you fulfill my request and restore life to the land once again, cleansing it of Stolak’s filth.”

Malek nodded. “I shall do so… Father,” he added after a pause.

Alistor bowed his head in thanks. “It heartens me beyond words that my son… and his worthy companion,” he added with a brief glance at Nera, “tread upon the path of the righteous. The Dark Lady has chosen well. And now, for my last request, will you undo this evil magic that binds me to undeath and let me find my peace? The magic weakens with Stolak’s death and will not cause you much harm to undo it. I do not wish to linger in this cursed state of undeath any longer.”

“Of course I will, Father. I’m glad to have… met you,” Malek said, voice suddenly thick with emotion. 

Nera reached out and placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. She could imagine what he was going through. The great tragedy this noble man and his people, an entire civilization, had endured was almost more than she could comprehend.

“And I as well, my son.” Again, the corpse tried to smile.

Malek sighed before closing his eyes and focusing. Nera could sense the sudden flow of magic as the negative energy binding Alistor was unraveled, the familiar itching of her nose making her want to sneeze.

Before their eyes, Alistor aged hundreds of years in an instant, literally turning to a cascade of dust.

“Farewell, my son…” The words were a mere whisper floating in the air, and then Alistor of Valirial was no more.




















Chapter 29

Malek and Nera slowly made their way out of the ruined palace, crossing the great plaza. The fog yet shrouded the city although Malek could sense it slowly dissipating, its spells unbound with Stolak’s destruction. They saw a few skeletons wandering aimlessly, confused without the lich’s control yet likely still deadly if encountered, especially in the pair’s weakened state.

Nera was so fatigued she could barely walk, and Malek was little better off. He leaned heavily on the Staff of Preservation while trying to support her at the same time. They stumbled across the plaza, each step a struggle, having to rest every few minutes. After what felt like hours, Malek finally spotted the great tower of Valirial a short distance ahead, its height disappearing into the fog above.

“I need to climb that tower.” He pointed.

Nera looked up, face pale and eyes dull. A flicker of life sparked in them as her eyes traced the lines of the tower upward. “You’re mad. No chance I’ll make it. Doubt you will either.”

“I need to try… I know what must be done, now. Will you await me at the base?”

She gave him a scornful glance. “Where in the Abyss would I go? I need to rest for about a year, then maybe I’ll have some of my energy back. Let me fall right here.” She looked around and spotted the form of a skeleton shuffling through a coil of fog off to their right. “Never mind. Even though they can’t see me, I don’t want to get stepped on by those bony bastards.”

“Just a short way until the base, then. If I make the climb, I can restore our vitality with the staff’s power.”

Nera gave a halfhearted gesture for him to proceed. “Aye, if that’s what it takes, let’s be about it, then.”

The twenty paces to the tower felt like miles. As soon as they entered the tower’s base, Nera slumped down on the bottom step, face shiny with a sheen of sweat and looking as exhausted as he could imagine a person could be. Malek leaned a hand against the wall, dizzy at such exertion but determined to make the climb. His robes were plastered to his sweaty back. Gods, this won’t be easy.

“I’ll be back soon,” he told her, placing his hand atop her head, which felt cool to the touch. “Well, perhaps not that soon.”

She mumbled an unintelligible response and pulled her cloak tightly around her. She put her back to the wall and closed her eyes.

Malek steeled himself and took the first step.




***




Power flowed into Malek in a torrent, drawn from the Staff of Preservation as it absorbed the sun’s energy. He felt renewed vitality surge through him, driving away the fatigue and cleansing the negative energy’s toxins from his body. The torturous climb up the tower was forgotten as his cramping muscles were soothed. When he felt fully rejuvenated, he stepped to the edge of the tower, his gaze falling upon the fog bank below.

With his second sight, he examined the roiling mass of vitality-leeching fog. As he had surmised earlier, it was losing power with the lich’s destruction yet would doubtless remain for some time before it fully dissipated.

Malek focused his power through the staff and directed it below, creating a cyclone that swirled the fog away from the tower, sweeping it outward. The sun’s rays shone upon the white cobblestones of the great square below for the first time in centuries. He tried to imagine what a shining marvel the great city had once been before its destruction, built from white marble with its graceful architecture and lifelike statuary.

I’ll see the land restored to life, Father. Not much can be done with these ruins now, though. Perhaps in time, the portal can be rebuilt, and people will resettle here.

His thoughts turned to Alistor, the father he had never known, as he made his way back down the stairs. He tried to imagine the man’s face in life. He was still amazed that a mystery he had thought would die with his adoptive parents had been revealed. It was unfortunate that he would never really get to know Alistor or his true mother, now forever lost to the ages.

I have to be content with the knowledge gained and the brief moment we knew each other.

The descent passed in a blur. He reached the bottom before he knew it, and his breath caught when he saw Nera slumped over on one of the broad steps, knees curled to her chest. She looked small and frail, skin pale, almost gray, and cold to the touch.

“Nera!” He shook her, gently at first then more urgently, but got no response. He felt her neck for a pulse and could barely feel her faint heartbeat.

Malek stepped back to the doorway of the tower, allowing the sunlight to strike the jewel on the staff, which flooded the small room with brilliant emerald reflections. He channeled vitality into Nera’s still form, at first a gentle trickle then a steady flow. As he watched, her color improved, returning to its healthy bronze color.

After a moment, she sat up, eyes wide as she stared at the blazing staff. He watched her blue-white aura gain intensity until it blazed like a small sun.

Malek cut off the flow when he sensed she was fully rejuvenated. “Feel better now?” he asked with a smile.

Nera stood up, bouncing lightly on her feet and swinging her arms. “I feel a thousand times better. And the sun is shining!” she shouted with joy, rushing past him and out onto the plaza. She stared upward, squinting her eyes against the glare and spinning in a slow circle, arms extended as if she herself could absorb the light as the staff did. “This thrice-damned fog is finally breaking!”

“Yes, Stolak’s hold has been weakened. It is time that I restore this land, as Alistor… Father… would have wanted.” He walked toward the center of the square, the heart of the ruins.

Nera jogged up and walked beside him. Although she was quiet, he was glad to see her mood was greatly improved by the sunlight and renewed vitality, as was his own.

Malek instinctively knew when he had reached the heart of Valirial, his second sight revealing a strange void where the earth magic would normally flow, as if a great reservoir of power awaited within the earth to be recharged.

He raised the Staff of Preservation on high and, with a cry, drove it into the ground. It slipped past the cobblestones as if they weren’t even there and slammed home into the ground beneath, driving deeply into it.

The staff vibrated with power as he released it and stood back. He felt a subtle tremor beneath his feet and a sensation on the edge of his second sight he couldn’t place, as if the earth itself was reawakening somehow. He stared at the staff for a time, unsure of what would happen.

“Look,” Nera said in awe, pointing where the staff met the cobblestones.

As they watched, fine green tendrils crept slowly outward in the gaps between the stones, filling them with a fine mortar of roots. Tender blades of grass slowly probed upward between the stones.

“So shall the land be restored,” Malek pronounced. He felt a sense of swelling pride at having carried out Alistor’s final wish. “Now, we just need to figure out a way out of here.”

Almost as if summoned by his words, the ring of steel resounded in the distance. Nera’s dagger was in her hand in a flash. They exchanged glances and jogged toward the sounds of battle. Just before they entered the edge of the fog bank again, an avian screech drew their attention.

Malek looked up in surprise as a black form streaked out of the sky directly toward Nera. “Watch out!” He raised his hands to blast it with force, but Nera smiled and raised her hand, waving him off.

A crow pulled out of its dive at the last moment and landed on Nera’s horn with a rush of its wings. It squawked, happily it seemed, hopping forward and peering into Nera’s face. She reached up and stroked the bird with a laugh.

“What’s this?” he asked. 

The bird made peculiar clicking sounds as it moved about. Something about the bird’s plumage was strange as well, but he couldn’t place it.

“All right, that’s enough, you.” Nera laughed as it plucked her hair with its beak. At Malek’s confused look, she said, “Help is near—just a bit late, not that I’m surprised.”

The crow looked at Malek suspiciously, hunching its shoulders and skipping back along Nera’s horn a few inches. Its squawk sounded like a question.

“Shhh… all is well. He’s a friend,” she told it, and the bird hushed.

Just then, Malek noticed the crow’s aura. It was bright with magic yet held no vitality of its own. 

“It’s a magical construct?” he asked in wonder. A closer look revealed its feathered wings and tail were actually cleverly worked interjoining strips of metal.

“Aye, seems almost real, doesn’t it?” Nera shushed the bird again when it squawked indignantly at Malek’s question.

A battle cry sounded from nearby, and the ring of steel on steel intensified again. The two of them looked at each other.

“I suppose we’d best go save their arses,” Nera suggested with a grin.

Malek nodded agreement, and they slipped into the fog bank.




***




Idrimel watched as Waresh pulverized a skeleton with his axe through its sternum. 

“Undead bastards!” he roared. 

The ribs broke free, and it collapsed into a pile of bones. He whirled and cleaved another in half, severing the spine.

A dozen more skeletons poured out of the fog, filling in around them, bony hands grasping and broken teeth snapping at them. Idrimel held a pair at bay with her shield and smashed them to dust with strokes of her mace, shattering grasping hands, arms, shoulders, and skulls. Yosrick destroyed them with equal ease with well-placed strokes of his hammer. Having seen the greater ease with which blunt weapons destroyed the undead, Endira formed her hands into the shape of hammers and set to work smashing them apart with quick, nimble strikes of her own as they swarmed the party.

The companions had appeared in the ruined city a few hours past. Beneath the thick fog and unsure of where to go, they had wandered aimlessly for a time, in search of any sign of life. They had fought several running skirmishes with the undead. Yosrick had recently released his crow scout, but it had yet to return, and they had been attacked again shortly after, distracting the gnome from using his spell to see through the bird’s eyes.

“This city is being suffocated by evil—it saps the life from everything,” Idrimel said. 

Her mace struck a skull, sending it flying from the neck of the skeleton. It rolled into the fog, out of sight. A second later, she started in surprise when the skull came flying back at her. She managed to deflect it with her shield.

“Fear not, for evil’s grip has been loosened,” came a familiar voice from the fog.

Nera strode out of the mist, a grin on her face, accompanied by a human man.

“Nera!” Idrimel cried, smiling at the sight of the rogue.

Yosrick pummeled the last skeleton, pulverizing its pelvis and causing it to fall to the ground in a shower of bone. “Aye, so it is! And there’s that disloyal bundle of feathers,” he added, laughing.

“And she has found Malek,” Endira added happily. Her hands transformed back to normal just as she embraced Nera and then Malek. Yosrick and Idrimel both clasped hands with Nera as well.

“Truly your god has more work yet in store for you,” Idrimel said. “We feared the worst when you too fell to Lassiter’s treachery.” She tried not to think of Athyzon’s death.

“Aye, seems Sabyl has picked me for her Chosen,” Nera said.

Idrimel gasped. “To be the Chosen of a god is a great honor! I could only dream of having the privilege.”

Nera raised an eyebrow. “Don’t be so sure of that—free will seems to be taken away once set upon a path such as this.” She glanced over Idrimel’s shoulder, and her eyes turned hard. “What’s he doing here? And not in shackles?” Her voice had become a dangerous growl, her dagger appearing in hand at the sight of an armed Waresh watching the reunion, seemingly dumbfounded at her appearance.

“He’s unwell, Nera. An illness grips his spirit,” Idrimel said. “Endira has sought to help him break the grip on his mind from that cursed axe.”

“Yes, I planted a suggestion in his head,” the elf added. She put a hand on Nera’s shoulder. “He’s resisting the influence of the weapon much better. Besides, we needed his aid once the undead attacked in force.”

Nera glared at the dwarf. Waresh stared back, eyes slightly glazed. After a moment, he looked down and seemed surprised to find Heartsbane still in his hand. With a conscious effort, he reslung the axe over his back and visibly relaxed once he was no longer gripping the haft. His face took on a look of shame beneath Nera’s withering glare, and he glanced away.

The rogue relaxed slightly and sheathed her dagger. “I’ll trust your judgments on this,” she said grudgingly, as if pained to say it. “But if he betrays us again, I’ll ram my daggers through his eyeballs.”

Endira coughed gently to defuse the tension. “Malek, meet Idrimel, Yosrick, and Waresh.”

“Well met,” Malek replied, greeting each in turn, although he too eyed Waresh with distrust.

“I take it you reached the crossroads?” Nera asked.

Idrimel grimaced. “It wasn’t the most pleasant experience, but we made it here. We’ll tell you about it later. I thought you’d want this returned.” She removed the Bracer of Fellraven from her pack and handed the artifact to Nera.

Nera looked relieved. “Sabyl indeed smiles on us,” she said as she and Malek shared a look.

“You’ll more than likely want this back also.” Yosrick removed the bone dagger from his pack, still wrapped in a piece of cloth. “Don’t think any of us could stand the touch of that thing, honestly.” His face scrunched up in distaste.

“Aye, it takes a bit of getting used to,” she admitted, returning the dagger to its sheath with a fluid movement. “Anything that sends an unwoundable bastard like Lassiter to the Abyss can’t be all bad.”

Idrimel wasn’t so sure about that as she glanced at Waresh and his cursed axe. Handling such fell implements is a deadly gamble. “The two of you look to be in remarkable health for being stranded in such a desolate place crawling with undead.”

“We’ve had a tough go of it,” Nera answered. “Lucky to survive, but that’s a tale to be told over a campfire, I reckon.”

Idrimel looked over Malek, wondering why Nera and Endira thought he was so important. The mage looked thin and half-starved, his robes soiled and torn. Despite that, she could see no open wounds on him, merely some dried blood. He noticed her gaze and gave her a smile. Idrimel looked away, embarrassed for having been caught staring.

“I’ve about had enough of this undead-infested desolate arse-end of the planes,” Nera said. “Where shall we be off to next?” She slipped the bracer on her hand, an eager gleam in her rust-colored eyes. “Don’t anyone say the Abyss, or I’ll smack you in the face. Malek and I have earned a peaceful respite after all this.” She winked at the mage playfully. “There’s time enough for that madness later.”

The companions looked around at each other, several shrugs evident.

“Somewhere with ale and whores?” Waresh offered helpfully.

Nera snorted. “How about I surprise you all, then?” She summoned a portal, and they all stepped through without hesitation, none desiring to linger in the Gray Lands.




















Chapter 30

Arron was dicing with Wyat and three of his lieutenants when a commotion arose from somewhere in the camp. The group exchanged curious glances before getting up from their game and filing out of the command tent. When they neared the cause of the excitement, they saw and heard a group of veterans hollering for the crowd to clear some space. Torchlight flickered ahead as sentries converged at the edge of the camp.

“Situation report!” Wyat barked with his deep command voice.

The sun had been down for a couple hours, but Arron had been on edge, anxious with worry for his sister since having arrived the previous day and disappointed to find she had not been seen. Camaraderie, dice, and ale had helped keep his mind off matters to a degree, but an uneasy restlessness had set in. 

“Found some strays, Commander,” one of the sentries called.

The mercenaries fell back as Wyat parted the crowd like the prow of a ship. Arron tried to see around his broad back as they came upon a cleared space well lit by the sentries’ torches. The first things he saw were unruly lavender hair and bone-white horns.

“Nera!” He ran forward, beating Wyat by a step, and swept up his shocked sister in an embrace, spinning her around in the air.

“Is it really you?” she managed to gasp when he released her. “I’ll be pretty damned pissed off if you turn out to be a doppelgänger as well!” Her eyes burned like embers in the wavering shadows from the torchlight.

“So you found out about Lassiter, then?”

“Aye. Not without great loss, though.” Her eyes darted to a stunningly beautiful priestess of Sol in her group. “Let’s just say we managed to kill each other.”

“Say what?” 

Before he could say anything else, Wyat swept Nera up in an even more powerful embrace. After a moment, Nera swatted him playfully on the back of the head, and he let her go.

“By the gods, it’s good to see you, Nera! After all I’ve heard from Arron, we feared the worst!”

“Right now, the worst would be a cracked rib from you overzealous oafs,” she snapped but couldn’t hold back her grin.

Arron greeted Malek with a warm hand clasp, and introductions were quickly made all around.

“Come, join us! Friends of Nera and Arron are always welcome with the Steel Rage,” Wyat boomed, waving everyone forward with a wide smile. “Someone get a fire stoked and find some fresh meat to roast. And bring out a cask of ale! Tonight, we’re going to celebrate!”

The camp needed little encouragement to have a celebration although most had no clue as to what it was about. In short order, the weary group found themselves at the center of the camp, where a bonfire was lit. A boar that had been brought in and cleaned shortly after dusk was spitted and a cask of ale tapped. A couple benches were pulled up around the campfire beside a log from a felled tree, and Nera’s group seated.

Arron observed his sister’s newfound companions with interest. He likely wouldn’t have been able to take his eyes off the comely Endira, had Idrimel not been present. Her unnatural beauty and sheer presence drew the attention of all in the camp, which didn’t go unnoticed by her.

The priestess was obviously uncomfortable with all the attention, even going so far as to pull the cowl of her cloak over her head as she sat quietly beside the peculiar gnomish warrior, eating sparingly. Yosrick had no such reservations, nor did the dwarf, who had both cleaned their plates and looked for a second helping.

“Fine looking company you keep, lass,” Wyat remarked with his usual lack of subtlety, drawing a laugh from Arron. Fortunately, the big warrior’s voice was pitched low enough that Nera’s companions appeared to have not heard.

She raised an eyebrow and smacked the warrior on the thigh. “Back for barely an hour, and you two louts are thinking with your cocks already.” She rolled her eyes.

Wyat’s cheeks turned red, and Arron just grinned. He glanced at Malek, who sat quietly beside Nera. The mage ate like a starving man, a fitting description for him. His face looked haunted and thoughtful as he stared into the fire.

“What’s this about you and that whoreson Lassiter killing each other?” Arron asked, unable to reign in his curiosity any longer.

“Aye, that’s quite a long story. I reckon we might as well exchange tales since the past week has been an eventful one.”

“Right. You’ve no idea what I had to go through to get out of the dungeons and get off Nexus!”

“Oh? It likely wasn’t so bad as being killed by a doppelgänger—run straight through.” Nera showed them the hole in her leathers and scar between her breasts. “Not to mention, the goddess Sabyl herself plucked me from death and told me I’m her Chosen. After that, I was nearly sucked dry of my very vitality to destroy a lich. All that in order to find this fool in the Gray Lands and save his arse!” She elbowed Malek in the ribs, but despite her words, her face was soft and her smile genuine.

Malek looked over in surprise, evidently not having heard a word, but he returned her smile. Arron’s sharp eyes noticed their hands found each other—who initiated the contact, he couldn’t say.

With eyebrows raised, he looked from his sister to Malek. “Balor’s balls, I think we’d best exchange tales, since obviously a lot has happened.” 

Before he could voice his next thought, Wyat had refilled their tankards. “Can’t tell lengthy tales with a dry throat,” he observed sagely.

The others agreed.




***




Idrimel took her leave early from the festivities, after she had eaten and the others were telling their tales, leaving Endira and Yosrick to relate their own experiences. She was not in a festive mood, despite the fact they had succeeded in finding Nera and Malek. Athyzon’s death weighed heavily on her, and she didn’t wish to revisit that painful memory.

Since arriving at the camp, she had felt the eyes of the men on her, drawn by her striking looks. Many were merely curious, their looks innocent of any ill thought, but she could tell a few were stirred to lust, which made her ill at ease. Since leaving her blissful Ellorya, she shied away from being out in public away from her temple for long periods of time, uncomfortable with the attention she drew. She dearly missed the comfort of Athyzon’s reassuring presence at her side.

“My lady?”

She turned to find Wyat, the commander of the Steel Rage approaching her, where she stood alone at the edge of the camp, staring into the darkness. He was a big man, about the size of her brother, and handsome enough as far as humans went. He had a kindly face, which put her at ease.

“I’ve had a tent prepared for you and the Lady Endira to share—if that is to your liking?” He seemed nervous in her presence, which she was used to.

She forced herself to relax—she could sense Nera’s friend was a good and honorable man. We are safe here. The day after tomorrow is another matter, but for now, I can relax and find my peace in Sol’s glory once again.

“I thank you, Commander. That will be fine.” She smiled and nodded politely.

“Please, it’s just Wyat to my friends,” he said with a smile. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

“I’m fine, Wyat. I think I shall retire for the evening. It has been a trying few days.”

“Of course. I can show you the way if you like.”

“Thank you.” 

She gave him a warm smile and followed him to the tent he had prepared for them. She had expected one of the small common tents the soldiers used, but it was one of the fancier varieties used by the officers. After bidding him good evening, she went inside and was surprised to find a carpeted floor, with her and Endira’s packs already inside, along with a bucket of water and a washbasin and a pair of bedrolls laid out.

Endira apparently hadn’t left the campfire yet, so she removed her armor and knelt on the soft rug. She took off both her own holy symbol and Athyzon’s, which she had taken to wearing beside her own against her breast. Holding them both in her hands, she stilled her mind and reached out to her god.

“Mighty Sol, I implore you to fill me with your light, imbuing me with the strength and courage to face the troubles that lie ahead. Please grant Athyzon peace and a place by your side, basking in the radiance of your glory.”

Tears flowed from her eyes at the thought of her brother. Despite her prayers, she couldn’t help but feel that same subtle doubt creeping in and the flagging of her faith she had experienced following Athyzon’s death.

Dark times lay ahead, and countless lives were depending on her success, back home on Ellorya, in Nexus, and throughout the planes. Each of them would be sorely tested, and she hoped she would be up to the task. Unfortunately, she held a lingering doubt that she might not be.

Somehow, she knew her dreams would again be troubled that night.




***




Nera stared into the fire, watching the glowing embers crackle and spark as they slowly burned out. The celebration had wound down, and dawn was yet a few hours off. Most of her companions had made their way off to find their bedrolls. She was enjoying the simple pleasure found in the warmth of the fire while being surrounded by friends. More like family—as much as I’ll ever have, at least.

Waresh’s ripping snores broke the stillness of her thoughts. The dwarf had nodded off after consuming half a cask of ale. His ceramic tankard was still gripped in his hand, perched on his belly. He still wore his armor, save the helm set down beside him, and was leaned back against a log, head tilted back and snores soaring into the night. His beard had dipped into his tankard, she noted with amusement.

Sleeping like a drunk dwarf. So that’s where the saying comes from. She smiled to herself. Despite her anger at the dwarf’s attempted betrayal, she sensed some of the turmoil he bore and was finding it difficult to stay angry with him for long. That didn’t mean she was ready to trust him fully, however.

A hand squeezed her shoulder, rousing her from her reverie. She was surprised Wyat was still up. Nobody had stirred in some time, and she thought herself alone by the fire, save the snoring dwarf. Always the dutiful commander, ensuring all is in order before he turns in.

Wyat looked down at her, the stern face he displayed to his soldiers replaced by his friendly, boyish smile. She could still picture the young whelp of a boy who had followed her and Arron back to Nexus like a stray puppy.

“Sure is good to see you back, Nera. You should get yourself off to your bedroll and catch a few hours of sleep after your long day.”

He and Arron are as bad as nursemaids sometimes. She gave the warrior a fond smile and patted his hand. “Aye, ’tis good to be back among friends. I won’t tarry much longer. Good night.”

The commander went off to turn in for the night. Arron had disappeared a while ago, as had Malek. She knew not where her brother had gone, but the exhausted mage, after shoveling enough food into his gullet to satisfy a hibernating bear, had claimed exhaustion and wandered off to find some much-needed rest. Her other companions she had not seen for a time, either.

Surprised to find her tankard not yet empty, she finished it with a hearty swallow and got to her feet. Her muscles ached from sitting in one position too long, as well as the lack of sleep and general overexertion in the Gray Lands. She decided the time had come to find her own bedroll and hoped to catch a few hours of peaceful sleep, free of the disturbing dreams that had been plaguing her recently.

As she stepped into the cool darkness away from the warmth and glow of the fire, she looked up to the heavens. The stars gleamed overhead like bright jewels in the night sky. They reminded her of the beguiling eyes of a goddess, one who had picked her to act as her Chosen.

Are you watching over me right now? She knew she would soon lead her dearest friends into the jaws of the Abyss on a quest of madness and desperation. Likely, none of them would survive. Somewhere along the way, she had come to accept the road that lay before her. I’ll need your good fortune and blessing for this quest, Sabyl, more than ever before.

No answer was forthcoming from the vastness of the heavens, but she was prepared for that. They would be leaving in just over a day’s time, which meant she had a short time of peace before that.

The pull of fate and machinations of the gods will have to continue another day without me. Nera the Chosen would continue on, but for now, Nera the Rogue would enjoy her final, well-earned reprieve from the burden of duty, for she understood she could never go back to that old life.

Naught to do now but make the best of the fate I’ve been dealt, she decided.
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