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Prologue

“Many millennia ago, there lived two brothers,” the old bard began. “They were blessed of the gods. Many believed they were even gods themselves, for their skills were much greater than those of mere mortals. Or perhaps they were simply imbued with godlike abilities. Their true names have long been forgotten. They are simply known through history by the titles they chose. The elder brother’s talents in the magical arts were incredibly powerful. He chose to be known as the Architect. The younger brother, who was equally skilled in the sciences, became known as the Engineer. The gods recognized their talents and approached them, tasking them with constructing a great Machine, one fused with magic and technology—a Machine so powerful that it could manipulate space and time itself by pulling the various planes of existence into alignment. Many thought the idea foolish. If the gods themselves couldn’t perform such a feat, how could these two, who were not deities? After many long years of work and study, the two brothers eventually built this wondrous construct. The Engineer, with the aid of the finest dwarven smiths across the planes, designed, forged, and built the great Machine. The Architect, having gathered the most powerful mages, joined their arcane powers together and imbued the Machine with enormous mystical power, which drew the planes into alignment.”

The old bard paused in his tale to drink deeply of his mead. After a moment, he belched in satisfaction and continued. “Over time, the Machine became a city unto itself, filled with the slaves that kept it running and the guardians that protected it. This city-machine is an ever-changing and dangerous crossroads where the planes of existence intersect. As befits an important trading hub, merchants and businesses sprang up along with the associated dregs of society that follow in their wake: beggars, thieves, and whores.”

The bard produced a deck of cards in one of his nimble hands. With a dramatic gesture, he made the cards spray out as if by their own accord, forming a circular pattern and standing upon their edges on the pitted surface of the oak table. The cards remained upright, laid out like spokes of a wheel, leaving a small circle at the center. 

“Such are the planes of the multiverse, as aligned by the Machine. And this,” he said solemnly, placing his finger over the open circle where the cards met, “is the center of everything: the Nexus of the Planes.”

Two youths stared at him, rapt with attention.

Tybolt, the young man, anxiously leaned forward in his chair. “Where is this Machine, this city? How does one get to it?” He, and his twin sister, Talessa, were young adventurers who had sought the bard out.

The bard frowned as he squinted into his empty tankard. “My throat is getting a bit dry, lad.” He grimaced and put a hand to his back, arching it and popping the bones dryly. “Ah, the damned cold seeps into these old bones and makes them ache.” He leaned back in the chair gingerly and scratched at his shaggy gray hair.

Tybolt quickly waved the barmaid over and ordered another mead for the bard. The twins’ eyes remained on the cards, which still stood on their edges as if by magic even as the floor creaked and shifted from patrons moving about and a stiff breeze cut through the Club and Cauldron Inn when the door opened.

“Ah, that’s better.” The bard wiped his mouth on his sleeve after a long drink from his renewed cup. His brow furrowed in concentration. “Where was I?”

“The Machine… the city at the center of the universe?” Talessa prompted, her voice quiet enough that the bard almost couldn’t hear her over the background noise of the busy tavern.

“Ah, yes of course. This Machine became a city between the planes, a crossroads where every manner of creature, from the vilest fiends to the anointed celestials, mingle together, traversing time and space itself as they go about their business. Whatever business that might be.” He shrugged.

“Nexus of the Planes,” Tybolt said quietly, as if afraid anyone would hear him. “How does one get there?”

“Aye, Nexus—this wondrous, bizarre city that spawned from the Machine. How does one get there—that is the burning question, is it not?” The bard’s eyes were sharp as he appraised the siblings. “Many portals lead there, young ones, but you must know where to look—and have the proper key to open such doors, of course. Therein lies the difficulty.” He leaned back in his chair, loosening his belt a notch. “What business does a young lad and lass like yourselves have there, anyway? Most on this world know nothing of such a dark place, happily going about their little lives without a care in the world, not a thought spared for what terrors lie beyond the doors of the dark.” He slurped noisily from his tankard. “And if they did think of such places, those with enough brains between their ears would want naught to do with Nexus.”

“It’s not that we want to find this city but that we need to,” Tybolt said. “Our father was a famous adventurer who disappeared when he went in search of this place when we were still children.”

“Father said the greatest riches from the different planes were collected at the center of the multiverse by some great tyrant,” Talessa added. “Our father may have been a scoundrel and thief but never a liar. He was fond of legends and wise in the ways of the world. He simply wanted to bring back enough riches to support our mother, bless her soul, and the two of us for the rest of our years.”

And a fool most likely as well, the bard thought. “I daresay your father may have gotten in over his head. Perhaps he gleaned just enough truth during his adventures to get himself lost in the planes. There’s little chance you will find him again. If he yet lives, even. You’d be wise to not interfere with the often unscrupulous commerce of Nexus.” 

The bard shivered as another cold draft cut through the common room. A group of northmen had come in, stomping snow and mud out of their boots and removing their heavy fur cloaks.

“I’m afraid we must find him,” Tybolt said. “Mother passed on this autumn past. He’s all that we have left.” 

Talessa nodded at her brother’s statement. Their young faces were determined.

“Nexus is no place for young ones playing at adventurers,” the bard said.

Both twins looked annoyed. 

“We can take care of ourselves,” Tybolt snapped. “We managed to run off a group of bandits by ourselves this past summer.”

“Father taught us how to defend ourselves,” Talessa said more calmly.

Typical—the boy’s the hothead, the girl the brains of the pair. The bard shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He had noticed when they entered the bar that, although young, they wore their swords with a comfortable familiarity. He suspected they could handle themselves against a few ragtag bandits. However, the denizens of Nexus and the outer planes were another matter altogether.

Talessa studied the bard intently. “You’ve been there, haven’t you? I can see it in your eyes.”

The hook is set… and now, the young fish are ready to be reeled in. The bard studied the remaining finger of mead in his tankard as the twins watched him. After a long silence, he admitted, “Aye, I’ve been there. Narrowly escaped with my life, at that.” He drained the last of his mead. “Losing your life out there isn’t even the worst that can happen,” he nearly whispered. “If you lose your soul in the lower planes, then you can suffer for all eternity.”

“Oh, come now,” Tybolt scoffed. “Save the old wives’ tales for the children. I don’t frighten that easily. Now, will you tell us how to get there? We can pay you.”

The bard frowned. Nexus would be the death of these young fools, like many before them. But these two would not even make it that far. “Aye… I might know something,” he admitted with a sly smile. “But it is best shown in the light of day. There are enough shadows permeating that place that I wouldn’t want something to slip through that doesn’t belong.”

The twins consulted each other as the bard ordered another mead. After a moment, they decided waiting until morning wouldn’t hurt. 

“If that’s what it takes to put the old man’s superstitions at ease,” Tybolt muttered.

Talessa nodded silently. “Very well, we shall wait until the morning. Will you tell us more of Nexus? What happened to these two brothers?”

“Ah, that’s a tragic tale, indeed.” The bard scooped the cards neatly up in his hand, making them disappear back into a sleeve. He took a pull from his fresh tankard. “So once these two brothers realized the incredible power and potential of this Machine they had built, they began fighting over who would have control over it. For the one who controls the crossroads can gain unimaginable wealth and power. Levying tolls and taxes, gaining favor and influence with the various powers of the planes—the thought of such wealth and power made greed sprout in their hearts like savage thorns, festering there until it consumed them. Brother raised arms against brother, with their factions joining them. After a time, the feud escalated, and they both raised mighty armies. A great war soon erupted across the planes. The Planar War, it came to be known as. For years, the war raged until the Architect eventually got the upper hand through the tremendous magic of himself and his allies. It was said that even though the Engineer sought to make blood pacts with the demons of the lower planes, his forces were still overwhelmed. The Engineer’s armies and all of his war machines and technologies were destroyed and left to crumble into ruin, scattered across the planes. The Engineer himself was imprisoned and cast down into the pits of the Abyss, where it is said he suffers for all eternity.”

“And what of the Architect?” Tybolt asked after the bard had gone silent for a long time.

“No one really knows, lad. The Architect’s fate is lost to history. Perhaps the gods themselves removed him, angered at the destruction wrought across the planes by their war. Eventually, the current ruler of Nexus took power, whom legend speaks of as the Architect’s most loyal and powerful servant. To this day, the Pale Lord of Nexus rules with an iron fist.”

The bard was speaking quietly, the twins leaning toward him, captivated by his tale and afraid to miss a word. To his senses, the twins’ youthful vigor was a nearly irresistible lure. He quickly quaffed more of the mead and forced his thoughts back to finishing his tale. 

“During his last days, the Architect, aided by his trusted servant, managed to alter the Machine in a manner preventing the gods from entering Nexus. Once they realized the Architect’s ploy, it was already too late, and they were barred from entering. Not that they needed Nexus to travel about—deities can simply maneuver through the planes at will—but the opportunity to directly control the flow through Nexus was barred to them. As a result, they are relegated to acting through their agents, but the Pale Lord has tremendous power and jealously guards against any threats to his power. Infractions against the law are punished harshly. If you truly have your heart set on going there, do not cross the Pale Lord or his minions.”

“Warning taken,” Tybolt replied. “Where do we find this portal to Nexus?”

“Meet me an hour before dawn a short distance south of town. There is a crossroads there and an ancient standing stone. I will be there. And don’t forget your purse of gold, for such knowledge does not come easily or cheaply.”

The twins agreed and bade the old man good night.

He watched as they retired to their room for the evening, the desire flaring in him anew. The bard cared little for their gold as he would levy something else as payment. He salivated, already tasting their hot, salty blood filling his mouth, the warmth in his veins as he consumed their vitality.

The foolishness of youth, he thought. Such lives come cheaply. All roads eventually led to Nexus, but once one reaches it, escaping is another matter entirely.

The bard focused on the guttering candle atop his table, and the tiny flame abruptly snuffed out under his gaze. “Such is the life of all mortals,” he muttered as he rose from his chair and straightened to his full height. 

In the mirror behind the bar, he saw his eyes glimmering in the gloom as if lit from within, stoked by his hunger. After a brief moment of concentration, they returned to normal. It would not do to raise suspicion over his nature, for his trade posing as an old bard was a lucrative one.

After stretching out, his formerly hunched back was straight as a spear as he strode across the inn. Conversation in the tavern ceased for a moment, and the remaining patrons glanced over their shoulders nervously as a feeling of dread briefly stole over them.

The old man, wearing nothing more than his threadbare stained tunic, stepped out into the blowing snow of the night, looking ahead to the morning.




















Chapter 1

The massive foundry rumbled in eternal industry, exuding heat and belching soot from its smokestacks as it crouched menacingly atop a hill over the city of Nexus, like some great slumbering dragon. The enormous building seemed to have been constructed within a mad architect’s dreams: it sprawled for several bowshots in length and breadth, and its main rooftop soared well over a hundred feet in the air. Layer upon layer seemed to be stacked haphazardly, one atop the other, and the foundry’s once-rectangular shape was swollen by protrusions in every direction. Its smokestacks towered hundreds of feet in the air, the smoke forming a cloud that blotted out the faint starlight in the sky and reflected the lights across the whole city, causing a perpetual gloom.

Fed by the foundry, machinery churned deep in the bowels of the city. A faintly audible choom choom choom was omnipresent and could be felt beneath one’s feet as much as heard wherever one might be in Nexus. Longtime residents became accustomed to the sound after living in the city for a time and eventually no longer even noticed it.

Neratiri was a quick shadow flitting through the controlled chaos of the foundry. She had lived her entire life in Nexus and would have thought nothing of the sounds, had she not been forced to work at the foundry. By the end of the first year of her ninety-nine-year sentence, the young rogue was an expert at avoiding getting in the way of the other workers, be it the quick whips of the ill-tempered overseers or the lumbering automatons that could easily crush a humanoid to pulp beneath their iron feet. Nera’s quickness and natural resistance to heat made her ideal for her task even though she hated it.

Great golems tirelessly shoveled coal into the huge blast furnace, but their great size and strength were ill-suited for the more delicate work of adding mana to the inferno. That was Nera’s job. Every quarter hour, she had to avoid the golems’ titanic shovels and feet and empty the contents of a rune-inscribed metal canister into the furnace.

She cursed quietly at the persistent yammering of the gnomes. The small humanoids were working above her on an unstable scaffold they were attempting to repair, weakened from decades of use. They were ensconced in fire-resistant suits, which served to muffle their hearing, which in turn caused them to yell louder in Gnomish. The sound of the language already grated on the ears when it was spoken quietly, let alone a constant shouting match.

The small humanoids were still hammering and ratcheting a newly replaced section of scaffolding above the mana storage bins. Nera had narrowly avoided taking a dropped iron wrench to the head several hours earlier. She had cursed long and loudly at the creatures, and when one of them responded with a slur, she had nearly climbed up the scaffold to toss the little bastard into the furnace. The stinging slash of the overseer’s whip along her bare shoulder had quickly restored order as well as reminding her of the need for good behavior if she hoped for any reduction to her lengthy sentence.

The nearest iron golem groaned into motion as it retrieved another scoop of coal and lumbered forward. The runes on its body blazed with an orange glow against its shadowed silhouette when it stepped in front of the blazing inferno.

Nera got to her feet and took a sip of warm water from her waterskin, mouth twisting in distaste. She hated drinking warm water constantly while at the foundry. The metallic taste of the water from the city pumps was intensified when warm.

She removed another canister from the shelf and prepared to make the last mana dump of her shift. That will mean ninety-eight years and exactly eleven days to go, she thought bitterly. Think this calls for a celebration after work. The collar around her throat tingled with electric energy, reminding her of the magic enforcing her sentence.

“Nera!” A familiar voice interrupted her reverie. Arron, Nera’s adopted brother, leaned over the catwalk above, grinning down at her. 

The gnomes had mercifully taken their conversation a short distance away. 

“Are you going to hit up the Zombie after shift?” he asked. 

Both of them had been unfortunate enough to be arrested by the Nexus Watch after their last job went sour.

“Aye, I can use a drink.” She was hard pressed to think of a time recently when she didn’t feel the need for a drink. The Laughing Lunatic Zombie was their favorite watering hole, far away from the Industrial District and situated between the Magelight Market and the edge of the slums, which Nera called home.

The golem launched its shovelful of coal into the furnace, sending an explosion of sparks around it. It stepped back and turned, returning to its place.

“I’d love to stick around and chat, but I’ve already felt the lash once today.” She grimaced as she looked over her shoulder, trying to glimpse the ugly welt on her shoulder blade.

“Right, see ya soon, Sister. I’ll be delivering a message to a work crew up on level fourteen.” Arron clambered away up a ladder and across another catwalk. The half-elf was a courier, delivering messages, tools, and sundry items throughout the foundry.

Nera hoisted the canister, the lean muscles of her arms taut as she cradled it against her chest. Seeing her chance, she darted forward, past the retreating golem, and up to the furnace. The heat of the flames washed over her and would have severely burned anyone unprotected from the heat, but Nera’s heritage gave her some special abilities.

Those abilities she considered a shite trade-off for having been born with the curse of demon blood in her veins, the result of a creature from the lower planes having dallied with a humanoid ancestor of hers. “Dallying” was a polite way to think of it. The reality had likely been a violent coupling that eventually resulted in the death of the woman during childbirth. Nera had found herself growing up on the streets as an orphan, abandoned, as nobody wanted to raise a plane-cursed child since it was said to bring ill-luck, along with all the trouble that came with a so-called cursed child.

With practiced ease, she set the canister on the ledge by the furnace and unsnapped the latches holding the cap on. Mana was an invisible substance, unable to be seen by any except mages, but Nera felt a brief chill waft from the canister as she emptied the magical essence into the furnace. The flames turned from the normal red and orange and blazed a bright blue as the mana was added. She quickly withdrew after a few seconds when the scorching heat became uncomfortable even for her. Others would have been burned to a crisp at that distance, but Nera loved the way the heat soaked into her body. It made her feel imbued with a fiery strength, as she often imagined her ancestor from the lower planes was.

After resealing the canister, Nera slung the lightened load over her shoulder. She tossed it into an empty bin nearby, where it would be hauled away and refilled.

Where all the coal and mana came from, she didn’t know, nor did she question it. Whispered rumors told of a secret mana factory where criminal mages served out their sentences filling the canisters much as she unloaded them. The coal was likely imported from another plane as Nexus had no natural resources of its own.

The mana-imbued flames of the foundry kept Nexus running, supplying the well-heeled with heated plumbing and magelight for the city. More importantly, the foundry powered the great Machine, buried under the city. The Machine’s function wasn’t widely known, but Nera knew it had something to do with the portals Nexus was famous for. In her brief visits to other realms, she had seen nothing like what Nexus offered its denizens.

She donned her leather jerkin over her thin undershirt. Now, I just have to wait for Gurn to show up. Her eyes sought the door to the crew quarters, whence the next crew would emerge once they officially started their shift.

Somewhere above, in the twisted nest of catwalks and scaffolding, came the distinctive snap of failing iron. Somebody cried out, and the gnomes chattered in alarm. Looking up, Nera watched as one of the catwalks gave way four levels above. The end closest to the furnace collapsed, spilling the worker who had been standing on it down to the level below.

The man tumbled across the side of the catwalk, desperately scrabbling for purchase, before he managed to grasp the iron grating of the floor. Unfortunately, that left him hanging almost directly above one of the furnace vents.

He won’t be able to hold on. That metal will sear his hand. He’s truly buggered… but alas, not my business. 

Workers died in the foundry on a daily basis. She was about to check to see if the next shift had arrived yet when the man looked down, eyes wide and pleading for help. 

Oh gods, it’s Arron! Nera shot to her feet in alarm. “Somebody help him!” 

Nera looked around, but nobody made any move to assist the half-elf. Arron would soon be another chalk mark on the board in the office of the foundry chief. Chalk marks indicated deaths on the job. Rumor had it that a good day was fewer than three chalk marks, a bad one anything over five. When it was a bad day, shite rolled downhill from the big boss to the foremen to the overseers. Then, of course, it landed with a vengeance on the simple workers.

One of the gnomes above her was pointing a finger as the group gawked but made no move to help. Astrid, the scarred bitch of an overseer who was on duty, stood watching from her little booth, mouth agape in surprise. Nobody wanted to risk the lash for a low-life criminal serving a labor sentence.

“Damn it!” Nera rushed over to the ladder and scrambled up. She raced past the gnomes and vaulted to the next level up, grabbing the edge of the floor and pulling herself up. After racing up to the overseer’s box, she snatched the whip off the desk in front of Astrid, who turned too late to see.

“Hang on, Arron!” Nera shouted.

Her brother was shrieking in pain as his hands were burned raw and his boots smoldered.

“You little demon slut, get back here!” Astrid screamed behind her. “You’ll pay for this insubordination!”

A quick glance over Nera’s shoulder revealed the overseer studying a panel covered with numerous sigils indicating which prisoners were which. Once Astrid found Nera’s sigil, her rescue attempt would be all over. She didn’t care in that moment about anything but saving Arron. I have to hurry before she activates the collar.

Nera scrambled up to the third level, which swayed alarmingly, unsteady with the weight of the collapsed fourth-level catwalk resting on it. She uncoiled the whip and lashed out, ensnaring one of Arron’s wildly kicking legs by the ankle. She looped the butt end around a support post just as Arron let go with a cry of agony. He disappeared from view, and the whip snapped tight. The catwalk jolted with a groan of distressed metal from the half-elf’s sudden weight shift, but it was holding solid for the moment.

Nera dashed to the end of the catwalk to see Arron swinging back and forth below. His face was beet red, and his long blond hair suddenly caught fire. He curled his body up to grasp at the whip with blistered hands, trying in vain to pull himself up away from the heat.

A commotion broke out below as the next shift came onto the foundry floor and noticed the drama above, but Nera barely noticed. Ignoring everything but Arron’s plight, she slid smoothly under the railing of level three and dropped down to level two. I hope those damned gnomes stabilized this level, or it won’t be good for either one of us.

The furnace below was a red-hot portal to the Abyss, the heat directly above the vents almost intolerable even for Nera. She grabbed Arron by the armpits and tried to shield him with her body as she fumbled with the whip, knotted around his ankle, but she was unable to lift his dead weight enough to relieve the tension so she could unwrap the whip. Nera cursed in frustration as Arron groaned pitifully in her arms.

“Somebody toss me a knife,” she ordered the gnomes in the common tongue.

The humanoids watched her from a dozen paces away, their eyes wide behind the clear glass of their protective helmets. After a moment, one of them wobbled forward tentatively and held out a small utility knife.

Nera snatched the knife, and the gnome quickly retreated. Relieved that the collar didn’t register it as a weapon, she slashed the whip, freeing Arron, and dragged him away from the furnace along the catwalk. The half-elf was nearly comatose, head cradled in his arms. Nera stripped off her jerkin again and wrapped it around his head and neck, smothering the last of the flames from his hair and shirt collar. His once-proud mane of blond hair was no more. Instead, his scalp was blistered and burned.

Poor Arron. These arseholes had better get him to a healer.

Nera pulled him gently to the ladder. Her replacement, Gurn, and a couple other workers crowded the ladder, their strong hands reaching up to pull Arron away to safety.

Then Astrid activated the sigil, and Nera’s collar blazed with a blinding turquoise glow as electrical shocks flared through her slim body. Her muscles convulsed and then stopped working, and she toppled off the side of the catwalk, distantly aware of the workers below catching her too before everything turned black.




***




“Am I dead?” Nera opened her eyes to see the faint glitter of stars overhead, obscured as always through the smoky air. Outside the foundry, the cool air was refreshing on her face.

One of the foundry’s errand boys, Osric, leaned over her, grinning and revealing the yawning gap in his teeth. “Nope. You’re still here with us, Nera. Lucky for you, Arron is too.” 

“Aw, damn it. Here I was, hoping I died and went to another plane so I don’t have to spend the next ninety-eight years in this bloody hellhole.” Nera sat up and looked around, massaging her legs, which were still tingling from the collar’s shock. 

A few curious workers eyed the two of them but went about their business. 

“How long have I been out?”

Osric shrugged. “Few minutes, I suppose. When I heard what happened, I ran down here, and Gurn and the others already had you pulled free. Astrid ordered them back to work, but I told Gurn I’d keep an eye on you.” He picked up her jerkin, which he evidently had rolled up to cushion her head as she lay unconscious.

She smiled at the boy, touched by his and Gurn’s kindness. Hardly anyone showed kindness to a plane-cursed, except for others scorned by society, like orphan boys and criminals. Osric stared at her chest as she buttoned up her jerkin. Amused, Nera cleared her throat and caught his eye. The boy hastily looked away, face turning red.

“How’s Arron?” she asked.

“He’s alive, thanks to you. Other than that, didn’t seem to be in very good shape. They went and took him to the healers.” Osric grinned again and offered her a hand.

Nera accepted the hand and got to her feet, wobbling slightly. Her head pounded from the effects of the magical collar. She was tempted to check on Arron but knew that it would be better to let the healers do their job. Her brother’s toughness was legendary among all who knew the half-elf. 

“I’ll pay him a visit before shift tomorrow.” Nera stretched and slapped Osric on the back. “See you later, luv.”

“Bye, Nera.”

She felt the boy’s eyes on her as she walked away. Her young friend was always begging her to hear stories of her thieving and adventuring days, short-lived and unimpressive though they might have been—compared to some legendary rogues, at any rate.

That poor kid doesn’t know any life outside of this cursed foundry. He’s way too young to be collared already. The gods dealt him a pisser of a bad deal when he was sentenced to carry out the rest of his father’s sentence when the old man passed. For all practical purposes, Osric was a ward of the foundry.

Nera sighed. My life could be worse, I reckon. At least I had a life before this. And I will again, she vowed silently. For lack of anything better to do, she started off for the Zombie. I could really use that drink about now.




















Chapter 2

A pack of wild dogs snarled at Malek as he approached the crossroads. The canines lay spread around an ancient standing stone at the center of the Y-shaped intersection. The large stone was weathered and covered by moss on its shady side. Ancient runes, fading from the elements, had been carved into the stone.

Giving the animals a wide berth, Malek noticed a number of bones scattered around on the ground—lots of bones, many fresh from the look of them. They had yet to turn yellow and brittle from age. 

Human bones. 

The dogs lay amidst the bones, cracking them open in their powerful jaws to suck at the marrow within. A large scarred gray mongrel showed its teeth at Malek as he circled around the pack. The dog was cradling what looked to be a cracked thigh bone between its massive paws. It obviously had some wolf in its bloodline as evidenced by its baleful yellow eyes. The beast’s growl was a low rumble deep in its throat. Beside the alpha’s haunch was a human skull grinning at Malek as if the situation were somehow humorous though he had yet to realize it.

Malek shivered and pulled his cloak tighter. Despite the dawning of spring, the air retained a chill underneath the budding foliage of the trees. He realized the bones were surprisingly clean—no scrap of meat or gristle was evident, nor did any blood stain the ground nearby. Strange—as if these bones had just been dumped here, already picked clean. An ill omen.

The young mage turned his attention from the animals and their prizes to the town of Hollowcliff, which he was approaching. Chimney smoke rose over the trees, and he could hear the creaking of a mill’s waterwheel in the distance. He walked out of the forest canopy and was met by an expanse of green pastures. The afternoon sunshine provided welcome warmth on his face as he continued toward the town. Up ahead towered the concave side of the red cliff the town was built against, whence it had gained its name.

Malek’s footsteps thumped on the wooden planks of a short, arched bridge. A rippling stream bustled beneath the bridge, and about a hundred paces away, the water turned the creaky wheel of a stone mill. 

Looks like a nice enough town, at least. His thoughts went back to his quest. I hope this bard can aid me finding my master.

Children laughed and ran past Malek as he reached the central town square. A couple young women were chatting as they drew water from a well in the square. A comely lass with chestnut hair smiled at him. A farmer was haggling with a shopkeeper over the price of a bushel of feed. Most of the activity seemed to be out in the fields as the farmers took advantage of the pleasant weather to get a start on the planting season.

The Club and Cauldron was a squat stone building with a sagging thatch roof. Smoke puffed from a broad chimney, and the faint notes of music reached his ears from within. The place looked inviting enough.

Malek entered the tavern and took a seat at the bar. A few patrons were scattered throughout the common room. A minstrel sat on the edge of a table near the wall, tuning a mandolin.

“What’ll it be, stranger?” A barkeep with a lined yet kindly face was polishing the counter with a greasy rag.

“Glass of wine.” Malek eyed the minstrel, wondering if that was the man he sought. Minstrels were common throughout Tyndaria, yet bards, the learned, storytelling scoundrels, were less so. He hoped this Angus was as knowledgeable as people claimed. “Is that Angus the Adverse?”

The barkeep filled a glass with a cheap vintage of red wine and glanced over at the minstrel, annoyance flashing in his eyes. “Aye, that’s him. The knave spends more time downing my mead than he does entertaining the guests. He’s a popular one for strangers such as yourself that seek him for whatever wisdom he claims to impart. That’ll be two coppers, lad.”

Malek slid the coins to the barkeep. He took a sip of the wine, which was cheap but pleasant tasting.

Angus apparently got his mandolin tuned to his satisfaction and broke into a bawdy song about a young maiden with an itch that couldn’t be scratched. The bard’s deep voice resonated as his fingers danced effortlessly over the strings. 

He’s quite talented. Malek temporarily forgot about his pressing quest as he got lost in the song.

As the mandolin’s last notes faded, Malek shook himself back to reality and remembered why he was there. He took another sip of his wine and ordered the bard’s favorite drink from the barkeep.

“That was quite the song,” Malek remarked, handing a fresh tankard of mead to the bard, who sat hunched over, staring at his instrument as if lost in thought.

“Ah, thank you, lad.” Angus the Adverse showed Malek a smile missing a few teeth. The old man had straggly iron-gray hair, an unkempt beard, and a potbelly. His tunic was threadbare and stained. “I’m Angus… the Adverse as some ignorant few call me.” He snorted. “New in these parts, eh? Old Angus has a good memory for faces, and yours I’ve not seen before.” He eyed Malek’s robes curiously.

“Yes, I’ve traveled some distance seeking a bard with a reputedly great knowledge of other places—faraway places. For one with your fame, it’s curious you linger in a nondescript town like Hollowcliff.”

“And here I always thought great wealth was the mistress of fame, but alas I seem to find myself without companionship.” He plucked at his threadbare tunic and chuckled at his own joke.

Malek smiled politely. “I’ve been told that you have some knowledge of doors.”

“What kind of doors do you seek?” Angus gave him a shrewd look as he took a hearty swig of his mead.

“The kind of door that, if you step through, you don’t come out the other side. On this world, at least.”

“Interesting. Why don’t we step into my office?” The bard got up and made a show of groaning in pain and straightening his back with a pop. He walked back to a corner table and slid in. “Come, come. Fewer prying eyes and ears back here,” he said in a stage whisper.

Malek sat down across from Angus. He sipped his wine and regarded the old man. There’s more to him than meets the eye—he’s a lot more vigorous than he makes out to be. Maybe it’s a play for sympathy. An aura of magic seemed to surround the bard—hard to pinpoint its source without concentrating, but Malek could sense it. Many bards were reputed to be able to work spells, especially with their music.

“Can you aid me in my quest? I can pay you for your knowledge.” Malek jingled his heavy coin purse and noted the flicker of greed in the bard’s eyes.

“I may have come across certain… knowledges in my travels. Why would you seek such a door? You might not be prepared for whatever horrors might lurk on the other side.”

Malek wondered how much he should tell the old man. Not knowing if Angus was motivated by mere greed or not, he decided to share the basis of his quest. Never hurts to have a sympathetic ear.

“I am apprenticed to a mage—Master Magellan. I hail from Northbrook, a village that lies many leagues from here. One day, I went into town to purchase supplies, and when I returned, I found my master was gone—captured in fact, by a strange band of men from another world.”

“And you met these men?” Angus watched with great interest. “What makes you think they are not of this world?”

“A local shepherd boy watched as they escorted my master ungently away from his tower. They marched through a magical portal of some sort and disappeared.”

Angus listened quietly for a moment. “With magical means, they could have teleported elsewhere in Tyndaria.”

“I don’t think so. I did some research on the sigil they bore: a crimson eye in the center of the palm of a hand. There have been sightings around the realms on occasion, and according to legend, once these people have acquired their quarry, they seem to abruptly disappear—depart this world altogether, it would seem.”

The bard took a long draught from his tankard and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Mayhap you are right about that. I’ve seen a mark like you described before. Those that wear it are not to be trifled with lightly. A young lad like yourself wouldn’t last long in the place they have gone to. It is a bizarre, vile place of necromancers and rogues. Demons and celestials brush shoulders in the streets there and think nothing of it. And there are even stranger creatures there too…” Angus trailed off, his eyes haunted.

“Tell me of this place, Angus. I am still under the tutelage of my master, true, but I do have some talents of my own.”

Angus stared into his tankard for a moment. “That is a long telling, and this old man finds his throat going dry.”

Malek waved to the barkeep, who quickly brought Angus another tankard of mead as if the request was expected. “Well? I don’t have anywhere else to be.”

Angus drank deeply and leaned back in the corner, looking comfortable, his hands folded across his substantial belly. “Very well, then. Many millennia ago, there lived two brothers. They were blessed of the gods. Many believed they were gods themselves, even…”




***




Malek yawned and made his way back to his room. He could feel Angus’s gaze on his back as he walked down the hallway to the handful of rooms the inn offered.

The old bard had promised to meet him near the standing stone just outside of town in the morning. Malek thought back to his encounter with the wild dogs gnawing on the bones that afternoon and shivered. That place has an ill aura to it.

Malek’s mind was still reeling from the bard’s lengthy story. His studies had always mentioned different planes of existence but had never mentioned that city—Nexus of the Planes. He could hardly believe that the next morning he would be exploring what promised to be a fascinating and dangerous place—a different world altogether.

He undressed and slipped beneath the bedcovers. Reaching into his satchel, he removed his master’s journal, which he had brought with him. Once again, he opened it to the page he sought. Magellan’s neat lettering filled the page.

“I am making some progress training Malek. His power is tremendous, yet he has difficulty controlling it. Today, he attempted to light a candle in my laboratory with magic. He succeeded in that, but the rush of power was uncontrolled and set the curtains on fire. Fortunately, I was able to get it put out before it destroyed any of the laboratory.”

Malek smiled at the memory of that day. He was carrying some gold and trinkets salvaged from Magellan’s home, which he thought might aid his quest, but the journal carried the most weight, making him feel almost as if his master was there with him in spirit. He vowed once again to find the old mage so he could resume his training. Malek was aware of his own power but even more aware that he could be a danger to both himself and others if he wasn’t careful. With a sigh, he turned back to the ominous end of the entry.

“It is vital I help Malek control his power—others will seek him out and try to subvert his good nature and use him as a tool, either for good or ill. Yet I cannot shake the premonition that my own past will someday soon catch up to me before I am satisfied with the lad’s training. For the Nexus of the Planes’ darkness casts a long shadow, and its lord’s justice a very long and brutal reach.”

A rough sketch of the crimson eye in the palm of a hand stared up at him from beneath the passage. He shuddered as a chill ran down his spine. Thus far, his quest had been long and boring as he followed the scant clues, which eventually had pointed him to Angus the Adverse here in the picturesque village of Hollowcliff. He knew that his uneventful travels would all change and he would likely find himself in harm’s way.

I just need to control and conceal my magic as much as possible. Best to avoid any conflicts.

He set aside the journal and lay back on the lumpy bed. Sleep took a long time coming, but once it did, his dreams were filled with wondrous and terrible creatures in the ever-changing city-machine of Nexus.




***




Angus remained in the inn for a time after Malek had retired to his room—another foolish youth in search of the Twilight City. The young man seemed more capable than the last few that had come to see him. Although young in years, he seemed confident. Something unusual about the young mage bothered Angus, something he couldn’t put his finger on. He pondered the matter for a while.

There is great power in this one, wild and not easily controlled. He thought of a crumbling dam holding a torrential river at bay. Perhaps this one will prove to be a surprise. The bard was rarely surprised anymore at that point in his long years.

“One such as you will draw the powers’ interest in Nexus. I wish you luck, lad, for you shall need it.” He was tempted to grant Malek passage, but he felt the familiar hunger gnawing at his insides. The more he pondered the young man’s nature, the more he wanted to devour and taste his mysterious essence.

You may prove a fulfilling meal indeed, my young friend.




***




Malek approached the crossroads apprehensively, alert for any sign of the vicious dogs he had encountered the previous day. All was quiet, however, and he couldn’t see any sign of the animals or the prizes they had been gnawing on. The pathway was clear, and the approaching light of dawn seemed to turn the standing stone a pale purple color. The place didn’t hold the menace it had the prior day. His fears from the afternoon before seemed foolish in the light of dawn.

He looked around for the bard but didn’t see any sign of Angus yet. I hope he isn’t still sleeping off all those tankards of mead. The bard had easily put down a number of tankards that Malek himself had purchased. He didn’t doubt the man had drunk plenty more before and after Malek had stopped spending his coin. Come to think of it, all that booze barely seemed to faze the old man. He could probably drink a company of dwarves under the table.

“Top o’ the morning, lad!” The voice startled Malek, coming from just behind him.

Malek whirled to find Angus standing a couple paces away, regarding him with a clear gaze, untainted by any aftereffect of the alcohol. How did he sneak up on me like that? If he was a cutthroat, I’d have a knife in my back right now.

“Oh, you… uh, startled me, Angus.” He tried to will his racing heart to slow.

“Did I, now? I guess this old man still can move quietly when he wants to. A life of adventuring teaches hard lessons that are not easily forgotten.” Angus smiled a toothy grin.

Wasn’t he missing teeth yesterday? Malek wondered whether the old man was standing straighter, too—he seemed more hale. Malek shrugged off his nervous thoughts and looked around. Nothing but the still forest was around them. “So, where’s this portal?”

“You’re standing right next to it.” Angus gestured to the standing stone.

“This stone? How’s it activated?” Malek examined the standing stone closely with renewed interest. It was about eight feet high and half as wide, covered with moss and faded carvings of some sigils he didn’t recognize. He placed his hands on it, extending his senses, feeling for the flow of magic. After a moment, he could feel it—ley lines of magical energy flowed around him and converged in the stone beneath his hands.

This is it! I can feel it.

Attuned as he was, Malek also felt something else, another source of magic. However, where the ley lines radiated clean earth magic, the other seemed to radiate darkness and corruption. He whirled to find Angus, or the creature that had called itself Angus, on the verge of attacking him.

The old bard stood about a foot taller than before, lean and long of limb, although he still had a small potbelly. His maw was extended like an animal’s, and his bony fingers sported shiny black talons. Nubs of broken-off horns protruded from the crown of his elongated head. His eyes glinted a sinister red from the hollows beneath his heavy brow ridge.

Malek instinctively drew in the power flowing from the ley lines around him. It swelled within him, washing through his fear and nervousness, until all he felt was the warmth of the magic flowing in his veins. He raised his hands defensively. 

“Get away, fiend!” he commanded. 

A shield of force sprang up between them, fed by a steady stream of the power he was drawing from the ley lines.

Angus fell away with a hiss. Long, sharp teeth protruded from his maw, and his forked tongue darted in and out of his mouth. “Foolish mageling,” the creature growled. “You know not who you face.”

“Fulfill your bargain, Angus the Adverse, or whatever your name is, lest I destroy you. What of the bones I saw here yesterday—were those the remains of your last victims you promised to help?”

“Fools always get their comeuppance,” the fiend scoffed. “I should peel the flesh off your bones as well.” Saliva dripped from his maw as he slowly circled Malek, talons twitching and raised as if to strike, yet clearly hesitant to test his power.

Malek was getting a heady rush from the power and felt no fear. He let the shield diminish. “I say again—fulfill the bargain, and I let you live.”

“The mageling has a high opinion of himself. What can you do to one such as I?” Angus darted in and slashed at Malek.

Malek stood his ground. Magic manifested as a bright blue glow, exploding from his hands and bathing Angus in a blue stream of flames. The creature screeched in pain and anger and reared back, tumbling bonelessly across the ground as if to smother the flames.

Angus picked himself up after a moment and snarled at Malek. His filthy clothes now were merely blackened rags clinging to his body. “Very well, mageling. I shall show you the key. Know this: the powers of Nexus will be attracted like moths to a flame if you are so foolish as to display your power this openly on the other side. Except these moths will have teeth and claws to rend and tear your weak mortal flesh.” He growled again in fury.

“Open the portal. I trust not any advice from your lying tongue.”

“Such is your foolishness, disregarding advice of those that have survived that place.” Angus shuffled forward but cringed away as Malek let a short blast of flames loose to dissuade Angus from any further treachery.

Malek stepped back, allowing the fiend to approach the portal. Angus suddenly plunged his hands into the stone. He growled something in a language Malek couldn’t recognize and drew his hands apart. The stone flowed around them like liquid. Suddenly, blue fire blazed, and the interior of the stone collapsed in on itself, revealing a rift as black as pitch, seeming to absorb all light. Angus pulled his hands free and scurried aside. The runes on the standing stone flared a bright orange light.

“Very well. Travel to the Twilight City and meet your end there, foolish mageling.” Angus’s toothy maw seemed to twist into a smirk.

“Begone. I’ll torch your arse if I ever see you again.” 

Malek’s gaze remained riveted to the portal. It drew him as the power flowing through his veins drew him. The fiend had mentioned moths and flames—that way led to danger and self-destruction, he knew. However, it also led to knowledge, and he had to find his master, whatever the price.

I can’t allow this fiend to prey on more travelers like this, he decided.

Malek whirled, intent on destroying the evil creature, but Angus was gone. Malek couldn’t sense his foul presence anymore. With a curse, he let the power subside, allowing the ley lines to return as diverted rivers and flow around him, uninterrupted once more. Heeding his master’s warning about holding too much power, he released the energy up into the sky. A watcher would have seen a pillar of flame arching toward the clouds and might have thought the gods themselves were at work.

Far from that. Just a curse I carry with me. Very well—time to visit this crossroads of the planes.

Taking a deep breath, Malek stepped inside the portal.




















Chapter 3

Nera almost didn’t notice the cowled figure until it was too late.

She had overslept and was rushing to get to the foundry, not wanting to feel an overseer’s lash for the second day in a row. Her head was pounding from the ale the night before. She hadn’t intended to drink so much after her shift, but with the stress of the day and her worry for Arron following his accident, she let her guard drop. In the morning, she hadn’t wanted to roll out of bed. She quickly stifled a pang of guilt for not having taken the time to visit Arron.

Nera cleared the crowds, breaking into a jog as she entered the Industrial District, clustered around the base of Foundry Hill. A quick glance at the chroniker mast indicated it was nearly dawn. She figured she’d just make it on time. Her eyes were on the foundry when the cowled figure suddenly appeared before her.

The man wore a sand-colored cloak, its cowl up, and hissed at her. “A word, if I may?”

Nera spun away, her reflexes taking over, and avoided the clutch of the man’s hand. “Piss off! Who are you to accost me?” she growled, showing her pointed canine teeth. Aggressive beggars and bold cutpurses were usually taken aback by her appearance. Her hands instinctively went for the hilts of daggers that weren’t on her hips.

“You work in the foundry, yes?” the man asked unperturbed, his voice a sibilant hiss.

Nera peered under his cowl and saw black eyes like onyx and bony protrusions jutting from his forehead. The creature’s lips were a plum color, and black claws filed into points grew from his bony fingers. Not a man at all—plane-cursed like me… or something worse. She felt a sense of wrongness coming off the creature and immediately decided she didn’t want to have anything to do with it. This one is bad news.

“I have to be on my way,” she murmured, trying to edge past the creature while keeping her eyes on it, alert for any sudden moves.

The cloaked figure gestured like a conjurer, and suddenly brilliant gemstones filled its hand, a small fortune’s worth. “This could be yours if you agree to perform a small task.”

“What kind of task?” Nera asked guardedly. The glint of the jewels convinced her feet they hadn’t anywhere better to be right then.

The creature smiled, its face curling upward as if it had no facial bones—like some type of demonic mummer—which sent a shiver down Nera’s spine. “Merely deliver an item to the foundry.” A small vial appeared in the creature’s other hand. “When you place the mana in the furnace, simply drop this vial inside as well. You can have these trinkets right now… Perhaps they are enough to convince a magister to remove that collar early.” The black eyes gleamed.

Nera eyed the gems and the vial, tempted by the offer. She had never been known to turn down an offer of easy loot. The promise of an appealing bribe for a magister was almost more than she could resist, but another glance at the creature’s face caused her to shudder again. The simple wrongness of the creature made her back away. She hadn’t survived as long as she had on the dangerous streets by making pacts with demons.

“I cannot. If they catch me doing something like that, this collar will never be removed.” Nera spun on her heel and dashed toward the foundry.

Balor’s balls! I’m gonna be late now.

The creature made no reply, but she could feel its wicked gaze on her back as she sprinted across the square toward Foundry Hill, hoping to make it on time.




***




“Are you awake?” Nera stood over the pallet on which Arron lay amongst dozens of others in varying states of ill health. She had come straight to the Beggars’ Temple after her shift ended at the foundry. Her nerves had been frayed all day since the creature had accosted her that morning. She did think to mention the incident to the Watch but was pressed for time and not anxious to feel the lash for being tardy had she spoken to a guard. She suspected the Watch would have sent her on her way with a rude slur and perhaps the back of a gauntlet before they even heard her out. To her relief, there was no sign of the creature after she got off shift.

Nera wrinkled her nose as she looked around the Beggars’ Temple. This place reeks of sickness and death. Those tight-arsed bastards at the foundry wouldn’t even pay for decent healing services, she thought angrily. Instead, they just dumped him off with the lepers, drunkards, and victims of cock-rot. The Beggars’ Temple, as indicated by its name, was understaffed and underfunded. It was a place of last resort for those seeking any type of healing service. Nera thought of her meager stash of clink at her hovel. I’m going to get Arron out of here and treated at the Temple of Sabyl. Then I’ll inform the guild. They owe us and should see that he’s taken care of. I’ll make sure I get reimbursed.

Nera winced when she hunkered down next to the pallet and got a good look at her brother’s sorry state. The half-elf’s head was completely bandaged, with holes cut out for his eyes, nose, and mouth. The tip of his nose had been removed. His once dextrous hands, which could pickpocket nearly as well as Nera’s, were as useful as clubs, wrapped in gauze. Angry red burns covered his bare shoulders, neck, and upper chest and back. A grubby sheet covered him from the waist down. Unsurprisingly, the collar around Arron’s neck remained untouched by the foundry’s heat, the ugly construction of leather and metal conspicuous around his blistered neck.

You tough bastard, I know you’ll pull through. Throughout their years of thieving and adventuring together, the half-elf had taken quite a few beatings, and surprisingly, his constitution was as hearty as any dwarf’s. But this time he looked bad. Nera felt the tears threatening to come and angrily blinked them away. Again, she was struck by her brother’s loyalty—he had been in a position to escape capture on their ill-fated last job but had instead selflessly remained to aid her. He stuck with me, and now he’s here on the verge of dying, courtesy of that thrice-damned foundry.

Arron’s eyes cracked open, bright green against the angry red welts and pale bandages that composed his face. He tried to smile, not noticing that his cracked lips split open.

“It’s my guardian fiendling,” he rasped. “You’re the only one that’s come to visit me, Sister. I think everyone else has written me off for the book of the dead. From the looks of this place, they’re probably taking the smart wager.”

Nera squeezed one of his wrapped hands. “They can all go get buggered by larval muck hoppers in the Abyss. I’m getting you outta here and over to a decent temple.”

“Oh? Who’s going to spring for that, I wonder. You sitting on a stash of clink you haven’t told me about? I hope you aren’t back to pickpocketing again, are you?” Arron frowned with disapproval. “You gave me your word—I want you to keep your head down, lass, and get your sentence done. Don’t risk yourself for me.”

“I’ll risk myself if I damn well please.” She glared at Arron. “I never had anyone else to look out for me, growing up, so I’m not going to lose you now. Besides, that fat arsehole Rollo owes us—I mean to see him cough up some clink to help out.”

Arron smiled gently, and his fingers twitched as he tried to squeeze her hand. “That’s the Nera I remember.”

Nera returned the smile and poked his small belly. “You better lay off Sven’s stock of ale—those scaffolds can’t take such a heavy load.”

Arron chuckled. “Aye, suppose you’re right. This thin gruel they consider food here will cut the fat off my belly, and I’ll be clambering around as easily as Osric.”

“You won’t be here long enough to lose weight—I’ll talk to Zita and ensure you get taken to the Temple of Sabyl. You better hang in there until I get you transferred, or I’ll kick your arse all the way to the gates of the Abyss.”

“What else am I gonna do?” He gestured at the sorry masses of sick and dying around them. “I can’t bear the thought of missing out on the next ninety-eight years working in that hellish foundry.” He rolled his eyes. “Why couldn’t they have sentenced me to the brothel square instead? I knew a dwarf once that swore he’d served his time in a brothel as a bouncer. He had all kinds of stories to tell of things he saw there… things that would make your face turn even more red.” His eyes twinkled.

Nera elbowed Arron sharply in the ribs, causing him to wince. “You’re insufferable. Besides, I look like a porcelain-skinned goddess compared to your ugly burnt-red mug.”




***




Malek stumbled and nearly fell, his sense of balance turned upside down from passing through the portal. He went down on one knee, trying to recover from the vertigo. His stomach clenched, and he vomited his breakfast onto the gray sand he knelt in.

Looking up, he quickly forgot his stomach’s plight as he saw Nexus for the first time. The city was like a vast disc with a bowl-shaped depression in the center. The city looked as if it was sliding inward, its weight causing the disc to sag in the middle. A high hill thrust up out of the center of Nexus, upon which sat a massive structure that was belching a thick cloud of smoke and ash into the air. Malek had never seen such a great building—he bet the great keep of Ironhaven would’ve fit inside twice over.

On the opposite side of Nexus rose a large fortress, nearly level with the foundry. Massive parapets soared high overhead, watchfires giving off a bright glow atop the spires. Angus had called it the Twilight City, and Malek could see why. Twinkling lights lit up the vast city below while overhead, the thick plume of smoke spewing from the foundry blotted out a dimly glittering field of stars, which he could barely make out. The reflection of lights from the cloud of smoke gave the city a faint illumination, which he assumed was where it got its nickname.

From his vantage point at the edge of Nexus, and away from the worst of the smoke, Malek could make out a silver crescent of moon off to the right while a second orange-red moon was low in the sky to the left.

Thwaap. Fifty feet to Malek’s right, a portal popped open, and a thick-necked man with a bald pate stepped through, a heavy pack on his back. The man was evidently used to the portal’s effects as he collected himself with minimal disorientation before striding confidently across the sandy field.

Malek looked around the wide arc surrounding the city and saw portals opening and closing sporadically, and travelers issuing forth. A number of portals remained open permanently, and some were heavily guarded. Caravans of loaded wagons passed through several of the largest permanent portals. The gray sand covered a vast, fan-shaped area, and Malek watched as travelers wound their way down in streams to some type of collection point at the bottom, where the city’s walls rose up ominously.

“First time making the trip, friend?”

Malek looked over and saw the man with the backpack watching him curiously a short distance away.

“Tyndaria, right? I’m from Ironhaven, myself. Never knew there were two portals, though.”

Looking around in confusion, Malek spotted a glowing set of runes inscribed in the archway where his portal had opened. The runes were fading since the portal was again inactive, but he was able to make out “Prime, Tyndaria Two.” The archway was fashioned of some dull metal, inscribed with a number of glyphs and radiating a powerful magic. The gray sand stretched into the distance a few dozen paces before apparently dropping off into the abyss of the starry horizon.

Realizing he was still on his knees, Malek picked himself up. “First time, yes.” He laughed, aware he was gawking around like a fool. He dusted off his robes. “I had no idea there were two either.” He made to join the other man. “I’m Malek, by way of Hollowcliff. I take it you’ve been here a few times?”

“Halloran Keel.” The man shook his hand. “Aye, I’m a trader. Prices here can be much better than what you’d find in Tyndaria, depending on the demand and what you’ve got to trade.”

They walked down the sandy slope, the soft sand cushioning their footsteps. After a while, Malek noticed fine bits of ash raining down from the sky, and he realized they were walking on a whole layer of ash, apparently the residue collected from the smoky cloud spewed out by the foundry.

Noticing his glance, Halloran spoke up. “We are traversing what are called the Ashen Plains, Malek. This area holds the portals to the Prime planes, which allow for free trade to flow fairly easily. Other, more dangerous planes are sectored off and much better guarded, for obvious reasons. Don’t want a legion of greater demons popping through and devouring all the travelers,” Halloran said with a chuckle. He gestured toward the choke point at the bottom of the fan-shaped waste they were crossing. “And down there is what many call the Funnel. Everyone is sent through checkpoints. They’ll want to know your business and make you sign your life away if you’re a mage.” He glanced at Malek’s robes curiously. “That’s one thing they don’t tolerate here—unauthorized magic. Oh, that and random portals opening up inside the city proper. Those are contained by the city to prevent a public health risk and all that. See over there?” He pointed to a district near the entrance to the city.

Malek watched in amazement as the ground seemed to bubble up, the buildings rising up over the top of the wall. They shifted about as if some giant was rearranging a game of tiles, moving the buildings about. After a couple minutes, they settled back down, but Malek was sure the buildings were changed from their original locations.

“They must’ve found an unauthorized one,” Halloran said. “City works like a big machine… When they pop up, the cogs realign themselves until the portal is put in its proper place.”

“I’ll be damned. This place is full of surprises, and I haven’t even made it through the gate yet.”

“Oh, you’ve barely seen the beginning of it, friend. Just wait till you get caught between ill-tempered celestials on one side and demons on the other. Things tend to get interesting real quick.”

Let’s hope that doesn’t happen any time soon, then. I just want to find Magellan and get out of this bizarre place. However, he could already feel the draw on his curiosity. The temptation to stray from his course and investigate the fascinating city would be hard to resist.

Halloran bid Malek a good stay as they got separated at the checkpoint, with a final tip to seek a chroniker mast if he got disoriented by the apparent lack of passage of time. Armored guards of the Nexus Watch directed Malek into a line with a group of other mages. Many of them showed some type of official document with a magic seal on it and were whisked right through.

“Name and occupation?” a bored guard asked Malek half an hour later, when he finally made it to the front of the line. 

The ash ended abruptly, and Malek stood on the edge of a cobblestone street. Low walls divided several lanes through the gates, some large enough for entire caravans to pass through, while the lanes flanking those were pedestrian lanes. A scribe with a ledger and quill was sitting at a desk beside the guard.

“Malek of Tyndaria. Apprentice mage.”

“Reason for visit?” The guard scratched his belly while the scribe’s quill scratched at the ledger.

“I’m seeking my master, Magellan. He was uh… escorted away by what I believe are the Magehunters of Nexus,” Malek said, hoping he’d put it diplomatically enough.

The guard looked at him a little more closely. “Aye, is that right? Is there a wanted notice for a Martin of Ty-whatever?” he asked the scribe.

“Malek of Tyndaria,” he corrected the guard.

“Right, that one.” 

The scribe unrolled and skimmed through a lengthy scroll as they both watched. After a couple minutes, he shook his head. “Nothing listed here.”

The guard nodded. He proceeded to rattle off a long spiel that culminated with a threat to not use any class-three or higher magic upon penalty of imprisonment or execution. “You accept those charges?”

“Yes,” Malek replied.

“Right, then. Off you go. Next!” the guard hollered. 

The scribe stuffed a permit document into Malek’s hand, and then he found himself walking between a pair of massive steel gates and into Nexus proper.

Smooth cobblestone tiles formed the street, cut and placed with a precision rivaling that of dwarven stonemasons. A square opened up just inside the gates. Two- and three-story stone buildings with thatch and tile roofs lined the plaza. Even though the square was a bowshot across, the buildings seemed to lean in, making the space feel claustrophobic, especially with the crowd of traffic moving in and out of the gates. Stables, inns, taverns, and brothels seemed to be the predominant establishments.

People cursed and elbowed their way through the crowd. Mules bellowed, and whips cracked as drovers fought to keep their wagons of goods moving. A tarnished statue of some great warrior standing with hands on the pommel of a sword towered over the crowd in the center of the square. A sign pointed to the High Market straight ahead down a broad thoroughfare.

In the streets of Nexus, the common races mingled with more uncommon creatures. Humans, elves, dwarves, and gnomes were common sights, along with various half-breeds. Malek was jostled by what he thought was a hooded child, but the creature turned and glared at him, and he realized it looked suspiciously like a goblin. Across the square, a pair of tall, blue-skinned giants twelve feet tall waded through the crowds as the people scattered to avoid the large creatures. Tall humanoids that looked like some species of canine weren’t uncommon among the crowds, and neither were slight birdlike creatures. A stunning, fair-skinned woman with feathery wings and white robes seemed to walk untouched within a bubble of glowing yellow light. A hulking, dark-skinned creature that seemed to be all teeth and claws seemed to absorb the lamplight, making it a black blotch that tugged at one’s vision. Malek hurriedly looked away, not wanting to draw the demon’s attention.

The pervasive amount of magic nearly overpowered his senses. The bones of the city radiated great power beneath his feet. The streetlamps lining the square burned with steady blue magical flames. Many of the more extraordinary races were like bright torches of arcane power in the night. Magic was intertwined in everything and everyone in the city.

After walking aimlessly for perhaps a quarter hour and following the flow of traffic vaguely toward the High Market and the center of the city, Malek realized he needed to take a break and recollect his wits. He needed to formulate a plan. Walking idly through such a large, confusing, and likely dangerous city would get him nowhere fast.

Fortunately, a carved wooden sign caught his eye a dozen paces ahead. On it, a colorful figure that appeared to be a zombie had its head reared back laughing, foam spilling out of the top of its tankard. Ale leaked out from holes in the zombie’s torso like a garden watering can. Laughing Lunatic Zombie, the sign proclaimed.

Relieved to be out of the crush of people, Malek pushed open the door and entered the tavern. The smell of tobacco smoke and roasting meat met his nose. A hearty crowd of what looked like a mix of locals and travelers filled the common room, with a pair of serving wenches wending their way through, carrying fistfuls of tankards.

Seems like a decent place. The clientele was neither wealthy nor poor but a decent mix of common folk. He found a stool at the end of the bar and had a seat, wiping the sweat off his forehead. He hadn’t realized he’d been sweating until he stepped inside the cozy tavern.

“Looks like you’ve had a long day, friend. What can I getcha?” The bartender nodded at Malek.

“That’s an understatement. I’m parched. How about a goblet of wine for starters?” Once his thirst was quenched, he’d try to gather some information and figure out how best to proceed.




















Chapter 4

Idrimel could hear the sounds of battle ahead. Steel clashed with tooth and claw. Screams and curses were drowned out by the raised chorus of the paladins’ voices. Her brother and his contingent praised Sol as they fought the horde of lesser demons defiling the fair fields of Ellorya.

Her horse snorted nervously beneath her as it cantered toward the battle. The steed was well trained, bred for battle, and wouldn’t lose its discipline in the face of minor fiends, but it sensed the wrongness of the creatures as easily as Idrimel did. She felt the foulness, the evil, emanating from the horde even at a distance of a half mile. The peace and tranquility of Ellorya had been shattered, as if during prayer services, some madman was banging crassly on a metal pot to interrupt the peaceful hymns.

Idrimel grasped her mace more tightly in her hand as she rounded a bend in the path. Ahead, several hundred lesser fiends swarmed across a pasture, trampling the emerald blades of grass and the purple and yellow wildflowers into the mud.

She immediately spotted her brother, Athyzon, at the head of his cohort of paladins. The fiends snapped and cringed away from direct contact with the holy warriors, unable to withstand a direct confrontation. They favored snapping at their heels, trying to score a blow from the rear.

Athyzon raised Redeemer overhead, and the blessed two-handed sword blazed with Sol’s glory. His fellow warriors raised their voices in song, and they surged forward into the mass of demons, mowing them down as the holy light blinded the creatures and drove fear into their black hearts.

Idrimel glanced behind herself, noting her dozen fellow priestesses had their maces and flails raised and ready for action. “Follow me, sisters!” With an invocation to Sol, she led them into the flank of the fiends that had swarmed around the paladins in an effort to completely surround them.

Her mace blazed with holy power as she called down a blessing from Sol. A brilliant light streamed from the mace and blasted a path through the fiends, sending them flying away, burnt and stunned by the light. Her sisters echoed her, and bright rays stabbed amongst the dark, twisted beasts.

And then Idrimel found herself among the horde. She began laying about her with her mace. Toothy maws were smashed in, and limbs bent awkwardly beneath her mace. The armored warhorse kicked and shattered skulls around her. The creatures flinched back from the holy aura she radiated.

A talon raked across her shield. She bashed the fiend in the face with it and swung her mace to crush its skull, but the beast fell back below. A blow struck Idrimel in the back, and she lost her balance, upended from the saddle, and fell heavily to the muddy ground.

The stench of the fiends and their corruption was nearly overpowering down amongst them, and she nearly retched. Her training kicked in, and she rolled over, instinctively blocking a snapping maw. Three-inch-long teeth clamped around the haft of her mace, and steaming saliva poured from a fiend’s mouth, its small red eyes filled with hate. Claws raked her breastplate, and the beast growled. She smashed the fiend away with her shield, rolling over and regaining her feet just as a group of the monsters tried to bear her to the ground. Talons tore at her plate armor but couldn’t penetrate it. With a cry to Sol, Idrimel threw her arms wide, casting the fiends off her and stunning them with a purifying blast of radiant light. She waded through the chest-high creatures, striking them down as she made her way toward the cohort.

The horde appeared to be in a full-on retreat. The paladins slew them, showing no mercy for those that would despoil the purity of Ellorya.

Idrimel hammered a few final opponents before breaking into the clear. Before her stood her brother. He turned and cleaved his last remaining foe, hewing it apart from neck to groin. Ichor and offal rained down as the creature practically exploded.

“Sister!” Athyzon smiled broadly behind his helm. “What brings you here?” Her brother was a towering figure in his shining plate armor. His bright blue eyes gleamed, and his platinum hair fell down his back. The pure white tabard of Sol he wore was stained black with ichor from the battle.

Idrimel returned the smile, nodding at Athyzon’s men. “It’s been so long since our people have tested our might against the fiends, I thought my sisters and I could use a little practice.” She looked over her shoulder, pleased to see her fellow priestesses felling the last of the demons that were too slow to flee. Her steed had broken free of the combat and was grazing a short distance away, as if nothing more exciting was happening.

“Indeed, it’s been many years since the hordes have been so bold as to invade Ellorya, and in numbers not seen for a generation or more.” Athyzon watched a moment as his cohort continued to mop up the fleeing demons. “This must have been a random opening from the Abyss. There is no fixed portal within days of here that leads to Nexus.”

“That is troubling, Brother,” Idrimel replied. “The question is: who opened it and how?”

Athyzon nodded. “A matter to be pondered once this is done. We must consult with the priesthood and see what they can divine. We’d best mop up the rest of this horde before they taint any more of our beloved Ellorya.” He clapped Idrimel on the back, his great strength nearly knocking her over. “Let us evaluate the skills they are teaching you at the temple!” He whistled, and his massive warhorse trotted up. Swinging back into the saddle, Athyzon called orders for his cohort to contain the horde.

Idrimel grinned at the challenge and summoned her own mount, eager to follow her elder brother into battle.




***




Flurbinger Flent stalked through the twisting warrens deep beneath the city streets. The gnome was at home amid the clanking and rumbling of gears and pistons, the hissing geysers of released steam, the persistent smell of hot oil, and the cozy passages. Up on the surface of Nexus was where he felt uncomfortable, with his beloved Machine’s clamor relegated to the background and the vast, daunting open spaces surrounding him. As he moved through the maze of metal, his sharp eyes took in the mass of pipes curled like the nest of a great mechanical bird, seemingly chaotically built, but all with a great purpose.

Flurbinger knew more about the great Machine than any living being, save the Pale Lord himself perhaps, but he didn’t pretend to understand more than a small fraction of how it all worked. He did know that when one of his underlings summoned him in the middle of his sleep, something had gone wrong.

He stepped out onto the Level-Three catwalk surrounding the atrium where the heart of the Machine lay. The rumble and clank was nearly deafening so close to the churning activity, but Flurbinger was so used to it that he wouldn’t have noticed, except that something was off. He stopped and stared, placing gnarled hands on his bony hips as he focused.

What in the Abyss is different about it?

He closed his eyes and concentrated, finally noticing a vibration that hadn’t been there before. It was a subtle grinding beneath the baritone rumble.

“Flurbinger!” someone shouted.

Flurbinger opened his eyes to see a grizzled dwarf walking toward him, waving his arms over his head. Dontarius was his foreman and second-in-command.

“Talk to me,” he snapped at his old friend when the dwarf was within hearing range. “I can feel it. Have you isolated the problem?”

“Not yet,” Dontarius replied, a bit sheepishly. “It is slipping a gear somewhere. But there’s something odd—”

“Tell me something I don’t know. Follow me.” Flurbinger gripped the rails of a ladder, slipped over the side of the catwalk, and slid down with agility that belied his age and stooped appearance. 

Dontarius labored down the ladder above him.

The two hopped off at the bottom level, where a giant iron shaft passed from the shielded core into the bedrock at the very base of the Machine. Massive gears weighing more than ten oxen apiece rumbled just overhead.

Flurbinger remembered when he had been an apprentice many years before and his hair had become caught in the gears. He was inches from his head being crushed like an overripe melon, had it not been for the quick-witted journeyman training him. With a quick slash of a knife, Flurbinger was freed, minus a good portion of his hair. Since that day, he had never again let his hair grow beyond stubble—not that he could grow more than a few wisps at his advanced age, but the old habit stuck with him.

He clambered under a rotating axle and up inside the lowest level of the Machine. A short ladder led to a small platform inside. Steam that could boil the flesh off one’s bones blasted out of a curving pipe a short distance above his head. Pistons pumped to one side, and gears ground together in a panorama of meticulous craftsmanship. He briefly marveled for perhaps the thousandth time at the ingenuity of the ancients who had crafted such an amazing device.

Dontarius slipped a thick, disc-shaped device out of an apron pocket. He frowned down at the large bronze timepiece he kept attached to his overalls by its chain. “It should be doing it again any time now, I reckon.”

Flurbinger eyed the dwarf’s timepiece and was about to reply when the bank of pistons suddenly shuddered alarmingly, as if the entire thing would shake apart and collapse in an avalanche of iron and steel. A hideous screech resonated, which threatened to split his eardrums. It went on for what was likely only a second but seemed forever to Flurbinger’s worried ears. His eyes remained glued to the dwarf’s timepiece. The second hand, which had been ticking regularly through the seconds, was poised between twenty-nine and thirty.

The ear-splitting screech subsided, and the Machine clattered and huffed and then resumed its normal operation once again. The second hand of the dwarf’s timepiece was suddenly at thirty-three seconds, ticking regularly once again.

Flurbinger scowled at the timepiece. He was sure he hadn’t blinked, but even if he had, it hadn’t taken three whole seconds. “What the…”

“Does it roughly every ninety minutes. The Machine is off-kilter somehow… I believe it’s losing its timing with the planes. A few seconds now, perhaps hours or days if it stops altogether.” Dontarius shrugged, but his face was pale and dead serious.

Flurbinger felt a knot forming in his gut. “Aye. If she stops altogether… Well, we’ll be in a spot of trouble, I’d reckon.”

He knew that if he and his crew were unable to find the cause of the fault and he determined it was beyond their skills to repair, then he would have to leave the comfort of his underground warrens and report the problem to the Pale Lord. The thought of that drove a sharp dagger of fear into his heart. As much as reporting to the Lord of Nexus scared him, that fear paled in comparison to the stark terror he felt at the prospect of the Machine he had served faithfully for decades failing. Total failure of the Machine could mean the end of Nexus altogether.




















Chapter 5

Nera sat in a dimly lit corner of the Laughing Lunatic Zombie tavern and sipped her ale. Her eyes were fixated on the green at the bar. The young human looked lost, obviously a newcomer clearly out of his league in Nexus—her favorite type of mark, basically.

She had paid a visit to the guild after visiting Arron. Rollo was conveniently absent, but Zita, one of his lieutenants, had promised to have Arron taken to the Temple of Sabyl straight away. Nera was glad to have dealt with Zita—she had always gotten on well with the female half-orc, perhaps since they were both half-breeds.

Her keen ears picked up enough of the conversation at the bar to gather that the green was looking for his master, a mage named Magellan. The boy could have been an apprentice mage, but something was different about him. Whatever it was nagged at Nera, but not enough to divert her attention from her main focus, which was on the heavy purse of coin he had flashed around as he pinched a couple coppers out to pay for his drinks and the information he was prying the bartender for.

Not only the purse but that fancy ring he wears. That alone has got to be worth some serious clink. To her sharp eyes, it looked like solid silver encrusted with jewels. Magical, it seems. Could be enough to bribe a magistrate to reduce my sentence. She could almost feel the magic radiating from the ring. If she focused enough on an object and the enchantment was strong enough, it gave her a tingling itch as though she had to sneeze, as did powerful ambient magic.

She apparently wasn’t the only one taking an interest in the young man, however. A shady-looking trio of characters was eyeing him from across the common room: two humans, one large and the other scrawny, and a burly half-orc. She had seen them around before—they were cutthroats allied with a slum gang.

Those bastards aren’t going to get my mark. Time to introduce myself. Nera drained the last of her ale and moved to the bar and the vacant stool next to the green human.

“Hello there, luv. What brings you here?” She rested her elbow on the bar and leaned forward enough to offer the young man a good look at her cleavage. She was disappointed that he didn’t take her up on the offer, obviously too distracted by her face.

“Oh, good day,” he replied. He did a double take when he took in her exotic features.

“See something you like?” she prompted in amusement, an eyebrow raised.

“Sorry, I… uh… Well, I’ve never come across someone like you before,” he stammered, hastily looking back at his drink. He drained the last couple fingers of the glass of red wine.

“There is no one else like me, luv,” Nera shot back. Although slightly annoyed by his reaction, she quickly brought on her charm so she wouldn’t turn him off and lose her mark. “I take it you mean you haven’t come across one of us plane-cursed before. You probably haven’t been here long enough.” She waved the barkeep over. “An ale and another cup of wine for my friend here, Sven.” The barkeep nodded and went to get her order, a look of amusement on his face. Nera was a regular at the Zombie, and he no doubt knew what she was up to.

“I just… arrived here a short time ago,” the young man said. “This place truly is something out of my wildest dreams.”

“Or nightmares. Nexus is what you make of it.” She grinned at him. “I’m Neratiri, by the way. My friends call me Nera.”

“Malek,” he replied. When they shook hands, she noticed his hand was rough and strong, unlike a typical mage. He seemed fairly well built for a mage and could have been handsome if one could get past the annoying wide-eyed greenness surrounding him. “It’s nice to meet you, Nera.”

“Likewise. I couldn’t help but overhear you earlier. You’re looking for someone, are ya?” She thanked Sven as he delivered the drinks and nodded at Malek. Sven looked at the mage expectantly.

“Oh, of course.” He plucked a few more coppers from his fat purse and handed them to Sven—a purse that was velvet, an exquisitely soft velvet that she could almost feel her fingertips caressing. Malek evidently didn’t notice her undue interest. “Yes, I’m searching for my master—a mage by the name of Magellan. He was abducted, and I need to find him.”

“What makes you think he’s here in Nexus?” Nera took a swallow of ale and watched his hand with interest as he gripped the cup of wine. She could see runes on his silver ring as it glinted in the dim light. That thing has to be worth some serious clink.

Malek sighed. “I was getting supplies from the town, and when I returned to his tower, he had disappeared without a trace. A local shepherd boy witnessed some armored soldiers led by a mage entering the tower. Their livery had the sigil of a red eye in the center of a hand.”

“Sounds like the Magehunters. What would they want with your master? Which plane are you from, anyway?”

“That’s what I gathered after searching for the past month. The concept of different planes is new to me. I came from a land called Tyndaria… uh, Prime, I think. And what they want with my master is what I hope to find out. Do you know where I can find him?” His blue eyes stared into hers, pleading.

Nera almost felt sorry for the young mage. He was way out of his league. He’d be just another lost soul that ended up with his throat cut in some back alley. Great reason to relieve him of his belongings sooner rather than later so they could be put to good use—such as bribing a magistrate.

A casual glance over her shoulder revealed the trio of thugs sitting with empty ale tankards, obviously waiting to make their move when Malek left. The buxom barmaid delivered another round to their table just then. Obviously, they had seen Malek and her get refills.

She shrugged. “Never heard of this Tyndaria… just one of many Primes, to be sure.” 

He visibly deflated. 

“But… I might know something of interest.” 

Malek perked back up again. 

“I know there’s some cutthroats taking an undue interest in you. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to slip out of here and find somewhere quieter to talk.”

Alarmed, Malek turned to look around but quickly looked back when she elbowed his ribs sharply.

“What are you doing, fool?” she hissed quietly. “Don’t let them know you are onto them. Just act calm. Finish up your wine, and we’ll slip out of here when I tell you.” Nera took a large swig of her ale.

Malek’s eyes became nervous, but he took a drink of his wine. He forcibly calmed himself and met her eyes. “So what do you know of my master?”

“I know if the Magehunters have taken him, he’s in some serious shite. I can show you to the prison, but you’ll get rebuffed, most likely. I know a scribe that works there—I might be able to find out something from him.” The last bit was a lie, and the hope in his eyes made her feel a little ashamed. Just think about ninety-eight more years in that cursed foundry, she reminded herself. If I get enough coin from that trinket of his, I might be able to get that cut in half, even!

Malek let out a relieved breath. “That’s great! I was afraid it might be hopeless. I can pay you for your help, of course. I don’t have much, but I’ll give you what I can if you help me.”

That’s right, luv, you will. Aloud, she said, “Let’s finish up and sneak out of here quickly. Our friends back there are just getting into their tankards of ale.” Nera drained her tankard and wiped the foam from her lips on the back of her hand.

The mage finished his wine. He hopped off the stool and stumbled against the bar.

“Damn it,” Nera said under her breath. She caught his arm and steadied him. Normally, an intoxicated mark was a good thing, but escaping the three thugs with the tipsy mage would be more difficult than anticipated. Undaunted by the challenge, she tugged him toward the door.

“Sorry.” Malek looked confused. “That wine must be stronger than what I’m used to.” His cheeks were flushed as they slipped out the front door.

With a surreptitious glance behind them, Nera saw the three thugs getting to their feet and knocking back the last of their ales. “Come on, luv. We have to be quick.” She gripped his arm and dragged Malek into a run.

They turned down the alley next to the tavern. Malek stumbled and nearly fell, but Nera dragged him upright.

“Hurry! They’re right behind us,” she said. 

She led him at a run through several backstreets and alleyways until they came into a quieter alley that was near enough to the main street that she could make a quick escape.

Malek’s face was red, and he was breathing heavily. The outside air seemed to have sobered him up slightly. He looked around nervously. “Are they gone?”

“Aye. And I’m sorry for this.” She leaped at Malek, ramming the curve of one of her horns into the back of his head. 

Malek groaned and fell. Nera caught his arm and eased his fall into a pile of garbage. The ring was warm and heavy as it slipped into her hand. With her left hand, Nera secured the fat coin purse at his waist. She darted away and slipped into the gloom of the alley, marveling at how soft and supple the velvet pouch was—exactly as she had imagined it would be.




***




Malek rolled over and groaned, head aching. When he tenderly probed at the back of his head, he felt a lump forming there. The stench of rotten food assaulted his nose. He slowly picked himself up and brushed off some slimy mess that had stained his cloak. His eyes darted up and down the alley, but the woman was gone. She called herself one of the “plane-cursed,” whatever that is.

“I’m a damn fool,” he muttered, realizing his purse was gone. Even worse, she had stolen his ring as well. He’d been in Nexus barely a couple hours, and already his quest was on the verge of failure. “Damn it! I can’t let her get away.”

With her lavender hair, rust-colored eyes that burned with a tiny reddish ember behind each, and her rune-carved horns ornamented with jewelry, Nera shouldn’t be hard to miss once he found her. Fortunately, he had magical means of locating her.

He concentrated for a moment, fighting through the haze of the alcohol until he found his focus. He pushed his senses outward and felt the faint pull of his ring. Nera’s essence was surprisingly strong, likely a result of her heritage and magical nature. She was a few blocks from the alleyway. He could feel others approaching as well—the cutthroats from the tavern, he guessed.

I have to get the ring back from her. He didn’t want to harm Nera but would if he had to. In such a foreign city, the need to mask his powers was vital. Despite the tremendous magical essence pervading the city, he didn’t doubt he’d draw the wrong kind of attention by using magic. He felt a sense of dread, as if some powerful, ancient entity was watching over Nexus, aware of everything that went on within its walls. Malek shivered at the power resonating through the city. He briefly wondered how bad things could get if he unleashed his powers in this strange place.

Nera’s essence was slipping out of the range of Malek’s senses. I’d best hurry to keep up with her. She won’t expect me to follow.

With a curse, he stumbled off in pursuit of his stolen valuables.




















Chapter 6

Nera whistled quietly to herself as she made her way down the street. Easy half hour worth of work. That poor boy didn’t know what hit him. She tried not to think of how he’d end up by morning.

She slipped in with the thickening crowds, and other locals streamed around her as she entered the market. A city like Nexus never slept. The Twilight City, it was sometimes called because it never really had a daytime or nighttime, just a persistent dusky gloom. Glowing pillars known as chroniker masts contained illuminated runes indicating the time. Most businesses, at least the more respectable types, wound down during the evening, but there were always food stalls open at the Magelight Market. Unsavory business never wound down. The blue magical fire issuing from the streetlights cast a soft glow over the plaza, for which it was named.

Deciding to splurge after her easy score, Nera purchased a leg of turkey and a fresh loaf of bread in the market. She bought a small bottle of mulled wine to wash them down with.

As she was leaving, she felt a tingle on the back of her neck. Someone’s following me. She slipped around the corner of a booth and took a quick peek. The human mage was about fifty paces away, eyes scanning the market.

Balor’s balls! How the hell did he find me? He must have some locator spell. Either that or dumb luck. Her fingers caressed the heavy ring in her pocket, and she briefly wondered whether he could track it somehow.

Nera darted around a couple stalls, putting them between her and Malek. She sprinted out of the market and took the first alley off the main street. Unfortunately, it dead-ended a hundred paces away at a brick wall. She could’ve sworn the alley cut through to the next main thoroughfare. The city must have reoriented itself—it did that occasionally. Cursing, she slipped into the shadows and hoped the young mage wouldn’t find her.




***




Malek marveled at the marketplace. Even at what he determined was a late hour by the time pillar, the square was lively. A variety of races mingled about, purchasing all manner of goods from the stalls, simple food or exotic animals, clothing and furs, and all manner of trinkets. The raw magical power of the unusual streetlamps illuminating the market were bright sparks to his senses. Such a glut of magical power in this place.

His musings were cut short as Nera’s essence suddenly moved rapidly away from him. “She must know I’m here.” Malek wasn’t surprised as the thief had good instincts—rogues didn’t have very successful careers without them.

I wonder if I can bluff her into giving my possessions back. I don’t want to hurt her if I don’t have to. He shook his head at his own foolishness in trusting the woman. He had made an easy mark of himself. It wouldn’t happen again.




***




Nera was just swallowing a bite of the warm, juicy turkey leg when a shadow blocked the light entering the alley. She recognized the young mage. So he can track the ring somehow. She cursed quietly to herself. Foolish mistake—never underestimate a mage, even if they are young and green. She’d made that mistake before, and it had turned out badly—enough to have a noose put around her neck.

Malek entered the alley a few paces, looking around as he searched for her. After a moment, he put his hands to his temples and squeezed his eyes shut. His head swiveled, and he reopened his eyes, staring right at her hiding spot. “I know you’re there. Just give me my ring and my coin back, and I’ll let you go your way. I don’t want to hurt you, but I’ll cast a spell if I have to.”

He seemed cool and collected. Although he was young, Nera wondered if he truly had the magical skills to back up his threat. 

Ninety-eight more years. I need this ring… I can’t keep working at the foundry that much longer.

Her mind made up, Nera concentrated on the space between her and the mage, who was now a mere dozen feet away. The shadows billowed and flowed out from the walls as if a vial of ink was spilling over the alley. The alleyway was enveloped in a magical darkness. Although the darkness was absolute for others, she could see his shape as if through a muddy window. Nera moved as quickly as she could past the mage, her footsteps silent. No way he can see me now.

“Nice trick, plane-cursed. I don’t want to fight you. I just want what is mine.” 

The darkness was suddenly swept away as if a blast of wind scoured it away although it seemed to be absorbed into Malek somehow. A trick of the light, perhaps. Malek was standing an arm’s length away from her, and he reached out and seized her arm.

That nagging feeling that something was different… wrong, even, with the man surged back, and Nera was suddenly aware that she might have pissed off the wrong mage.

“Oi! What have we here?” called a man with a gruff voice from the mouth of the alley. 

At first, Nera felt a moment of panic, thinking it might be the Nexus Watch, but she was somewhat relieved to see the three thugs from the tavern. Nexus Watch spelled big trouble if they found out she was still thieving. The gang members were a different type of trouble altogether. They held weapons and were advancing. Somehow, they had managed to follow the two of them. Must have spotted the green back in the market.

“You’d better defend yourself,” Nera muttered, twisting out of the mage’s grasp. 

Her hand went instinctively to her belt for her daggers, but they weren’t there, of course. The conditions of her parole prevented her from wielding weapons, which made her buggered in a situation like this—a situation she wouldn’t have been in, had she not been foolish enough to reengage in thievery. She cursed her stupidity for getting involved.

“It’s not your concern. Leave now, and I won’t be forced to use my magic on you,” Malek told the cutthroats.

The young man looked scared, and Nera thought he was bluffing. Great, a mage who isn’t only green but also worthless in a fight. That nagging feeling about him still bothered her, though. She instinctively knew he was somehow dangerous.

“Sod off, arseholes,” Nera told them. “You don’t want to get magicked by this wizard, do you?”

The three thugs approached, smiling. “I think you’d a done somethin’ already if you were goin’ to,” a scrawny human said with a nasty grin revealing missing teeth. “The boy’s green as a leaf. He can’t do shite.”

“Why don’t you piss off, demon bitch?” The larger man scowled at her. “We don’t want to cross yer gang—get the hell outta here. We’re after the green mage’s purse is all. That and the shiny ring he’s got.”

The half-orc leered at Nera and smacked the haft of a spiked cudgel against his hand.

“Good thing you aren’t as dumb as you look. You don’t want to cross the Night Wraiths,” Nera replied, referring to the thieves’ guild she belonged to. “It’s your lucky day, arseholes. I woulda made you three sorry.” She tossed her hair back and swaggered past the three.

“Yeah, yeah. Get yer arse outta here before we change our minds,” the scrawny man snapped. His beady eyes were focused on Malek. The other two thugs glared at Nera but let her walk away.

She could feel Malek’s eyes on her back. Sorry, but most greens don’t make it past the first day here.




***




The three thugs closed in on Malek. He watched Nera leave the alley and sighed. The rogue seemed as though she could handle herself, and for a moment he thought she would stand beside him. However, when given an out, she jumped at the chance to extricate herself from the situation. Not that he blamed her. A nobody like him wasn’t worth risking one’s life for.

“All right, cough up the clink and jewelry, and maybe we let you walk outta here alive,” said the scrawny thug, apparently the leader.

“Sorry to disappoint, but she already robbed me,” Malek replied. He saw Nera glance over her shoulder briefly before she turned the corner. He wondered what his chances were of just getting beaten but left alive. Not that good.

“Aye, we’ll see about that,” the leader said. “Grab him!”

The half-orc took a swing at him just as Malek released the mana he had absorbed from Nera’s magical darkness. It wasn’t a lot but enough for a distraction. A sheet of yellow fire crackled from his fingertips, singeing the half-orc thug’s face. He yelped and tried to backpedal but fell on his backside. The large human shielded his face and ducked back.

Malek made a break for it. He dodged past the two large cutthroats, but just as he was about to get free, the leader tripped him. Malek fell hard onto the cobblestones. His wrist twisted awkwardly, and he smacked his chin on the stones. He barely had time to debate and decide against drawing a large amount of power before the thugs were on him.

Kicks rained down on Malek’s back and ribs. He curled up, trying to shield himself from their blows, but he knew doing so was hopeless. Then, the half-orc slammed him on the shoulder with the spiked cudgel. Malek howled in pain as the crude nails tore through his robes and into his flesh.

“Hey, arseholes! Get off him!” someone shouted.




***




Nera turned the corner, and guilt shot through her. You were supposed to save that boy from the cutthroats, not let him die in an alleyway, said a voice in her mind. You even took his ring—maybe he needed that to defend himself.

“Damn it, what a pain in the arse a conscience is,” she said with a sigh. “I’m probably going to end up just as dead as him, without any weapons.”

Nonetheless, she found herself entering the alleyway again just in time to see fire flare from Malek’s fingertips. He tried to flee, but the wiry man tripped him up, and then they were on him, punching and kicking at him.

“Hey, arseholes! Get off him!” The words were out of her mouth before she knew what she was doing.

“Bitch, you were warned. Teach her a lesson!” the scrawny man yelled.

Nera ducked past the large human’s grasp, kicking him in the back of the knee and sending him sprawling. The half-orc charged at her, swinging the nasty cudgel. Nera dodged past him and tugged free a small knife sheathed in the half-orc’s boot. In the same motion, she expertly flung the knife underhand at the leader. The knife was barely out of her hand when the collar registered her hostile action. It flared brightly, and electricity crackled. Nera growled in pain and fell to one knee.

The small thug gurgled and pitched forward with the knife lodged in his throat.

“You demon bitch!” someone roared. A large boot caught her in the back. Nera rolled with the blow, coming back to her feet to face the other two. The cudgel swept past her ear as the half-orc swung at her. She managed to duck and came up inside the thug’s guard, landing a knee to his groin. The half-orc groaned and stumbled away.

Strong arms wrapped around Nera as the burly thug grabbed her and lifted her off the ground. She screamed and struggled, kicking out wildly, but the big man held her firmly.

“Shut yer mouth, or I’ll ram yer pretty face through that wall,” the thug growled. As Nera calmed, he continued, “Maybe I’ll do that anyway. I don’t need to look at yer face to have fun with you. Yer arse looks plenty good to me.” His laugh was an ugly sound.

Nera leaned her head down and bit the man on the meaty forearm. Hot blood filled her mouth as her sharp teeth pierced his skin. The man screamed, and his grip loosened. Nera wriggled free and kicked him in the groin as well. She spat the blood from her mouth.

“Your boss is dead. I suggest you two whoresons take your worthless hides back from whence you came, or I’ll finish you off.” 

She wasn’t sure if the threat scared them off or the fact that their leader had bled out, a knife through his throat. Nevertheless, they exchanged glances and, deciding to fight another day, hobbled away.

Malek was sitting on the ground watching the exchange. Their eyes met, and he just nodded his thanks.

“Well? Don’t just sit there. It isn’t every day I save some green’s arse,” Nera snapped. She walked over and grabbed his arm, pulling him to his feet. When Malek winced, she saw blood running down his shoulder. “Ooh, that half-orc tagged you with his cudgel, huh? Come on, let’s get out of here. I’ll get you cleaned up, but you owe me. Big time—as in the form of some clink.” She rubbed her fingers together so he’d get the hint.

“Thanks for coming back to help me. I knew I shouldn’t have doubted the initial impression I had of you.”

“Aye, well don’t count on that. First thing in the morning, you’re gone, you hear me?”

Malek didn’t argue as she led him out of the alley and to her hovel.




















Chapter 7

Waresh Hammerhelm planted his boot on the chest of the fresh corpse. The dwarf tugged on his axe, which came free from the sternum with a sharp crack. Mud squelched beneath his feet as he turned to face his remaining quarry.

“Please, sir, have mercy!” the peasant woman pleaded, kneeling on the muddy ground. Her rough dress was soaked midway up her thighs from the puddle beneath her. She trembled from either fear or the cold drizzle.

Probably both, Waresh decided. I hate having to come here to this world—the damn constant rain. He sized up the human woman and her child. The woman was thin and malnourished but not unattractive. Her son was about nine or ten, with a wild shock of blond hair. He watched Waresh with wide eyes, innocent but not fearful.

“My husband was just protecting us… He’s the one you wanted, right, sir? My son and I have committed no crimes. Nexus is no place to raise a child.” Her brown eyes were pleading. “Will you have mercy on a poor, starving widow and her fatherless son and let us go free?”

Nexus is no place to raise a child—I don’t disagree with that. Now I reckon it’s time for the tears.

But to the widow’s credit, she didn’t break down. She just regarded Waresh hopefully, clutching her child to her chest.

And now I have to extinguish that spark of hope, he thought sourly.

“Blake Tannerson’s arrest is ordered for theft and attempted bribery of a public official,” Waresh glanced at the corpse and continued reciting the charges from the warrant by memory, “and for assaulting a retrieval officer acting on behalf of the Special Judiciary. Since the accused is now deceased, his next of kin are responsible for appearing in front of a magistrate for trial and serving out whatever sentence is deemed necessary.” There would be a sentence—Waresh had never during his years acting as a retrieval officer seen a person deemed innocent following retrieval. That was simply the way Nexus worked.

Tannerson’s widow sighed loudly and hugged her child tighter, the hope fading from her eyes. “Can you at least find a home for my son? I don’t want him to grow up under the Nexus government’s tutelage.”

“Care will be arranged for yer child per the magistrate’s discretion,” Waresh said automatically, hating himself for it. Focus on reducing yer sentence… That’s all ye can do.

Waresh rotated a dial on his collar, activating a return portal. The glowing blue runes reflected in the eyes of the widow and her son. With a tearing sound, a portal appeared in the fabric of the world. An oval of pure blackness appeared in the air ten feet away, edged by crackling purple fire.

“Come now, madam,” he said gently, hand extended. “We must go back. I don’t want to have to harm ye or yer child.”

The widow must have taken heart from the minor flash of kindness on Waresh’s face, for she took his rough hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. Both mother and child were shivering, chilled to the bone.

Waresh slung his battle-axe over his back and removed a coil of rope from his belt. He looped one end loosely around the woman’s wrists and the other around the child’s. The magical rope tightened on its own, knotting around their wrists and tying them together. He hoisted Tannerson’s body over his broad shoulder and gripped the woman’s arm, gently guiding the two of them over to the portal. The blistering cold of the rift radiated outward, and ice crunched beneath Waresh’s boots as he approached.

“Please take my son somewhere safe,” she whispered. “I implore you, sir.”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot,” he replied gruffly. “Yer lad will be seen to.” He stepped into the portal with the two in tow.

The cold was bone-numbingly intense for a fraction of a second, and then they were standing in a warm building. Behind them, the portal shut with a soft whump. The massive expanse of the judiciary hall stretched around them, stone walls extending in all directions. A solid oaken door was closed in front of them, beside which sat a clerk behind a desk with an open ledger. Most notably for Waresh, the hall was warm and dry. He could feel the subtle thrumming vibrations of Nexus through the stones beneath his feet once again.

“Ah, Hammerhelm, you’ve returned,” the clerk said with a glance of mild interest. He consulted the ledger for a moment. “One corpse and two next of kin?”

“Aye. Tannerson’s widow and son.”

“I see.” The clerk, known as Edmond, flipped through the tome and squinted at a page until he found what he was looking for. He nodded and rang a bell on his desk.

A moment later, two men wearing long gray smocks came through the door. Without a word, they relieved Waresh of Tannerson’s corpse and dragged the mother and child through the door. The child began to cry just before the door slammed shut, muffling the sounds.

Waresh sighed. “One more retrieval down.”

“Indeed. I see here you have two hundred and three more to go. Or twenty years. Keep up the good work, and you’ll be a free man again in no time.” Edmond reached down to a small lockbox and counted out some coins. He plunked ten silvers down on the desk.

“Ten silvers? That’s all?”

“Tannerson was small fry. Perhaps your next mark will be worth more.” Edmond favored him with a condescending smile before turning back to his ledger. “See you soon, Hammerhelm.”

“Right. Good evening.” Waresh pocketed his pay and turned away. He didn’t want to ponder the fate of the woman and her son. Misery for a widow and her child for the measly price of ten silvers. That should be enough to get good and drunk. And then find someone to keep warm with for the night.




***




Waresh’s vision tinged red, and his ragged breath puffed loudly in his ears. The smoke filling the halls made his eyes water, and his lungs tightened in his chest. Somewhere, a bass drum was beating furiously, or perhaps that was his heartbeat. He stalked down the corridor, adrenaline racing and Heartsbane in one hand, dripping blood. Rounding a corner, he faced two of the remaining household guards posted outside a door, standing between him and his quarry. The fire raging in the stronghold’s great hall occupied the majority of the remaining guard force whom he hadn’t already slain.

“Waresh, ye’re a filthy damned traitor,” one of the dwarven guards growled, neglecting his title. He spat on the floor. “May Reiktir curse yer line for all time.”

Waresh advanced, the words barely registering in his ears over the pounding drumbeats urging him on to kill. Energy radiated from Heartsbane’s haft, through his clenched fists, and up his powerful arms, bestowing a sensation of intoxicating invincibility. Concentrating on the axe gave him a focal point of calm in the mad, swirling maelstrom of the evening.

The two guards came at him in tandem, axes and shields raised. They were elite guards but still no match for Waresh’s wrath. Heartsbane lashed out, preternaturally fast, and knocked aside the first guard’s axe. Waresh drove a shoulder into the guard’s chest, throwing him off balance. The second guard struck him a solid blow to the back. His mail caved in, and the blade bit into the muscle, but he felt nothing save the need to cut the guards down with Heartsbane.

He shrugged off the blow and followed up on the first guard, the backswing of Heartsbane knocking his opponent’s shield wide. The axe cleaved through the dwarf’s elbow like a hot knife through tallow. The guard screamed, eyes wide as blood pumped from his stump, the shield clattering to the floor, the forearm and hand still attached. Heartsbane caved in his helm, silencing him forever.

Waresh sensed the second guard moving to attack him again from behind. He spun, his elbow connecting with the guard’s raised forearm and disrupting his attack. With a wordless cry, Waresh hacked deep into his opponent’s breastplate, his enchanted axe cleaving through the fine dwarven plate as if it was brittle orcish iron. The guard gurgled, axe falling from his nerveless fingers as Waresh removed his head.

The beating drums slowed their cadence, and Waresh took a deep breath. He could feel the dull ache in his back, but Heartsbane’s pull was stronger, drawing his attention back to the closed door and the protective runes on it.

Waresh raised Heartsbane overhead and brought it down on the door with the yell of an enraged madman.




***




Waresh shuddered, and his eyes flew open. After a moment, he recognized the silks draped around the room and familiar incense burning in a brazier. Those damned nightmares never leave me a moment’s peace. Reiktir, the dwarven god, had indeed cursed his existence in a fashion. He was bound to continue his crimes by killing and dragging others back to face their own justice.

He let out a deep breath. Heartsbane glinted dully in the corner next to his clothes. Even then, it drew his eye like a siren. He wanted to feel its power flowing through his veins when the mighty weapon was in his hand. He knew the axe twisted his mind when he wielded it, but he was unable to resist its siren call.

“What were you dreaming about, luv?” Estella traced one of the numerous scars on Waresh’s chest. Her dark, curly hair tickled his stomach, drawing his attention back to his companion. The soft candlelight illuminated the whore’s round face and dark eyes.

“Nothing good. I’m here to not dream—ye should know that.” Waresh swept her hair back from her face, admiring the curve of her neck and her full breasts, pressing against his side.

“Aye, sir, I’ll turn those dreams into good ones. As good as your clink is, I can surely do that,” she replied with a grin. Her hand snaked down beneath the sheet and caressed his manhood.

Waresh felt himself getting hard in response. “Enough talk, woman.” 

He slipped out from beneath her and pushed her down on the pillows. Estella giggled in response, and then Waresh was on her back, mounting her again. The nightmare slipped away to where it belonged—banished from his thoughts.




















Chapter 8

“So what kind of a mage are you, anyway?” Nera was examining Malek’s injured shoulder. She had insisted he strip to the waist so she could inspect the wounds.

“Not a very good one, obviously.” Malek winced as Nera poured some type of spirit over the ragged gashes in his shoulder. 

She wasn’t very tender but seemed competent at treating his wounds. “I’ll say. Why didn’t you burn them to a crisp or something?”

Malek shrugged. “They were on me before I could focus, I guess,” he lied. He could’ve done much more, but the draw of enough power to do what he needed to would’ve alerted the powers of Nexus, which would’ve been very bad. “What’s with the collar?” He nodded at the crudely hewn rune-inscribed collar around Nera’s slender neck. “It was glowing and sparking in the alley.”

Nera glanced at him with narrowed eyes. She finished slathering some foul-smelling cream on his puncture wounds and bandaged his shoulder. “It’s a restraint, courtesy of the Nexus Magistrate. It prevents me from leaving, using weapons, and the like. I could’ve torn those three oafs new arseholes had I been carrying my daggers.”

“You did a fair enough job without them. How’d you manage to take that one down with the knife?”

“Gotta be quick, which it just so happens I am. I flung it before the collar caught me. My hands are still tingling a bit from the shock.” She frowned and looked down at her hands, holding her fingers outstretched.

“Well, it was a hell of a throw. Thanks again. I owe you one.”

“Aye, well… you looked like a damned helpless puppy or something. I couldn’t leave you to get slaughtered when you’d barely been here more than a few hours.” Nera looked away but seemed pleased at the compliment.

Malek grinned. “But I’m still gonna need my stuff back.”

Nera threw her hands up in the air in what he took to be mock outrage. “Very well. Save your sorry arse and don’t get a lousy copper in return. We’ll see how quickly I move next time you are neck deep in shite, which I expect will be in a few hours once I kick you out.” She mumbled something about “ninety-eight more years.”

“I never said I wouldn’t give you a reward or compensate you for your hospitality. I just need that ring and the majority of my coin.”

Nera’s face brightened at his mention of compensation. She reluctantly tossed him the ring and coin purse. “Fine.”

“Thanks.” Malek yawned. “Why don’t we figure out a worthy sum in the morning? I’m sore all over from that beating. I think I’d better catch some sleep.” He looked around the tiny room for a clear spot to lie down.

Nera rummaged in a beat-up cabinet and tossed him a musty blanket. “Take your choice of floor space, luv.”

Malek looked around the dusty floor and shrugged. He sat down in front of the tiny fireplace and wrapped the blanket over his shoulders.

Nera pulled a wobbly chair over and sat beside him. She pushed a couple of half-burnt logs back into the fireplace along with some tinder. She took a flask from a cabinet and poured a small amount of what smelled like lantern oil on the wood, then she lit it with a spark of her flint and steel. Cheery flames quickly warmed the chilly hovel.

Opening the cloth sack she had been carrying before the skirmish in the alley, Nera removed a turkey leg with a bite out of it, a loaf of bread, and a small bottle of wine. She stuck the wine on a small cooking rack in the fireplace to warm it. 

Glancing at Malek, she sighed. “I suppose I should feed you, too. You can have some bread, but I get the turkey and wine.” She tore the loaf in halves and tossed one to Malek.

He thanked her, and she grunted in reply but didn’t seem to be up for further conversation. After gnawing on the turkey leg for a few minutes, she retrieved the wine bottle from the fire. Malek winced as she plucked it directly from the flames, expecting her to get burned, but she seemed unfazed.

Malek finished his bread and drank from his waterskin. He curled up in the blanket near the warmth of the tiny fireplace. As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered what Nera’s story was and how she’d come to be wearing that collar, an item with a very strong magical essence.




***




Nera watched Malek sleeping in front of the embers fading in the fireplace. He snored softly. Even curled up in her blankets on her hard pallet of a bed, the room still retained a chill.

She finished the last of the mulled wine and made her way over to the fireplace, carefully stepping over the sleeping mage. She placed another log on the embers. Wood was expensive since it had to be imported from the other planes. Some few trees grew in Nexus, but they were mostly twisted things and weren’t legal to be cut down for firewood. Besides, fools often burned the wrong type of wood and ended up poisoning themselves with the noxious smoke. Nera didn’t mind the cost too much. That was the one luxury she allowed herself. She was a creature of fire and disliked the cold with a vengeance. On occasion, she had even slept in the crew quarters at the foundry when she was too tired to return home after a long shift.

Malek muttered something and tossed and turned. He rolled over, and his forehead bumped against Nera’s bare ankle. She eased her leg away, and the mage shifted again, trying to get comfortable.

What the hell am I doing helping him? She returned to her pallet and curled up under the covers again. There’s something intriguing about him… some dark secret he’s hiding, I’d wager. I know he’s more than he seems.

Nera turned over in her bed and pulled the covers up under her chin. Outside her hovel, the sounds of the slums were a reassuring presence. Somebody sang drunkenly in the distance, and a dog barked nearby. Nera fell asleep, dreaming of shocking the magister with a huge enough bribe that he removed her collar on the spot, freeing her from her sentence.




***




Nera was roused from her slumber by the feeling that she wasn’t alone. Her hand reached for the dagger that was normally under her pillow but came back empty. She threw away her blankets and sat up to see the young mage guiltily look away from her as he sat in her sole chair before the fire.

He was watching me sleep, she thought uneasily.

“Morning,” Malek said casually. “It was getting cold, so I threw a few more logs on the fire.”

A tidy sum’s worth of clink was burning in the fireplace, but at least Nera didn’t have to wake up to a cold hovel, which was a nice change. She straightened her nightgown, which had ridden up to midthigh, and quickly wrapped herself in a blanket. Without much success, she tried to smooth out her unruly hair.

“Ah, the green mageling. I had hoped you were just a bad dream,” she grumbled as she sat on the edge of the bed. “It’s morning—out you go. I’ve got to be off to the foundry.”

“Fair enough,” Malek replied without argument. He rose to his feet, and she noted he was wearing fresh robes, his gear already packed up. “Thank you again, Nera.”

“Aye, well I did my good deed for the year. Mayhap fate will smile on me for a change.” Nera frowned at her dirty leathers lying at the foot of her pallet. She pulled a clean set from her dresser. “What will you do now?”

“Keep searching for my master. What else should I do?”

Nera shrugged but didn’t reply.

“At least now I’ll know better than to trust a pretty woman who offers to help me out before even buying her a drink first.”

Nera looked over guiltily to find Malek grinning at her. She scoffed. “Well, you’re wiser than yesterday, at any rate.” She tried to restrain her own smile.

“Say, um… would you be interested in showing me about the city? Like a guide, perhaps? Obviously, I’m a bit out of my element here. I’ll pay you for your time, of course.”

Nera raised an eyebrow. “Now you’re talkin’ my language, luv. One gold piece per day.” She expected him to haggle at the ridiculous rate.

“Done,” he said instantly. He reached into his purse and withdrew two gold pieces—not Nexus crowns, but they’d do. “For yesterday’s assistance and today’s retainer.”

He’s so green. She rolled her eyes but couldn’t help gazing at the captivating golden shimmer of the coins in the firelight. “The first thing you need to learn is to haggle, fool. Now wait outside so I can get dressed. Then I’ll walk with you a ways to the foundry. Not all the way, though. I don’t want anyone I know to see me with a green oaf.”

Malek bowed mockingly. “As you wish, madam,” he said with a grin. He unbolted the door and stepped outside. A cold draft blew in before the door shut.

Nera smiled even as she berated herself for not giving the mage a boot in the arse. What the hell are you getting yourself into, silly wench? she asked herself. But she knew exactly what she was doing—the same she had planned the previous night by robbing Malek in the first place. Mayhap if I milk this job long enough, I’ll get enough clink to get the magister to reduce my sentence after all.

She grabbed the mostly intact logs from the fireplace and patted out the flames. Then she quickly cleaned up, dressed, and joined her new employer outside.




















Chapter 9

Idrimel stepped outside the temple to see Athyzon approaching her.

“What news, Sister?” he asked. “Did the priesthood divine the cause of the erratic portal?”

Idrimel shook her head. “The priests and mages cannot agree on what caused it to appear. It would be an unexpected and truly ghastly occurrence if it was somehow opened from the Abyss itself, indicating a stunning shift in the hierarchy, perhaps an alliance with powerful new forces. The likelier explanation is they fear Nexus has been corrupted by some means.”

The two of them walked down a path from the courtyard into the gardens. Idrimel closed her eyes for a moment, committing the beautiful scene to memory. The bright warm rays of sunlight shone on her face from a clear blue sky. Walls of deep-green hedges and a stunning rainbow of flowers surrounded them. Birds chirped merrily, and bees lazily circled their favorite blossoms. The intoxicating flowery scent teased her nostrils. She wanted to remember it all, for the news she was about to deliver disheartened her yet was exciting at the same time.

Athyzon’s face tightened as he evidently sensed unpleasant tidings were coming next. “What is it? What else did they say?”

Idrimel opened her eyes and turned back to her brother with a sigh. “The high priesthood commands that we go to the Nexus of the Planes to investigate further.”

“Nexus? Us?” Athyzon grimaced. “That is an ill place, Idrimel. Even with the light of Sol in our hearts, it could prove difficult to penetrate the shadows of that realm.”

Idrimel raised her eyebrows. “I thought you might be pleased at a quest. Surely the chance to spread the light will stir your soul?”

“Of course. I was surprised that they would send the two of us, that’s all. This would seem to be more a task for the scholars—the senior priests and mages.” Athyzon smiled at her, but his eyes were troubled. “Will the priesthood send a missive to the court?”

She nodded. “Already in progress—a page was dispatched a short time ago. We are free to be on our way.”

“Very well. Let us attend evening worship and get a good night’s sleep, and we can be on our way in the morning.”

Idrimel was about to agree with Athyzon when a shadow briefly blotted out the sunlight. With a rush of air, a celestial landed a few paces away, feathery wings spread. The being was a messenger of the court, even taller than Athyzon and beautiful to behold, skin seeming to radiate light.

The siblings took a knee before the messenger. 

“Greetings, high one. How can we serve?” Idrimel asked. She recognized Marius as the messenger.

In Ellorya, the nobility was composed of full celestials. Those with mixed celestial blood, like Idrimel and Athyzon, were of the warrior and priest class. All others comprised the servant class.

“The highest powers send their best regards,” Marius spoke, his voice deep and resonant. He furled his wings behind his back and gestured for them to rise. “They recognize the critically important nature of your quest and would see you have a blessing to protect you in the dark places you may be required to tread in.” He placed a hand on each of their heads with a benevolent smile. “Go forth in peace, armored in righteousness and unafraid to strike down the forces of the Enemy wherever it tries to smother the light. Spread goodness wherever you may go and take joy in the fact that Sol smiles upon you.”

Idrimel felt a warm rush of strength and well-being settle over her as the celestial pronounced his blessing on her and her brother. She felt herself brimming with confidence and excitement at the quest that lay before them.

Marius withdrew his touch though the feeling remained within her. “One last thing while you are there… In addition to your primary quest, 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.” With a smile and nod of his head, the celestial sprang into the air and soared away with swift beats of his powerful wings, leaving the siblings in surprise.

“I think it’s time to gather our gear, Brother. What say you?” Idrimel couldn’t help smiling at Marius’s blessing and at the exciting prospect of fulfilling Sol’s will on their quest. 

“Indeed. If the court takes such an interest in our quest, it is best we not tarry.” Athyzon smiled in return, the troubled look from earlier banished from his countenance. “Let us make haste.”




***




Flurbinger made his way into the throne room of the Pale Lord’s fortress, dread creeping up his spine—not the same kind of dread he had experienced walking the courtyard in the open air, for the tunnels only took him to the outer bailey of the fortress. The hundred paces of open air were the worst… until he had to rouse the Pale Lord from his torpor, of course.

“Speak to the Lord, little man, and he will hear. Whether he deems an answer worthwhile… well, that is his decision,” the chamberlain said. The creature was of indeterminate race and sex although Flurbinger decided he was a he based on the deep voice. The chamberlain wore black mage’s robes trimmed in golden runes. His skin was tinged with a faint bluish tint, head bald and slightly elongated, with pink eyes. He withdrew to the shadows, leaving Flurbinger to face the Pale Lord alone.

Summoning the remainder of whatever courage he still possessed, Flurbinger stepped forward and approached the macabre throne on which the Lord of Nexus sat. The throne was a grim thing of asymmetry, fashioned from the bones of some great beast, perhaps a dragon. He went down on one knee, his joints popping painfully. He grunted and steadied himself with a hand on the flagstone floor before he could embarrass himself by tipping over.

The Pale Lord was a tall, cloaked figure sitting motionless atop his throne. Under the cowl was only darkness. Pale, bony hands gripping the arms of the throne were the only sign that a being inhabited the voluminous, inky cloak. The silence was palpable, as was the sheer presence of the Pale Lord.

“My Lord,” Flurbinger croaked softly. He swallowed the lump in his throat, striving not to cough or clear his throat loudly. After a long moment with no response, Flurbinger put more authority in his voice. “My Lord, the Machine has a fault. It is beyond the skill of myself and my workers to determine the cause and repair it.”

Yellow pinpricks of light appeared within the cowl, as if the shutters of a lantern were flipped open. A chill ran down Flurbinger’s spine as the awful weight of the Pale Lord’s gaze fell upon him.

“Speak, Flurbinger Flent.” The voice boomed through the chamber and in Flurbinger’s head. Perhaps the voice was spoken directly into his mind, as by one of those mind-benders. He could never be sure.

“Elaborate on what you have discovered.” The only sign of life was the Pale Lord’s long fingers slowly uncurling from the grips of the armrest.

“My Lord, the Machine is out of rhythm… like a damaged timepiece. We fear that it is losing cohesion with time and space, causing random portals to open… and close. I fear if we do not do something soon, it may lose its connection with the other planes. Worst case, it might even destroy itself, and the consequences will be catastrophic.”

The Pale Lord slowly rose to his feet, towering over the gnome from his seven-foot height. Flurbinger couldn’t help thinking of some great spindly insect awakening from hibernation.

“Show me.” The Pale Lord waved a hand, and they were suddenly standing underground on Level Three, beside the Machine.

Flurbinger’s stomach flip-flopped, and he nearly fell over before catching himself with a hand on the ground again. He wobbled as he regained his feet and tried to ignore the desire to retch from disorientation.

“If you will follow me, my Lord, I can show you.”




***




Flurbinger mopped the sweat off his brow with a handkerchief he kept in the pocket of his overalls. Despite the circumstances, he still felt relief both from being back underground near his precious Machine and from having the Lord of Nexus gone. 

After inspecting the Machine a short time earlier, the Pale Lord had said, “This is a troubling development. I must contemplate this,” and teleported away.

The words hadn’t given Flurbinger the relief he had expected. He had hoped the Pale Lord’s sorcery could remedy the problem, but that seemed not to be the case.

“Marekesh, enlighten us, for this looks truly ill,” he muttered. 

He stomped back toward his small room in the crew quarters tucked into the cavern wall, and a head suddenly poked out of a crawlspace to his left, nearly striking his elbow.

Flurbinger uttered an oath of surprise as Dontarius squirmed free. His workers had all been conspicuously absent, unsurprisingly, due to the Pale Lord’s presence. He wished he could have joined them, curled up in his cubbyhole, and ignored the whole crisis.

“What did the master say?” the old dwarf asked, brushing some dust off of his overalls and grimacing as he massaged an aching shoulder that had troubled him for years.

We are all growing old, my friend. Especially our beloved Machine. It is no wonder it is starting to break down.

Aloud, Flurbinger said, “He merely stated that he must contemplate the quandary. Let us hope his sorcery and Marekesh’s enlightenment will show us a way… I hate to imagine the consequences, should the Machine fail.”

Dontarius grunted in agreement. “Want to join me for a tankard of ale and a platter of food? As my grandmama used to say, ‘An empty stomach leads to a head empty of ideas.’ I, for one, am fresh out of ideas.”

Flurbinger shook his head. “Nay, I’ve lost my appetite, my friend. Perhaps later. I need to keep working at finding the cause of the fault.” Hopefully, Marakesh will provide me with some inspiration.




















Chapter 10

Malek watched Nera as she walked away across the plaza with a spring in her step, it seemed. He wondered about the origin of the term “plane-cursed,” which seemed to be used as a slur, likely a result of superstition and bigotry. He of course had no idea what it was like growing up a half-breed in the bizarre city of Nexus, but he wouldn’t have called Nera cursed. Her exotic features had a certain allure that wasn’t unappealing. He liked the thief’s feisty personality as well as her unexpected courage in saving him from the thugs in the alley. Although not yet sure exactly how far he could trust her, he did have a positive feeling about the future of their working relationship.

Nera glanced over her shoulder as if sensing his thoughts, and their eyes met briefly. He gave her a wave, and she responded likewise before disappearing in the crowds filtering up Foundry Hill. Despite her earlier remark about not wanting to be seen in his company, she proved talkative once they had left her hovel, friendly even. He wondered how much of that was genuine and how much was due to the appeal of his coin.

“I’ve got the whole day to myself. What shall I do to not get in trouble?” Malek munched on one of the sweet rolls he had bought from a baker on the way to the Industrial District that morning. Nera had at first declined when he offered her one but then had taken him up on it. He smiled, remembering how quickly she’d devoured the treat. Life on the streets taught one not to let food go to waste, he supposed.

This part of Nexus didn’t feel quite so claustrophobic since the ground sloped down toward the lowest area surrounding Foundry Hill, affording a good view of the Industrial District. The shops and buildings were more spread out, giving more space to accommodate the crowds of working tradesmen, customers, and merchant wagons. From his vantage point, Malek thought the city resembled a deep saucer for a teacup, with a mound of sugar rising at the center for Foundry Hill.

Armorers, weaponsmiths, tanners, wainwrights, cobblers, coopers, carpenters, and every other type of business Malek could imagine were arrayed in a circle around and partially up the side of Foundry Hill. The clang of worked metal and the pounding of hammers broke the stillness of the morning air. To him, the day appeared exactly the same as the prior evening, perpetual twilight, although he realized dawn would be more accurate for the current time. The notable difference was the hearty bustle of industry.

Malek strolled down to the lowest point of the city, where he was surprised to find a river bisecting Nexus. The water was dark blue with white froth and ran swiftly enough to turn a number of mill wheels in the distance. It curled around the far side of Foundry Hill and disappeared out of sight. A complicated tangle of piping drew water from the river and into nearby businesses. He wondered where the river originated since the city didn’t appear to have its own water supply.

Must be pumped in from off plane. He assumed the same was true of the air supply. He wasn’t exactly sure where Nexus was physically located—at the intersection of all planes, according to the monstrous bard’s tale. From his glimpse upon the Ashen Plains, Nexus appeared to be floating in the void. As odd as the city might be, the engineering work that allowed it to function was truly impressive.

After wandering into a quieter area along the outskirts of the Industrial District, Malek discovered a small grove fashioned from trees and vines woven together into a green oasis. Once he stepped inside, despite the short distance from the clatter of industry and the belching soot of smithies and the foundry, the noise was instantly dampened. He immediately felt relaxed in the cool tranquility of the grove. A subtle net of magic over the grove created its soothing effect. Despite his fascination with the strange marvels of Nexus, Malek found himself missing the green open spaces of Tyndaria, away from the constant bustle and crowds.

In the center of the grove stood a fountain with a beautifully carved stone nymph. Water burbled from a shell in the nymph’s extended hand. Stone benches surrounded the fountain, and Malek took the opportunity to sit and relax for a moment. On the opposite side of the fountain, an elf maiden sat on a bench, legs crossed beneath her and hands folded, apparently meditating. The soothing sound of the flowing water helped soothe Malek’s nerves a bit, and he relished the respite from the noise and crush of bodies.

His thoughts returned to his quest. Nera had promised to take him to the offices of the magistrate when her shift was over that evening. He would be able to file a petition with the Magehunters to locate and, hopefully, speak with his master. He wasn’t sure what he would do if he was denied access or if his master was no longer in Nexus.

The peaceful grove drowned out the sounds and smells of Nexus around Malek. He relaxed and thought of a pleasant memory of a day spent training with the mage several years earlier.




***




“You know the basics now, lad. Just focus your thoughts on the tree,” Magellan said gently. “It’s ready to come down but just needs a small nudge.”

The two of them had walked into the nearby woods a short distance from the mage’s small tower near the edge of the village. It was a warm summer day, and bright sunlight filtered through the leaves of the elm and oak trees.

Malek frowned at the dead tree twenty paces in front of him. The tree stood alone, illuminated in a shaft of sunlight formed because the dead branches no longer provided any leaf cover. The bark was splintered, and shattered branches lay broken off on the ground all around.

“Can you sense the ley line here?” Magellan asked. “I chose this spot because of the energy passing through this grove.”

Malek nodded. With closed eyes, he examined the ley line with his second sight. “Yes, Master. It is like a flowing river of golden light… so much power here.” He knew Magellan, being a traditional mage, couldn’t see the energy as he could but could sense it with a minor spell to detect magic.

“Indeed. Gently tap into the flow and focus the power within. Slowly release it and give the tree a nudge and push it over. It’s practically broken off already.”

A large crack had split the trunk, likely from a lightning strike, and Malek focused on the black scar. He shut out everything around him, noting how the wood was separated.

A wedge—I can drive a wedge of force into the crack. The tree will split apart and fall.

He reached out and touched the flow of energy in the ley line with his mind. It gave a light resistance, like the coagulating film atop a thick bowl of gravy. Pushing harder, he broke the film and touched the electrifying current of power. He tugged gently, and the power flowed into him, and he felt instantly energized, similar to how he felt after getting a rush of sugar from eating too many of the delicious sweet cakes the miller’s wife baked. But this was different, as if intensified a hundred times. After a few moments, he was practically buzzing with power.

“Easy now, lad.” Magellan’s voice came from a great distance. “Gently push the tree over.”

All Malek could see was the tree, looming large in his vision. He hesitantly focused the energy flowing through him into a wedge and directed it outward, sending it against the split in the tree. Nothing happened.

Malek frowned. Why is nothing happening? It should give way now.

He pulled in more energy but lost his grip on it, and the power rushed into him, threatening to overwhelm him. The sheer power took his breath away, much like jumping into the chill waters of a lake filled with snowmelt. The rush threatened to overwhelm him. He let the power go, expecting the tree to splinter and fall.

Instead, the dead tree suddenly exploded in a violent cloud of splinters. The force of the blast knocked both of them on their backsides, Magellan with a startled curse. Spooked birds screeched as they took wing from nearby trees. A furious maelstrom of leaves swirled around them before the shockwave dispersed.

Malek sat up and looked around in shock, lightheaded from the surge of power. Leaves still rained silently down around them. The old tree had been reduced to small splinters of wood and sawdust.

Excited, Malek brushed himself off and got to his feet. “I did it, Master!”

Magellan glared up at him from beneath his bushy brows. “I said gently push it over, not blow it to flinders!” With Malek’s assistance, the old man picked himself up from the ground. Frowning, he grunted in annoyance as his knees popped. The old mage’s hair was sticking out like an unruly bird’s nest. His scowl was nearly hidden behind the pieces of bark sticking out of his long beard. 

Malek couldn’t help laughing at how silly Magellan looked. “You said to bring it down, and I did, Master,” Malek managed to say between bouts of laughter.

Magellan’s frown gradually melted away, and he began chuckling as well. “I suppose I did, lad. I suppose I did.” He ruffled Malek’s hair. “Come, I think that’s enough practice for the day. What do you say we stop by the miller’s place and see if the missus baked any fresh cakes?”




***




Malek roused from his reverie, a smile on his face. The tree experiment hadn’t turned out much better than the candle incident from the day prior, when he’d accidentally set Magellan’s laboratory on fire, hence the trip to the woods to avoid any more inadvertent damage to their home.

He sighed, his moment of levity turning to worry. “I need to find him… Sure hope he’s well.”

He got up from the bench and left the grove to explore the city some more. Intrigued by the river he’d seen earlier, he decided to walk until he found its source in order to satisfy his curiosity.

The clamor and smells of the city assaulted his senses as soon as he stepped out of the trees. He barely made it ten paces from the grove when he was accosted by a street vendor. A bent-over crone shoved a battered wooden cart with a squeaky wheel into his path. The stench of rotten meat assaulted Malek, and he was repulsed to find the cart loaded with the heads of some type of one-eyed bovine creatures packed in ice.

“Hungry, boy? Fifteen coppers for a head of white horn.” The hag squinted at him appraisingly. “Or perhaps a vial of the beast’s seed? It will put steel in your cock.” She chortled. Her breath smelled even worse than the meat.

“Ugh, no. Begone, woman.” Malek recoiled in disgust and waved the old woman away.

The crone cackled with laughter and pushed her cart onward.

Malek shook his head, trying to clear his nose of the foul smell of vendor and product.

“Not fond of Abyssian white horn, sir?” someone asked in a musical voice.

He turned to find the elven woman who had been meditating beside the fountain. Her eyes sparkled with amusement. Malek hadn’t noticed her approach.

“Um, no it’s not my delicacy of choice. I don’t know which was fouler, the meat or the woman trying to sell it.”

The elf woman’s laugh was light and musical. She approached and extended her hand. “I’m Endira. Welcome to Nexus, newcomer.”

He shook her small hand gently, feeling the delicate bones shift slightly. “Well met. I’m Malek. It’s that obvious I’m green, huh?”

Endira smiled gently. “All of us were green at one point. You made a good choice of places to relax. I enjoy meditating in this grove from time to time. There’s so little green space and flowing water in this city, which I miss dearly from my home. Stone and steel and soot are depressing in such large quantities.”

Up close, Malek noted the elf had delicate tribal tattoos tracing across the planes of her comely face. Her thick brown hair was braided elaborately, falling down her back in a shimmering cascade when she moved her head. The points of her ears poked up through her thick mane. He was entranced by her leaf-green eyes, which seemed to sparkle in the dusky light. She wore a tunic and breeches in earth tones, like the few woodland elves of Tyndaria he had encountered. To the casual eye, she looked like a simple elf maiden, yet magic radiated strongly from her. Her power was unique—it was distinct from a mage’s yet equally potent in its own manner. Malek had never seen anything like her aura before.

“Do you intend to paint my portrait later?” Endira asked, a light blush tinting her cheeks.

Realizing he was staring, Malek looked away, feeling the color rising to his own cheeks. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to be rude and stare. It’s just… you have an, uh… intriguing aura, that’s all. I haven’t seen anything like it before.” 

She looked away. 

Gods, I’m a damn fool. “I’m sorry, Endira. I meant no offense—like you said, I’m a newcomer. I’m here from Tyndaria, Prime, if that means anything.”

“No offense taken, Malek. The fact you are from one of the Prime worlds could explain your confusion. I’m from a place called Midworld, one of the outer planes. It is a place much like your own, yet what you know as magic in my home world comes from within here”—she touched two fingers to her forehead and heart—“and not without, as you might think of it.”

“Fascinating. Thank you for enlightening a foolish newcomer,” he replied with a smile.

Endira smiled back. “Would you be interested in a foretelling? I am but a student. My master is one of the greatest seers in all of the planes. I know not the how or why, yet I sense something familiar about you. I felt I should sit beside the fountain on this particular morning, and fate seems to have brought you here.” She cocked her head at an angle, observing him with her warm green eyes.

She’s beautiful, Malek realized. He’d always been taken with the beauty of elven maidens. “Sure, why not? I don’t have anything pressing to do at the moment. Lead on.” 

“Fantastic. It’s just this way.” The slim elven woman barely came up to Malek’s shoulder. 

When she touched his forearm lightly with her fingers to guide him away from the grove, a spark seemed to flash between them, which Malek sensed with his second sight. He was nearly on the verge of absorbing some of her energy before he could stop himself.

Endira’s eyes widened at the contact, evidently sensing something odd as well, but Malek hurriedly tried to change the subject to avoid an awkward explanation as they walked.

“I haven’t seen many elves in Nexus. How did you come to be here, Endira?”

“I followed my dreams… quite literally. The Seer sought a new apprentice, and I was looking to further my education in a mental discipline, so I felt it was time to set my feet on a new path. It wasn’t long until I arrived here at the crossroads.”

“You seek instruction in magic?” They were moving toward what must have been the Temple District, judging by the soaring buildings gilded with all the mighty statuary, stained-glass windows, and ornate marble carvings that the best-funded religious sects could afford.

“No, I’m not a mage as you might think of it. My people are known as the Ainimorae. Many translate that in the common tongue to ‘mind-benders.’ The term is close enough to being accurate without splitting hairs. I train with the Seer in the hope of achieving enlightenment with my inner sight. And what of you? What brings you to Nexus?”

“I seek my master. He suddenly disappeared—abducted, I came to discover—and was brought here. Perhaps my foretelling can provide enlightenment on where I can find him.”

“Perhaps it will,” she agreed. 

A commotion in the street ahead drew their attention. They approached the crowd, and Malek was able to catch a glimpse of a double wagon laden down with some great beast. A team of eight giant lizardlike creatures was laboring to pull the heavy burden into place outside a three-floor building labeled Wobblesprocket & Sons—Builders. The building itself was constructed of a type of smooth, shiny material Malek had never seen before.

“Halt!” the drover bellowed, drawing his attention back to the wagon.

A wizened old gnome dressed in overalls exited the building and approached the wagon team, followed by his apparent brood—half a dozen sons of varying ages, all dressed in overalls and knee-high boots.

“You’re late! You were supposed to be here yesterday,” the elder gnome snapped, shaking a fist at the wagon driver. 

Two giant humanoids, twelve feet tall and nearly as wide, loitered around beside the wagon. They resembled men who had been cut from stone, their features crude and bluff, with muscles rippling like boulders.

These are true giants, Malek thought in wonder. Not like the giant-kin I’ve glimpsed around the city. 

No caravan guards were evident, unsurprising with the presence of the giants. 

“Apologies, Master Wobblesprocket.” The portly, dark-skinned man driving the wagon stepped down and gave a cursory bow to the old gnome. “We were held up by some inspectors in Avitea. They wouldn’t let us through until this morning—had the portal on temporary lockdown. Some blather about smugglers trying to bring out—”

“Doesn’t matter.” The gnome waved him off. “Get it unloaded,” he yelled at the two giants.

They hopped up onto the wagons, causing them to creak alarmingly at the greatly increased load. With daggers the size of broadswords, the pair slashed the ropes holding the beast down. To Malek’s eye, the creature was roughly the length of three elephants, which he had once seen during a performance by a traveling circus Magellan had taken him to visit. The creature was long and round, like a fat sausage with ten sets of insectlike legs protruding from beneath a smooth carapace. He realized the gnomes’ building must’ve been constructed from the shell of one of the creatures.

“What manner of beast is that?” he asked.

Endira glanced at him with a smile. “It’s a quoploy beetle. Their shells are quite the rage now, or so I hear. As you can see, they make sturdy building materials but are also desired by armorers for the light weight and durability.”

With a mighty heave, the two giants rolled the beast off the wagon, causing the ground to shake as its great bulk landed. The crowd nervously backed away, and Malek and Endira skirted the crowd. The beast lay on its side, giving a view of its soft underbelly, which was taut and bloated, as if ready to burst.

“I’ve heard this part is quite unpleasant,” Endira remarked with a distasteful frown, as if she’d eaten something sour. “Perhaps we should move away a distance.”

Malek agreed with a smile, and they moved a couple dozen paces in the direction of the Temple District. He glanced over his shoulder, noting the crowds had thinned out somewhat. He could no longer hear the conversation, but it was clear what was happening. The dark-skinned man drove the wagon team away while the elder Wobblesprocket gestured at his sons.

A young gnome, likely the youngest son, approached the beast timidly, a spear in hand. He wore large overalls, a scarf tied over his lower face, and a set of oversized spectacles attached to a leather backing, which tightly covered his eyes. He hesitated, obviously not happy at what he had been picked to do.

“Get yer arse in there and poke it a good one!” the elder gnome shouted.

The young gnome hesitantly poked the beast’s underbelly a couple times. At another shout from his father, he stabbed it hard, driving the spear tip in all the way. With a wet kersploosh, the beetle’s belly ruptured in an explosion of entrails and slime. The gnome was thrown back beneath an avalanche of slimy intestines while fluid and offal rained down on the street and the crowd even a short bowshot away. Shrieks and curses filled the air.

“Ugh.” Malek turned away, suddenly queasy at the sight. His sweet roll performed backflips in his gut, and he had to focus on keeping it down. He was glad they were standing far enough away that he couldn’t smell the mess. Otherwise, he would’ve lost his test of will with his stomach.

Endira eyed him with amusement. “I hear that’s the quickest way to clean and gut the quoploy beetles in order to prepare the shells. As I said—not the most pleasant sight to watch.”

Casting another glance over his shoulder, he watched as Wobblesprocket’s other sons waded in with large shovels and began efficiently scooping out the mess left within the carapace and across the plaza ground. The giants had lugged out a couple of enormous barrels in which to collect the offal.

The youngest gnome had a shocked expression on his face. He futilely tried to brush the mess off his overalls. His hair was matted down with slimy chunks of viscera.

“Definitely a job for an unsuspecting novice,” Malek said with a chuckle. “Remind me not to order a home built of quop… whatever-they-are beetles.”

They resumed walking, and Malek tried to get the sight out of his mind, but he had a sneaking suspicion it was one of those things in life that couldn’t be forgotten.




















Chapter 11

“Here we are,” Endira announced.

They approached a small brick building standing in the border area between the Industrial and Temple Districts. Nihad’s Magic Emporium, proclaimed a series of glowing blue runes over the lintel.

Endira opened the door, and as Malek walked inside, he was momentarily transported back to Magellan’s tower. The comforting smell of spices and reagents surrounded him, and magic radiated from the shop like welcoming heat from a warm hearth. A hulking bodyguard in plate armor that emanated powerful magic stood impassively just inside the doorway. Although the helm’s visor was down, Malek could sense he was being examined as he passed. Behind a counter, a wizened old elf in elaborately embroidered robes squinted through a magnifying glass at a scroll a customer had presented.

A row of bookshelves filled with scrolls and tomes lined the wall opposite the counter. Cases filled with a colorful variety of potions, wands, bracers, rings, and other items crowded the small room. Malek admired the fine stitching and runes embroidered in some magical vestments hanging on a rack.

“Back this way,” Endira whispered. “It is best we not tarry. Nihad likes his quiet. He can be quite surly at times.”

Malek smiled but kept quiet, following her through a thick curtain at the back of the shop. They traveled down a long hallway lined with doors until they reached the end, stopping before a solid oaken door banded with metal. He frowned as he realized the inside of the shop was somehow much larger than the outside dimensions had indicated.

“How does all this fit inside such a small building?”

“Space can play tricks with your senses in Nexus,” Endira replied cryptically. She rapped lightly on the door three times before unlatching it and pulling it open.

They entered a simply appointed room. Sturdy furniture adorned the space, and thick curtains covered the walls. An array of lit candles was spread throughout the room, providing warm illumination.

An ancient man of indeterminate race sat in a high-backed chair. Malek at first took him to be a gnome but then thought he was elven or perhaps mixed blood, from the elongated tips of his ears. The old man’s eyes were closed, and a few wisps of pale hair hung from his liver-spotted head. He opened milky-white eyes upon their entrance.

“Master, I’ve brought a young man that wishes to get a foretelling,” Endira said softly. “I would like to practice my technique if you don’t object.”

The Seer sat up straighter in his chair at Malek’s appearance. “You’ve come at last, corruptor,” the Seer said, his voice rich and strong despite his frail appearance. He seemed to stare right through Malek, making him shift nervously.

When he looked at Endira questioningly, she seemed equally confused. “Master?”

“I would speak with the lad, Endira.”

The elf nodded and backed away but stopped at the Seer’s gesture.

“Remain and listen, for you’ve a part to play as well. The corruptor’s arrival means the end is upon us.”

“Sir? I’m not sure what you mean.” Malek looked at Endira, who merely shrugged. “The end of what?”

“The end of times. The Second Planar War,” the Seer replied. “But first, take a seat. Let me take a good look at you.” 

Malek sat across from the Seer, who leaned forward and stared. The sensation that he was being studiously examined despite the other man’s obvious blindness made Malek uneasy. 

“You’re younger than I anticipated… and there’s more good in you. History always led us to believe corruptors were malevolent beings.”

Endira sat in a chair off to the side, her forehead wrinkled in puzzlement. “Master, are you sure you are referring to the right person? This is Malek of—”

“Yes, yes,” the Seer said brusquely, waving off Endira’s words. “Pay attention lass, for events have been set in motion that could mean the end of us all.” The Seer’s attention turned back to Malek, the power of the old man’s blind gaze pinning him to his chair. “Perhaps there’s still time for you yet, Malek son of Damian, although you were not born to Damian and Hilda. Your true lineage is hidden even from me. It is good you’ve come to me at such an early stage.”

How does he know my parents’ names? Malek wondered. And how does he know they merely raised me?

“I see more than you know, to include fragments of your past and future. Now listen closely, for time is short. I have foreseen the falling of Nexus, which coincides with your arrival. I know not whether you are the instrument responsible or the timing is merely coincidence… Surely, the gods test us at such a critical time.”

“Falling of Nexus? What does this have to do with me?” Before the Seer could respond, Malek asked the question that had been on his mind since he was a boy. “Do you know who… what… I am?” 

The Seer leaned back in his chair and placed his hands on his thighs, his milky eyes staring into the past or perhaps the future. He smiled. “Now, that is the true question, is it not? Why has another corruptor surfaced after long centuries? And why in the guise of a simple country peasant boy? As you may have gleaned during your tutelage, you are one who possesses talents that haven’t been seen for hundreds of years. Back when Nexus was much younger, there was a race of humans who inhabited a verdant, beautiful world on the outer planes, one rich in earth magic. The people there had a talent unique among all the planes, which allowed them to absorb the earth magic around them and meld it into different forms. At first, their power was used in healing and the creation of many wondrous things. But after time, as human nature is wont to do, they became quarrelsome, turning their power against one another. They desired long life, jealous of the other longer-lived races. Why, they wondered, could such power not be used to enhance their lifespans?

“Corruptors, as they came to be known fearfully by others, became cruel and power hungry over the centuries. They drew power indiscriminately from the earth, corrupting and defiling it in the process as they turned it to their own selfish uses. Some even chose to pilfer the life force—the vitality—from living beings. At first, they didn’t notice the effects of what they had wrought. Even once they learned of the awful price of their magic, they continued, unable to resist the lust for power. For decades, mages of great power robbed the earth magic from the land itself, seeking only to overcome their foes with their power. They fought horrible, destructive battles, striving for control, until they sucked the land dry, cursing themselves in the process, for nobody could make a living off a dead land. Plants withered and died, water dried up, the creatures of the earth and seas all perished. These mages themselves eventually died with no sustenance for them or their awful magic. It is rumored the mightiest of them still survive as liches, having cursed themselves in their lust for longevity, and they gained so much power that even death itself cannot take hold of them. Their plane is known as the Gray Lands now—it is a place of death and destruction. Centuries ago, even before they brought about their own downfall, the ruler of Nexus sealed the Gray Lands off from Nexus for all eternity, in order that the plague of corruptors might not traverse the crossroads and spread their powers via their progeny throughout the planes.”

Malek’s eyes went wide at the Seer’s revelations. “I… had no idea. How have I come to be like those people if they died out hundreds of years ago? I have no desire for power like that—I’m not like them. I just want to find my master so he can help me control my power.”

The Seer shook his head, sadly, it seemed. “The knowledge of your origin is hidden from me. Perhaps only the gods know your story. The likely possibility exists you are a pawn in their machinations. What I do know is how dangerous you might become if your power is not controlled, for people are afraid of what they don’t understand, and they’ve never seen anything like you. Some will want to take your life out of fear for the greater good while others will want to control you, lad, to serve their own ends. You are a weapon of deadly and unstoppable force even though you may not yet know it.”

The Seer’s words seemed to mirror the warning Magellan had given him.

“I sense you have a good heart, Malek,” Endira spoke up, concern filling her face. “Master, surely you are mistaken about his intentions? He may very well use his talents toward benevolent ends.”

“That is a possibility. However, don’t forget that some of the most notorious power-mad kings responsible for the deaths of entire nations started off with the best of intentions. I am sure the Gray Lands were once filled with such good intentions.”

Malek took a deep breath, his mind racing. “Can you tell me where my master is? I need to find him.”

The Seer was silent a moment before slowly shaking his head. “His whereabouts are shrouded from me. The Magehunters use magics that can interfere with my abilities. If they are the ones who captured him, then you must seek him out there. Be cautious facing them—they are elite soldiers who fight with blade and spell, adept at defeating spellcasters of great puissance.” The old man shifted in his chair as if uncomfortable. “I regret I cannot be of more aid, but alas, it is not the way of the gods for us to have our destiny clearly laid out before us—only glimmers and hints are what we get to nudge us along the path. Just know that you are now involved in events much more consequential than merely trying to find your master. Seek out loyal friends to aid you in the time of troubles yet to come.”

Malek shifted uncomfortably, trying to wrap his mind around all the Seer had spoken of. Somehow, he felt more confused than enlightened.

The Seer smiled gently in understanding. “Trust your instincts and your heart, and you may yet find your way safely down the shadowy path. Let me leave you with one last warning, lad: you must seek to control your powers, especially while here in Nexus. Dark forces are at work. The city is on the verge of falling, and you do not want to nudge it over the edge. The Pale Lord is a harsh, jealous ruler who won’t tolerate uncontrolled magic, especially any to rival his own in power. Beware.”




***




“Master, I do not think we should write Malek off so easily,” Endira argued. 

The young man had departed a short time before, deep in his thoughts. 

“My people have a saying: ‘The garden will die if left untended. It takes nurturing and support to thrive.’ That’s what we should be doing—helping and providing guidance for Malek.”

“You have a gentle heart, young one. Perhaps your well-meaning influence is just what the boy needs. But I warn you, he can destroy us all.”

Endira sat in silence, contemplating all that had been said. “Perhaps I can aid him on his quest, and once he is on his way, then it is my hope we will all be safe.”

“I hope you are right, child. You just don’t realize the enormity of sacrifice that will be required,” the Seer said sadly. He patted Endira’s hand. “His fate has been set since the birth of Nexus. The schemes of the gods span long millennia. He is alone and in need of friends to guide him. If you are willing to help him, then do so with my blessing. Just take care that you do not lose your own way during the journey.”

Endira let out a slow breath and nodded with conviction. “I accept this task and will see to it at once.”

“Patience, lass. Just observe him for now, but don’t interfere yet. When he needs your aid, you will know and be there.” The Seer rose from his chair, and a shudder ran through his frail form. “I need to rest now. Will you put on a kettle of hot tea? I fear that I am catching cold.”

Endira quickly moved to support the old man and help him to his chambers. The air in the room suddenly seemed quite chilly.

Ill tidings, she thought.




















Chapter 12

Nera wiped the sweat off her brow before putting her leather jerkin back on. She bade Gurn a good evening and stepped outside the foundry, relishing the fresher air. Once the heavy door closed behind her, muffling the sounds of the foundry a bit, she could hear the clang of hammers on steel ringing out from the smithies below in the Industrial District.

Her back was sore, but she was in good spirits, having avoided the lash for nearly a week straight. Although she didn’t want to admit it to herself, she was looking forward to meeting Malek.

“Just so he pays me my clink,” she said aloud. “Once I squeeze that ripe fruit dry, then I’m that much closer to getting my sentence reduced.” She whistled quietly as she lengthened her stride and joined the crowds crossing the bridge over the Molten Canal. The smell of roasting meat from a vendor’s food cart made her stomach rumble.

Good thing I’m meeting that green fool for dinner. A lass can’t be expected to do all this work on an empty stomach even if his clink is good.

A familiar figure darted through the crowd just off to her left. 

“Oi, Osric!” she called.

The boy turned, looking startled, but his face lit up for a moment when he saw her. “Hullo, Nera.” Despite his smile, nervousness was as plain in the boy’s body language as pain would have been had he been smacked on the arse with a switch.

Nera cuffed him on the shoulder as he fell in beside her. “What’s with the gloomy face, kid?”

Osric shrugged. “Just have a uh… message to deliver. I’d best not keep them waiting.” His eyes darted over the crowd.

She wondered why he was lying but didn’t press the issue. “Well, don’t let me keep you from such important tasks, luv.”

Osric smiled in gratitude. “Aye. See you later, then.” He disappeared into the crowd like a spooked rabbit.

Nera glanced at the nearest chroniker mast. She was a few minutes early, which didn’t suit her. After all, I have better things to do than be at Malek’s beck and call. As she entered the Merchant District, she paused to peruse a couple merchant stalls to drag out the time a bit longer.

A gaunt Torumel merchant flapped his feathered arms at her as he hopped forward, having seen her pause at a box of charms on his counter. His head bobbed and darted in the peculiar mannerism all members of that avian race seemed to have.

“Looking for a particular charm?” he asked, his voice a raspy squawk. “I’ve got magic trinkets from all over Torum here.” His yellow beak clacked together, clipping off his words sharply. The merchant’s sharp, beady eyes watched her warily for any signs of pilfering.

Nera gave him a smile. “Not unless you can do something about getting rid of these.” She gestured at her horns.

The merchant tilted his head at her and took a hop closer. “Aye, verily. This stone here can provide you with an illusion of whatever you wish to be.” He pointed a yellow clawed finger at a pale-blue stone with a leather band tied to it.

“Illusion, eh? I was looking for a more… permanent fix.” Nera sighed. “I can already muster up an illusion if need be.”

The birdman shrugged, a strange-looking mannerism on the Torumel. “Apologies, miss, but I haven’t got anything like that. Try Nihad’s or one of the other magic emporiums.”

“Aye, perhaps I might.” She turned and walked off. “Perhaps someday I can afford a magical fix if one exists. That’s if I ever get out of this damn sentence and somehow manage to amass a small fortune.” She briefly wondered why the thought of her appearance had crossed her mind, but then she pictured Malek’s shocked reaction to her features at the Zombie when they’d first met. That first impression is the killer.

She turned in the direction of the tavern she had told the mage to meet her at. The crowd parted briefly, and she caught sight of a boy she thought was Osric. He was speaking to a figure in a sand-colored cloak. The scene made her think of the demonic figure who had confronted her several days before and tried to bribe her with gems to deliver a vial to the foundry.

“Out of the way, fiend!” Somebody jostled her rudely aside. 

A pair of drunk humans laughed, and one gave her an obscene gesture. She retaliated with a stream of curses while automatically checking to make sure she hadn’t been pickpocketed.

Nera moved away from them, looking again for Osric, but she had lost him in the crowd. Perhaps it hadn’t been him, after all. As it was, she realized she was running late to meet Malek and forgot about the brief glimpse of the boy.




***




“Tell me what you know about these Magehunters.” Malek regarded his companion across the oak table at a tavern in the Merchant District. After his foretelling earlier, his mind was like a hive of angry bees—thoughts flitted this way and that, faster than he could snatch them and put them into any semblance of order.

After hearing the Seer’s unnerving words, Malek had wandered Nexus for a time, lost in his thoughts. Surprised at how quickly the day had passed, he had gone to meet Nera at a tavern near the High Market for dinner.

Nera took a sip of her ale and considered the question. She looked weary after the long day and smelled faintly of smoke. “Well, luv, the Lord of Nexus maintains a very tight grip on unsanctioned magic in his city. All resident mages are required to register with the Special Judiciary. Visiting mages are required to obtain temporary documents upon entry to Nexus. I reckon you got tagged with those?”

Malek nodded. “No class-three or higher magic authorized under any circumstance. In the event spells of that level are required for self-defense, and only self-defense, it must be reported immediately after to the Nexus Watch, I believe. There was something in there about reporting unsanctioned use of magic, or you could be found liable for negligence.”

“Aye, you got it. If you get caught breaking the restrictions, the Magehunters will be sent after you. They are a specially trained group of warriors and mages that hunt their own.” Nera slurped a large spoonful of the greasy stew. “You don’t want to cross them, mageling.”

Malek picked at his bowl of salty broth as he considered the information. The vegetables were rubbery, and he didn’t want to know what the source of the meat was. The bread was as hard as the sole of a shoe, but when softened up in the gravy, it tasted tolerable. The wine seemed a bit watered down but palatable. 

“What’s this Special Judiciary you mentioned?” he asked.

Nera gestured with her spoon, spattering drops of gravy on the table. “Ah, that’s just the fancy bureaucratic name for the faction that runs the city’s protective functions. First, you have the Nexus Watch, then you got the Magehunters and retrieval officers for the city and I suppose magistrates and ink fingers and whatnot.” She shrugged and swigged some more ale.

“Retrieval officers?”

“Bounty hunters. They are worse than the criminals they go after, a lot of times. They’re authorized to plane hop in order to bring back their quarry.” Nera pointed at her collar, a metal-and-leather construction that held strong magic. “They got special collars, with special knobs or something on them that allow them to plane hop. Don’t ask me how all that magic stuff works.” She looked around nervously and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Thing about those whoresons is they don’t care if they bring back a living soul or a corpse. Just numbers in a ledger is what they care about. Not sure if you’d be better off with them or the Magehunters after you… at least the Magehunters might give you a chance to make a case for yourself in front of a magistrate. Those bloody retrieval officers are crazy bastards that would just as soon kill you and drag your corpse back.”

“What about the ruler of Nexus? This Pale Lord—”

“Shhhh… speak not his name,” Nera warned, eyes wide. “Many claim just invoking his name draws his unwanted eye.” She hurriedly took another gulp of ale, followed by a nervous glance around the tavern before continuing in an even lower voice. “It is said he sits upon a great skeletal throne fashioned from the bones of some infernal creature and sleeps in a state of torpor as time passes, months or even years at a time. But his mind wanders—he senses and sees all. If you draw his ire, he can banish you to the Abyss or anywhere of his choosing, really. That is if he doesn’t merely destroy you outright with his powerful sorcery. And then there are his Warders…” She trailed off, obviously unnerved.

Good thing I have my ring, then. Malek adjusted the heavy silver band on his finger. The ring provided some manner of magical protection, including invisibility to all forms of magical scrying. My magic would draw this Pale Lord’s attention even if he can’t see me directly. His underlings will investigate, and eventually they will find me. More reason to keep as low a profile as possible.

Malek forced a smile to try to put Nera at ease. “Best to not draw the wrong type of attention, then. Shall we go visit the administration building?” Malek pushed his half-finished stew aside and drank the rest of his wine.

“As my lord wishes,” Nera replied sarcastically. Evidently not a picky eater, Nera had emptied her bowl of stew. She knocked back the last of her ale, and they left the tavern.




***




“That will be twenty silver for the processing fee.” The clerk squinted at Malek expectantly.

“Very well.” Malek dug into his diminishing coin purse and pulled out the required payment. Before dropping the coin in the clerk’s pale, bony hand, he looked him hard in the eye. “And when will I receive an answer to my inquiry?”

The clerk sighed as if greatly put upon by the question. “You should have an answer to your query in approximately thirty days. In the unlikely event you don’t hear anything regarding your inquiry after thirty-five days, feel free to return and request another appointment.”

These bureaucrats are bigger thieves than those cutpurses in the markets, Malek thought in disgust. “Thirty days? But my master was abducted by your Magehunters a month ago, already! He might not have thirty more days.”

“The Special Judiciary is occupied with matters of great consequence,” the clerk answered, condescension dripping from his tone. “It takes time to sort through the backlog of every scofflaw and petty lawbreaker taken in.”

“Never mind. I’ll continue looking into it on my own.” Malek pocketed the coins and walked out in disgust. His hand was on the door handle when the clerk’s voice caused him to pause.

“Suit yourself. Just keep in mind that interfering with matters of the Special Judiciary can result in serious punitive measures, including imprisonment and possible execution.” The clerk graced him with a smug smile and turned back to his ledger.

Malek left the dusty office, considering himself fortunate to have not throttled the bastard. Outside in the hallway, Nera sat on a wooden bench, apparently engaged in some type of staring contest with one of the guards.

She hopped to her feet and fell in beside Malek. “Didn’t go as well as you had planned?” She shot a venomous glance over her shoulder at the guard before they exited to the courtyard.

Malek briefly wondered what he had missed. The rogue never seemed to pass up a chance to get into a spat with someone, he noticed. “No, it didn’t. The crooked thief wanted me to pay twenty silver, and if I hadn’t heard anything after thirty-five days, I’d have to return.”

Nera slapped him on the back. “Hah! Those arseholes make us thieves look quite lawful by compare. Told you there’d be no answers from them.”

The two of them passed through the sparsely populated courtyard of the town hall. Most people seemed to be heading out as the day grew late, but a few still were entering, rushing to appointments.

“I’m worried about my master. I don’t believe he has thirty days… What am I going to do now?”

Nera eyed him appraisingly, a gleam in her rust-colored eyes. “Well… against my better judgement, I’d suggest a bit of thievery might be in order—later tonight, after respectable folk are either in bed or deep in their cups. That is gonna cost ya more, of course, since special assistance like this is above and beyond what a city guide would be expected to provide.”

“Oh great, this coming from the girl that’s serving a sentence for thievery? What in the Abyss am I getting myself into?” Malek just shook his head.

Nera bumped him with her hip and gave him a wink. “Don’t worry, luv. We’ll just try to get a peek inside the prison and see what’s going on inside. Stick with me, and I’ll show you how it’s done.”

Oh great, what could possibly go wrong?




















Chapter 13

The Nexus prison was an imposing fortress surrounded by a twenty-foot-high wall tipped with spikes. A pair of stony-faced guards stood outside the main gate, armed with sword and crossbow.

Sweat ran down Malek’s back as he and Nera approached the main gate of the prison. This is a terrible idea. Their destination, the Magehunters’ section, was enclosed within an inner ring and separated from the regular cell blocks used by the Nexus Watch.

Nera swaggered along at his side as if she were the warden. After disappearing for a couple hours to visit some of her unsavory guild contacts, Nera had reappeared later with a prison map and a pair of guard uniforms. She also wore some type of glamour that obscured her features. She looked like a human version of herself: gone were the horns and collar. Her hair and eyes were a honey brown and her skin paler, with less of the bronze tone.

Malek thought she looked quite attractive in her new guise. They had quickly changed into the uniforms behind some thorny hedges a few blocks away and now were marching up to the main gates.

Guess it’s a better idea than trying to scale the walls and sneak our way inside. Malek adjusted the heavy helm and the sword hanging at his waist. The mail was uncomfortable, chafing his shoulders and hips. The guards were eyeing them curiously from ten paces away.

“Let me do the talking,” Nera hissed as they approached. She looked comfortable in the mail and livery, as if she really were a member of the Watch.

“Evening, lads,” she called. “Anything happening tonight?”

The pair looked at each other. “Same old shite,” the younger guard replied. “Barristal’s in a right pisser of a mood—don’t cross him.”

“When’s that old crusty bastard not in a mood?” Nera replied smoothly. “His wife must’ve told him his cock is too small again. Or maybe it was his mistress this time.”

The guards chuckled. 

“Aye, could be,” the younger man replied.

Malek noticed how the guard looked at Nera. Her outfit fit as if tailored just for her, managing to show some curves despite the tabard and mail.

“You two new to this district?” the older guard asked. He had the hard look of a veteran and eyed them dubiously.

“Aye, just transferred over from the Merchant District. Hopefully, we get to see some real action for a change besides bickering merchants and noblewomen with sticks up their arses.” Nera favored them with a winning smile.

The young guard laughed again, clearly enchanted. The older man frowned at Malek.

“What’s with you, lad? You look nervous.”

“Aye, this one’s pretty green yet,” Nera said. “Second week on the job. Our captain sent us to report to Barristal to take on ‘a real assignment to toughen his arse up.’” Nera’s voice turned gruff, and Malek could almost picture the unknown commander saying that.

“Not looking forward to meeting Barristal, that’s all,” Malek added. “That bastard’s temper is legendary, from the tales I hear.”

The veteran guard relaxed. “Aye, just keep your head down and give ʼem a lot of ‘yes sirs,’ and you’ll be fine.” He clapped Malek on the back. “Welcome to the Nexus Prison.”

Nera winked at the pair, and then she and Malek were walking inside the prison grounds. 

Malek let out a long, slow breath. “That went surprisingly easily.” She’s good at this, I’ve got to admit.

“I told ya: I’ve got this under control. Pay attention, and you might learn something.”

They headed toward the main prison building. The plan was to make their way as close as they could to the Magehunter wing and either bluff or sneak their way inside. Malek hoped an opportunity would present itself.

They had no problem getting inside the main cell block, merely walking right inside the open gates. A quartet of guards was playing dice and passing around a flask at a table inside the door.

“Barristal around?” Nera asked, barely pausing in her march inside the fortress.

Act like we belong here, and they won’t do anything. Malek followed the rogue, barely sparing a glance for the guards.

The guards looked up disinterestedly. 

“Aye, he’s in his office,” one of them replied with a vague wave down the corridor.

Nera redoubled her pace, and Malek hustled to keep up, breathing another sigh of relief. He nearly choked from the stench of human waste as they entered the cell block. Fighting back his gorge, he kept pace with Nera, who strode confidently ahead, seemingly unfazed. He briefly wondered if she’d spent any time locked up, having grown up an orphan and a rogue on the streets of Nexus.

From the map they had studied earlier, Malek knew Barristal’s office was at the end of the corridor. Best to stay away from that one. More than likely, he will be able to sniff out our ruse.

Cells lined the hallway, most of them filled with drunks and petty offenders. Someone wept in a nearby cell while a drunken snore ratcheted out of another. A few were empty. The Watch’s more serious criminals would be housed in the dungeons below. Lit torches guttered in wall sconces, leaving pools of light and darkness interspersed regularly

“Ain’t you a sweet lookin’ thing?” A drunken brute leaned against the bars and reached through, groping at Nera.

The rogue smoothly evaded the man’s grasp and with a quick movement snatched one of his meaty fingers and twisted it back toward his wrist. The brute yelped in pain and sank to his knees.

Nera wrinkled her nose and wiped her hand on her tabard. “Shouldn’t be too much further till the way to the inner—”

She was cut off by a booming voice that echoed down the hallway with the authority of a drill sergeant. “Oswald, get down here, you damned lout! Why do the numbers not match up from the last shift change?”

Malek and Nera were just passing through a spot of darkness when a figure stepped out of the office at the end of the hall. His hands-on-hips posture broadcast command—and annoyance.

Barristal.

Nera grabbed Malek and yanked him up against the nearest cell, into the shadows. Seeing the cell was empty, they quickly slipped inside.

“Your worthless arse better be moving!” Barristal roared.

“Damn. If he saw us, he’s going to see right through our disguises,” Malek said.

“Shhh… once they go into his office, we can make it outside.”

Curses came from back near the entrance and then rapid footfalls as someone double-timed down the hall.

“On the way, Captain!” A guard puffed as he jogged down the hallway toward them.

Malek peered through the bars and could just make out Barristal returning to his office.

“Curious that members of the Nexus Watch would be hiding from their fellows,” someone remarked conversationally from the darkness of the adjoining cell, not loudly but not keeping his volume down, either. The man was barely visible, dressed in robes and sitting cross-legged on the floor in the center of his cell. His head was shaved on the sides, leaving a ridge of hair down the middle of his scalp.

“That’s not your concern,” Nera snapped.

“Hmm. Well, that’s a shame. Perhaps the Watch would take an interest in the subterfuge,” he said loudly, eyes glittering as he watched them.

Oswald was just about to pass the cell they hid in.

“Quiet, you. What is it you want?” Nera hissed.

The man’s mouth creased in amusement. “Merely an answer to a simple query.” He spoke more quietly, and Oswald puffed by without noticing them.

“Aye? Well, aren’t you a nosy bastard? And I don’t suppose you want us to let you out of your cell in return for your silence?” Nera’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

The man shrugged. “The Weave tells me I should remain where I am at this present moment. If it speaks of needing me elsewhere, I would leave. But at this point in time, I am here witnessing a curious event. Perhaps that event is the purpose of my present situation.”

Nera was about to reply when Malek put a hand on her arm to calm her. “I don’t think he means us harm. If he wanted to call the guards, he could anytime.” He turned to the prisoner. “We’re here seeking a friend of mine that was taken prisoner a while back, a mage by the name of Magellan. Do you know of him?”

The man studied Malek for a moment before shaking his head slowly. “I’m afraid I do not, friend. A mage, eh? So he is in the clutches of the Magehunters.”

“Indeed, he is. We hope to gain entrance to their dungeon to continue our search.”

The man bowed his head. “Best of luck to you. You shall need it. Magehunters are not trifled with lightly. I give you my thanks for answering my humble queries.”

“Um, yes, we appreciate you not raising the alarm.”

The man nodded. “I believe the path is clear now. Until next time.” He gave them a knowing look.

“Let’s go.” Nera tugged on Malek’s arm. Seeing the corridor clear, she led him down the passageway leading to the inner sanctum of the prison complex. “Why did you tell that madman our business?” she asked when they were away from the cell block.

“He wasn’t a madman, Nera. Seemed more like some type of priest or monk. A bit of an odd character, I’ll give you that. Not sure why he was there, but he had no interest in turning us in. Not everyone means to take advantage or cheat or betray you somehow.”

“Green fool,” she muttered playfully. “You haven’t grown up living on the streets of Nexus.”

They walked outside and into a courtyard. About fifty paces ahead of them was the low building comprising the Magehunter prison.

A pair of Magehunter guards stood on either side of the reinforced door, watching their every move as they approached. One man was big and burly, the other lean with sharp eyes that surely missed nothing. The pair wore pale chain-mail armor and longswords. Surcoats emblazoned with a red eye covered their breastplates. Malek recognized the sigil from the group that had abducted Magellan back on his home plane.

“Greetings,” Nera began with a smile when they got within a few paces.

“State your business,” snapped the lean Magehunter, a half-elf.

“All business, then. Fine. Barristal sent us to question a mage that goes by the name of Magellan in regards to some followers of his that the Watch rounded up.”

The duo regarded them for a moment. 

Finally, the big man spoke up. “That one was taken to the mana factory—”

“Shut up, Rogar.” The half-elf stepped closer to Nera and Malek. “Barristal wouldn’t send his grunts to bother us. He’d know to take it up with Lassiter.” The guard’s sharp eyes seemed to take in every detail of Nera’s and Malek’s appearance.

Bloody hell… This isn’t going to work. Malek wondered if he could use the pervasive magic to his advantage but knew it would be extremely dangerous here in the heart of Nexus. The door behind the guards was carved with runes, and Malek could sense the power of the wardings protecting the building.

“I smell magic on you,” the lean Magehunter growled ominously. He leaned in like a lover and literally sniffed at Nera. “What do you think, Rogar?”

“Easy, killer. At least buy a lass a drink first.” Nera laughed and pushed the guard away, but Malek could tell from her strained laugh she was nervous.

“I think not, wench.” The Magehunter muttered an arcane command, and Nera’s glamour dispelled. Her disguise disappeared, revealing her plane-cursed features and the collar around her neck.

“What manner of deviltry is this?” demanded the large warrior, Rogar, as he drew steel.

“Just as I suspected. Imposters,” the lean man sneered. “Surrender or ack—” He choked when Nera punched him in the throat.

Rogar bellowed and swung his sword at Nera. She easily sidestepped the swing and kicked at the man’s knee but to little effect. Rogar swung another wild slash, and Malek had to leap out of the way.

“I bet your mama has a better aim with her rolling pin, goblin-breath,” Nera taunted the big man.

“Karlin!” Rogar glanced anxiously at his companion. He pointed the sword from Nera to Malek as if trying to decide who was the greater threat. He moved to block the two from reaching the door.

“You’re going to pay for that, bitch,” Karlin wheezed. His sword was in his hand in a flash. “Cut them down,” he ordered his companion.

Nera’s eyes went wide with alarm. “If you plan on using your magic, now would be a good time, Malek,” she hissed.

Rogar charged at Nera. She flitted sideways, inches from being disemboweled, and shoved the big man, tripping him up in the process. He clattered to the cobblestones with a curse and a loud clang of armor.

Malek focused and slowly drew from the surrounding magical energy, teasing it from the warding of the prison wing and the magelight lamps overhead. He was aware of Karlin and Nera struggling briefly. The rogue darted away, Karlin’s sword glancing off the chain mail on her back.

A sudden blow struck Malek in the back of the head. He crumpled to the ground, Rogar standing over him, one gauntleted fist extended. Malek’s vision turned blurry, and he blacked out.




***




Nera narrowly ducked Karlin’s strike, losing a few hairs in the process. She cursed again at the magical collar preventing her from being able to use any weapons. Damn fool mage… What was I thinking, helping him? And now I’m gonna just get skewered on this bastard’s blade.

A quick glance revealed Malek focusing as if he would use some magic. About bloody time.

Just then, Rogar regained his feet. He swung his gauntleted fist and dropped Malek, who seemed oblivious to the warrior, with a mighty punch to the head.

“Balor’s balls,” she cursed. All she could think about was being placed in shackles and thrown in the dungeons to rot for a few decades before the magistrate doubled or tripled her sentence. All thoughts of prison quickly fled as she was forced to scramble away from Karlin’s assault.

“Can’t run forever, demon,” Karlin taunted. He feinted, forcing Nera to her left and trying to corner her against a wall.

Nera stepped to the left, and when Karlin made to attack, she quickly darted back to the right, breaking for the distant gate to the Watch prison and the promise of escape.

Rogar blocked her escape, his longsword cutting a mighty arc, forcing her to stop short. Nera felt Karlin behind her and knew she was in trouble. She tumbled to one side, desperate to get some separation.

Karlin’s sword struck her shoulder, drawing a grunt of pain as it crunched the mail. Her arm started going numb.

Nera regained her feet and drew her Watch short sword in desperation. She was competent with a short sword but much preferred her daggers. Without them, she knew she didn’t stand a chance. Magehunters were elite warriors—it was only a matter of time until they captured or killed her. My only chance is to escape. Her eyes darted briefly to her fallen companion. Sorry, luv, but your clink only goes so far.

Her plans of escape were cut short as her restraining collar activated, sending jolts of electricity arcing through her body. The sword fell from her nerveless fingers and clattered to the cobblestones. She wobbled, staggering as she fought to stay on her feet.

Karlin’s cruel face swam in her vision as he leaned closer. “You aren’t the sharpest one, are you? Already serving a sentence, and you think to break in here? Foolish wench. You’ll be lucky to see the light of day again before your bones turn to dust.” He backhanded her across the cheek, hard.

Nera’s vision went blurry, and she stumbled backward against the stone wall. The familiar itch from the powerful magical wards surrounding the prison made her almost sneeze.

Rogar strode forward and reached out for her. Nera shrank back but was still too wobbly on her feet to evade his grasp. The big warrior seized her by the horns, lifted her off the ground, and slammed her against the wall. She briefly saw stars from the blow, and her half helm slipped over her brow as the chain mail dug into her shoulder blades where Rogar held her pinned.

Karlin swatted the helm from her head. It clattered and rolled away on the stones. “Now, tell us who you are and what in the Abyss you’re doing here. And who’s this useless fool?” he asked with a contemptuous gesture toward the unconscious Malek.

Nera whispered something quietly, causing them to lean in closer.

“Speak up! Where’s that sharp tongue of yours now?” Rogar demanded.

“I said, ‘Go bugger yourselves’!” Nera emphasized the point by kicking Rogar in the groin.

The big man instinctively flinched from the blow even though his codpiece protected his genitals. His grip loosened on her horns, and she slipped free of his grasp.

Nera tried to headbutt Karlin. He flinched back, but her horn carved a gash in his cheek. Nera squirmed between the two guards, attempting to flee, but Karlin caught her after a few paces, catching hold of her tabard and dragging her down. Her left wrist twisted painfully as she hit the cobblestones, her chin cracking the ground. Blood filled her mouth as she bit her tongue. Karlin twisted her arm behind her back painfully, driving his knee into her back. He shoved her face to the ground, the stone bruising her jaw. After a few moments, the pressure relented, and she was pulled to her feet. 

“Hold her,” Karlin snapped. 

Rogar pinned her arms, holding her upright. Nera’s wrist and chin throbbed from the pain.

Karlin rubbed at the gash on his cheek, scowling at the blood coating his fingers. “Last chance to talk, bitch.”

Nera spat a gob of bloody saliva at Karlin, spattering his white surcoat.

The guard’s face turned to rage, and he drew his sword. He stepped forward and drove it into Nera, the longsword piercing the mail and sliding into her guts.

She screamed, and the fight went out of her. Rogar let her drop to the ground as she went limp.




***




Malek regained consciousness to see the two guards roughing up Nera, pinning her to the wall by her horns. Oh gods, what have I done? She was working for me, and I’ve made everything so much worse. If they don’t kill her, she’ll never be let free from prison.

He was about to try to get up when Nera broke free. He lay still, closing his eyes to slits as he watched Karlin force her down a few feet away. The only advantage we have is they think I’m unconscious still. I just have to muster enough power so we can escape…

Malek began drawing power again, slow and controlled. He reopened his eyes just in time to watch Karlin run Nera through with his sword. Malek’s eyes widened in shock, and he fought to keep his control.

Nera slumped to the ground, blood pouring from her abdomen as Karlin withdrew his sword. The two guards stood over her for a moment, breathing hard after the exchange.

“I couldn’t take that bitch’s attitude anymore. Let’s question the other one.” Karlin sheathed his sword. 

The two guards turned toward Malek just as he stumbled to his feet.

“What have you done?” He gasped, the draw of magical energy on the verge of overcoming him.

Nera lay shuddering on the ground, her rust-colored eyes filled with pain. The glow seemed to leave her eyes as blood bubbled from her mouth, her lifeblood running in rivulets between the gray cobblestones.

Malek lost control.

Power surged into him from all around: from the warded prison, from the magelight burning in the lamps, from Nexus itself, a vast well of energy deep beneath the street.

The Magehunters’ eyes widened in shock as they sensed the tremendous rush of magic. Rogar stepped forward, sword raised.

The magelights abruptly winked out. A dark circle expanded around Malek, blackening the green moss growing between the cobblestones and turning it to ash. Gouts of magical energy arced out of the powerful wards from the prison, flowing into Malek. Power crackled around him in a storm of lightning drawn from the ground and his surroundings.

Malek swept one arm aside, and Rogar flew through the air like a rag doll. He crashed into the bough of a tree twenty paces away with bone-crushing force. The tree cracked nearly in half. Karlin slammed against the wall of the prison, the crack of his vertebrae audible. He was suspended there, six feet in the air.

“No… Nera.” Malek knelt over the thief’s crumpled form. 

Blood was everywhere.

Her pained eyes met his. “What… what are you?” she said, gasping.

“I’m sorry. I have to make this right, somehow.” He studied her wound, unsure of what to do but knowing he had to do something. Anything.

He reached out again, seeking a different source of power—vitality, life energy. Karlin was the nearest source. The Magehunter’s skin turned blue as if he instantly developed hypothermia. Vitality surged into Malek, and he placed his hand over the ragged gash in Nera’s side. Concentrating, he focused on her wound, fusing life and magical energy together, not knowing what he was doing but trying his best to mold the power together and mend what had been destroyed.

Nera cried out and writhed weakly beneath him. Her eyes rolled up, and she fell unconscious.

After some moments, Malek withdrew his hand. A fresh scar marred Nera’s bronze skin, but the wound was closed. Whether her insides were healed, he couldn’t say.

“I have to get you out of here now.” He smoothed her lavender hair back from her brow and gently lifted her in his arms.

The thought crossed his mind that he was drawing way too much energy. The powers of Nexus would be aware of him now. He remembered what Magellan had once told him: “Do not reveal your abilities to anyone you cannot implicitly trust. People will not understand who you are, what manner of power is at your disposal. What simple-minded people can’t understand, they fear and hate. Those that do have some understanding will move quickly to either control or kill you, Malek. Powerful enemies will line up before you quicker than you realize. It is my hope you have stalwart companions at your back in your time of need.”

I know you were just in it for the gold, Nera, but you’re the only companion I have right now. I won’t leave you here at their mercy—I don’t know who else to trust. 

Malek ceased drawing power. That which he held crackled within him, giving him the feeling of incredible vitality and energy. He carried Nera with ease. A quick glance revealed Karlin was little more than a desiccated corpse. Pale wisps of skin flaked off from his skull, and his mouth was locked in a grimace of pain and horror.

After Malek took half a dozen strides, a whump sounded behind him. A quick glance over his shoulder nearly caused him to drop Nera in shock.

A giant creature stood in the center of the darkened area in which Malek had drawn his power. It looked as if flesh and armor had been forcibly combined and fashioned into a new, nightmarish figure. A black iron plate was fastened over where its mouth would be. The creature’s milky-white eyes surveyed the courtyard. It appeared at one point to look directly at Malek without seeing him.

My ring. It can’t see me. The silver ring he wore protected him from magical scrying and appeared to render him and Nera invisible to the creature. He cautiously took a few more steps, eyes locked on the creature in case it followed, but it didn’t appear to sense him.

Malek breathed a sigh of relief after he rounded a building and put the creature out of sight. A locked gate stood before Malek and the outer courtyard. With a focused push of his thoughts, he tore the iron gate from its hinges, the brittle metal shattering to pieces. Striding through the breach, Malek spotted a pair of guards rushing to investigate the clamor. He tossed them off their feet as he had the Magehunters, although with less force, and proceeded to the front gate.

The pair of guards who had initially let them inside were gone. Another pair gawked as he walked out, carrying the thief in her bloodied Watch uniform, but Malek ignored them. They must have sensed his power, for they didn’t challenge him.

Malek strode off into the night in search of a healer.




















Chapter 14

Orange and red clouds streaked across a blood-red sky. A vast desert stretched below, the ground cracked and pockmarked. Ash rained from the sky, the gray chunks delicate as snow in the harsh environment, swirling around Nera’s face. She soaked up the infernal heat warming her skin as if it were the rejuvenating water of a hot spring. The air reeked of sulfur and the faint stench of carrion. She was in the Abyss.

A long wall stood ahead, stretching infinitely to the horizon in either direction. It was the Wall of Lost Souls. Nera didn’t know how that knowledge was in her mind, but it was there. The bricks were made from crushed bones and blood the mortar. Screams of the damned clawed inside her ears, threatening to shatter her sanity.

Chained to the wall was the wasted figure of a man. Great iron hooks pierced his flesh, to which were attached blackened chains. The man should have died long before, his body starved and malnourished. Nothing remained but gristle-covered bones sheathed in the pale parchment of his skin. Yellow pustules leaking pale fluid covered his bald pate and naked body.

As Nera watched the pitiful creature, the ground suddenly opened up several paces away from the man. Filthy clawed hands plunged out of the ground, and cracked clumps of dirt fell away to reveal a small creature waist-high to the man scrabbling free. It was a gnarled, ugly thing, with arms longer than its legs, bat-like ears, and needle-sharp fangs. Its claws skittered on the stony ground as it loped toward the man. Sniffing the air, the creature stopped, turning and hissing at Nera. It glared at her for a moment, but when she made no move toward it, it turned back around and bolted toward the prisoner.

The demon’s sharp claws easily sliced open the man’s belly, and it pulled free lengths of intestine mottled with rot. The creature yanked an armful of viscera free before plunging back into the ground. The man groaned in pain as his entrails disappeared into the hole in the ground for a moment before stopping. She imagined the creature had stopped in its den to munch on its disgusting morsel.

Nera slowly approached until she was a dozen feet from the wasted soul. She leaned over to try to glimpse the man’s face.

Sensing her presence, he raised his head and stared right at her. His eyes had been torn out. A dried crust coated his eye sockets, and a pale, white maggot wriggled inside the left socket.

Nera shuddered, for the man could evidently see her. She backed away, panic threatening to overtake her as the desire to flee overwhelmed her.

The man’s cracked lips skinned back into a skeletal grimace. “Help me.”

Nera shuddered and flew awake, breath exploding out of her, her heart racing like a mummer’s rattle. She gasped, sucking down fresh air even as she squirmed away from whatever monster had hailed her.

“Easy! You’re still recovering from your wounds.” A young woman in gray robes held up her hands, seeking to calm Nera.

“Where in the Abyss am I?” Nera looked around, noting the small, simple room she was in. A pair of candles guttered next to the firm pallet she lay on. The room was empty save for the robed woman and a vase of wilting flowers standing on the table beside the bed.

“Your friend brought you to the House of the Lady Sabyl,” the young woman said with a bow.

“Sabyl? This is the temple?” Even as she asked, Nera recognized the gloomy interior from when she had visited Arron the last time.

“Yes. Your friend insisted you were wounded although all we could find were minor injuries to go with that fresh scar.” The acolyte pointed to a puckered scar on Nera’s side.

Nera realized she was wearing only her smallclothes. Her undershirt was hitched up under her breasts, revealing a large scar she hadn’t had before. The memory of a sword piercing her side came back to her, along with the guard scowling in hatred and fury. “Where’s my gear?”

The acolyte pointed to her leathers lying on a chair. The Nexus Watch armor and livery was crumpled up on the floor. It was all stained with prodigious amounts of blood. “I was about to have them washed for you—”

“Nay, that will be fine. I need to get out of here.”

“Very well, I will tell your friend you have awakened.”

Nera just nodded silently, tracing the puckered scar with her finger. She remembered Malek standing over her, blazing with magical energy, and a burning pain in her side before she blacked out.

“Nera?” a voice called out from outside the curtained room.

Nera quickly clutched the sheet up to her neck. “Malek?”

The young mage pushed through the curtain, a tentative smile on his face. Obvious relief washed over him at seeing her awake again. He had ditched his guard uniform and looked exhausted, as if he hadn’t slept in two days.

“Oh, thank the gods you’re okay! You wouldn’t wake up.” Malek put his hands on his hips and looked her over long and hard. “The priests said you were in a deep sleep and your body needed it to adjust to the shock you had been through.”

Nera found herself smiling in return, despite him acting like a nursemaid. “Aye, well, it’s been a rough day, wouldn’t you say? You’re definitely going to be paying me a lot more to stick around if you keep putting me through this type of abuse.” She looked around the plain room again. “This wasn’t a terrible choice, bringing me here to the Temple of Sabyl, at least. Could’ve done a lot worse.”

Sabyl was the Mistress of the Night, deity of fortune, luck, and thieves. Nera didn’t consider herself particularly pious, but she did make the occasional offering to Sabyl for good fortune.

“You almost died, and you’re worried about what temple I brought you to?” Malek shook his head in exasperation but laughed.

“I reckon that’s easier to wrap my mind around than whatever madness happened back at the prison. How am I alive? And what kind of damned mage are you?”

“Long story,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll fill you in over a mug of ale. But first, we might want to get out of here… I daresay we made quite a scene leaving the prison last night.”

“There’s an understatement. You’re a damn green fool, you know that?” Nera glared at Malek, and he looked sheepish. “But I guess that makes me just as bad, if not a bigger fool for going along with you.”

The two of them laughed, relieved to be alive for the moment. A thought struck Nera.

“Grab my leathers over there, would you?”

Malek retrieved the bloodied clothes from the chair and handed them to her. He sat on the pallet beside her, watching curiously as she rooted through the hidden pockets. After a minute, her fingers found what she was looking for.

“Hah! Our exploits weren’t a total loss.” She pulled a metal ring with several heavy keys from one of the many pockets stitched into her leathers. “I did manage to pickpocket those arseholes while I was getting the snot beat out of me and you were taking a nap.” She gave Malek a winning smile. “Now we just have to talk about my finder’s bonus…”

Malek chuckled. “Damn, woman, you are more persistent than a bog monkey in heat.”

“What did you call me?” Nera asked in mock outrage.

“Don’t worry about it.” Malek tousled her hair and leaped to his feet before she could swat him. “Get some clothes on so we can discuss your finder’s bonus somewhere else.”




***




Traven watched the Magehunter commander walk around the desiccated corpse crushed against the wall of the courtyard.

“This is something new and unexpected.” Lassiter rested his chin in one hand, taking a moment to observe every detail of Karlin’s remains with his keen eyes. Two pairs of his Magehunters stood nearby silently, keeping the scene secure at each end of the courtyard.

“You were first on scene, correct?” The commander’s pale blue eyes flicked over to Traven and back to the corpse. “What was your name again?”

Traven swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. Lassiter was legendary in Nexus—a great warrior and the ruthless commander of the elite Magehunters, who reported directly to the Pale Lord himself. 

“Traven, sir,” he said. “I was getting off shift and heard a clamor at the gate”—he pointed at the iron gate that had been torn from its hinges—“and when I came to investigate, I saw this.”

“Did you see who was responsible?”

“Nay, sir, but I remember a pair of guards enter earlier this evening that I hadn’t seen before—they said they were reassigned from the Merchant District. A man and woman… The man seemed pretty nervous, but the woman knew what she was about.” He wouldn’t easily forget the lush guard that had flirted with him. Traven cleared his throat and continued, eager to push away such thoughts, afraid Lassiter would be able to divine them. “They passed through the gate shortly before shift change and before this happened. I thought it a strange coincidence, is all.” The last part was out of his mouth before he realized it.

Fool, if he wanted my opinion, he’d ask for it.

One side of Lassiter’s mouth turned up in amusement, but his eyes remained icy. His clean-shaven face was handsome, and his long dark hair had a few streaks of gray. “You are right about that, Traven. An odd coincidence, indeed. And I happen to not believe in coincidences.” He knelt down at the edge of a blackened circle on the cobbled path. A charred clump of moss crumbled to ash when he prodded it with a gloved finger.

“Fetch that sword, would you, lad?” The commander indicated the desiccated corpse and the longsword sheathed at his side. “Karlin was a fine swordsman, one that wouldn’t have easily been taken unaware.”

Lassiter’s boots rang on the cobblestones as he strode toward the corpse in the tree twenty paces away. The commander moved with the fluid grace of a duelist.

Traven hurriedly pulled the finely crafted longsword from Karlin’s scabbard. The motion caused the corpse to fall forward, and Traven nearly tripped over his own feet to avoid it. The nearby pair of Magehunters sneered at his clumsiness, but he was relieved to see Lassiter’s back turned. He jogged to catch up to the commander, following nervously a couple paces behind.

“Did those two mention what they were doing here?” Lassiter walked around the tree, noting the position of Rogar’s body, which looked like a broken rag doll. 

Rogar had been impaled on a broken tree branch. The fist-sized shard of wood was a gory mess protruding from his chest. His eyes and mouth were wide in horror from whatever force had thrown him into the tree and ended his life.

“No, sir, just that they were transferred to Barristal’s command.” Traven had to look away from the gruesome scene as his dinner threatened to vacate his stomach.

“Which likely will be the first Barristal would have heard of it, I’d imagine.” 

Traven handed over the sword when Lassiter held out his hand. He studied the keen blade and the dried blood coating the end of it for a moment. 

“Just as I suspected, Karlin wasn’t taken unaware,” Lassiter said. “They are flesh and blood, whoever they are. None of my men would leave their weapons in such condition, so Karlin evidently drew blood and, thinking the threat removed, sheathed his blade before being taken unawares.” He turned his attention back to Traven. “You are dismissed, but remain near the barracks, and one of my men will be around to take your full statement.”

Traven snapped a salute before hurrying off, relieved to be away. He was glad he hadn’t been foolish enough to challenge the pair who had unleashed whatever force killed Lassiter’s men.




















Chapter 15

The two of them dined at The Bronze Shield, a classy tavern near the Merchant District. Nera wolfed down her plate of roasted spiced lamb and watercress with a warm loaf of barley bread slathered in butter. She washed it down with a honeyed mead.

“Not bad,” Malek allowed after a few bites of food and a long sip of his wine.

“Ahh… Being stuck through the guts tends to give you an appetite.” Nera pushed her empty plate away and wiped her mouth on a thick cloth napkin, which was a rarity at most of the taverns she had frequented.

The two of them sat in a secluded booth at the rear of the room. A few merchant-class patrons sat in the common room, tending to their meals and drinks, but for the most part, the place was quiet for late morning. The barkeep whistled a tune as he exchanged ale casks behind the bar.

“Well, my green friend… you were about to tell me what in the name of Balor’s balls is going on. I know a bit about magic, growing up in Nexus and all, but you’re not like any kind of mage I’ve ever seen. Are you one of those wild mages or something?” 

Malek held up a finger as he finished chewing a large mouthful of food. 

“And after that, we can renegotiate my combat fee and continued employment,” Nera continued.

Malek washed his food down with some wine. “Honestly, I don’t know what I am,” he said with a sigh. “I’ve always had the sense of magic in everything around us, be it natural or crafted, but also life magic—vitality of living things, if you will. I can sense and feel it around me… Nexus, for example, just reeks of power—it permeates everything and everyone to some degree.”

“Is that how you followed me that day we met? There’s no way you could’ve spotted me in that alley or even caught up in the market so quick. I thought it was dumb luck at first.”

Malek nodded. “I tracked the familiar essence of my ring at first, but as I’ve become more accustomed to you, I’m sure I could track you by your own aura. You’ve a remarkable spark of vitality, Nera. My sense of magic is almost like seeing stars in the dark of night. And yours burns bright, indeed.”

“Is that so? I’m no mage.” She frowned as she thought of something similar she had been told long ago by an old monk.

“No, but that collar of yours gives off a powerful signature. Your own inherent magical nature is strong as well, Nera.” Malek closed his eyes. “I can sense the magic brimming through you, almost like smoke in a bottle. You might only be able to touch and use a fraction of it with your darkness and illusion spells, but whatever… ah, heritage you have makes it unique and powerful.” He opened his blue eyes and smiled at Nera.

She looked away, embarrassed. “Aye, it’s the curse of being me that you are sensing.” She watched a couple merchants get up and leave the tavern. “I can’t cast spells… It’s just an ability of mine. If I try to use them without resting in between, they won’t work.” She shrugged. “But you obviously can do more than sense magic around you. At the prison, I saw you lit up with magical power, lightning crackling around just before I lost consciousness.”

“Right. It’s not usually so dramatic, but I sort of lost control there for a moment.” Now it was his turn to look embarrassed. “Years ago, when I was a boy, a traumatizing experience happened to me, and I was able to seize hold of the power around me. Now, it’s just a matter of controlling and shaping it so it can be useful and channeled appropriately, to not be a danger to myself and those around me.”

“You’re a danger, luv, that’s for sure. I must admit, that magic of yours can be scary but useful too.” Nera rubbed her side, where the fresh scar was. Uncomfortable under Malek’s eyes, she busied herself finishing her mead.

Malek looked into his goblet and took another sip of wine. “I was training and studying the nature of magic with my master in the hopes that I could gain some understanding of it and, as a result, perhaps learn to control it better. I seemed to be making some progress, but as you could see, when lives are on the line, I tend to lose it.”

Nera stared at him thoughtfully. After a moment, she shrugged. “I’m a bit glad you did lose it, or else I would be dead for sure. Before I follow you into any more trouble, I think we need to enlist some more muscle. I know just the person—”

“I think it’s better if we keep this as quiet as possible,” Malek interrupted, suddenly nervous. “Not sure who can be trusted. After last night, they’ll definitely be looking for me—you too, most likely. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of those people would sell me up the river in a heartbeat.”

Nera’s eyes narrowed. “You really think I’d be that careless? The person I had in mind is a brother to me—he’d never sell us out. Besides, I’m farther up the great river o’ dung worse than you could ever be. Ninety-eight more years in that hellhole foundry. You don’t know what it’s like being me, coming from your high table with your fat coin purse and magic rings, your master who looks after you and teaches you what you need to know. Just imagine being confined by magic”—she tapped her collar angrily with her nails—“and not even being able to carry a weapon for self-defense, feeling the sting of the lash on a daily basis, in danger of being trampled by five-ton golems or burning to a crisp in the foundry furnace… ninety-eight more years of this shite, human. Longer than you’ll even be alive. I won’t even go into the long years I’ve spent growing up on the street, being cursed, spat at, and worse. They call my kind plane-cursed… I’m cursed all right, and don’t you forget it.” Nera slammed her fist down on the table and fought to keep the tears from coming.

Damnation, what the hell is wrong with me, getting emotional like this? Once the moment had passed, she realized she was angrier at herself for her childish outburst than she was at Malek for his insinuation that she was foolish enough to get them captured.

She couldn’t meet his eyes, instead watching her clenched fist turn lighter in color, the bronze fading to a more normal skin tone as the blood leached out. Malek placed his pale hand on top of hers and squeezed gently.

“Easy… I was wrong to question your judgement. You’re right. I have no idea what it’s like to live in your skin. I’d like to help you if I can.”

Nera was tempted to snatch her hand away but didn’t. The mage’s dark blue eyes held hers as she met his gaze. After a moment, she nodded slowly.

“Lean toward me and turn your head a bit.”

Nera glanced around the tavern, but nobody seemed to be paying them any attention. She did as he requested, and Malek swept her unruly lavender hair back behind her ear. She flushed as his fingers brushed her neck, gently wiggling the collar and testing it for slack. Cursing herself silently, she wondered what it was about the boy that got under her skin.

Mayhap it’s because he treats me fairly and doesn’t seem like he just wants to get in my breeches. He saved me last night and doesn’t treat me like I’m plane-cursed.

His hands grasped the collar, and it sparked lightly. Nera instinctively gripped the table, fearing the collar would go off, shocking both of them. She didn’t want to fall out of her seat.

Malek’s eyes closed, and he took a couple of deep, calming breaths. A glow moved from her collar and into Malek’s hand, followed by a loud click. The inert collar came free in his hands, and he plunked it down on the table.

Nera’s eyes went wide in shock as she could only stare at the thrice-damned collar that had bedeviled her for the past year. It was a thick leather band covered with rune-inscribed metal links and an elaborate locking mechanism. She was afraid to touch it, as if it were a poisonous snake that would strike her. She already felt lighter, as if an anchor had been freed from her neck.

I’m free!

“How’s that for a finder’s fee?” Malek said with a grin, his eyes shining with mirth as he watched her reaction.

“Damn me to the Abyss,” Nera breathed. Her jubilation was tempered by sudden concern that the Special Judiciary would somehow sense her collar had become deactivated and send a retrieval officer after her.

“Well, how’s that feel?” Malek drained his wine goblet and looked at her smugly.

“I don’t know if I should kiss you or beat you over the head. They’re probably gonna send one of those mad whoreson retrieval officers looking for me now.” She finished her tankard of mead and shoved her chair back. “Let’s get out of here.” She stood up, considering the collar for a moment, then snatched it up and shoved it into a pocket.

“Please don’t beat me. I haven’t had a full night’s sleep like you, and my head still hurts. Besides, they’re already looking for you after last night.”

Nera roughly grabbed his robes with both hands and pulled him toward her. He was nearly a head taller than her, but she stood on her tiptoes and glared at him, their faces inches apart. 

“Very well, I’ll spare ya the beating… this time.” She pulled his head down and kissed him firmly on the cheek. She pulled away quickly, leaving Malek gaping at her. “Come on, then. I need to get myself some daggers.” 

She couldn’t help but be pleased with herself after seeing Malek’s flushed face turn to a nervous smile before she turned and swaggered out of the tavern, the mage hurrying to keep up.




***




“Master, there’s been an… event… which you should be aware of.” Lassiter was kneeling on the flagstone floor before the high throne upon which the Lord of Nexus sat motionless. “Powerful unsanctioned magic of an unknown origin was used. I have not seen its like before.”

The hood of the Pale Lord’s inky robes was drawn up over his head, and beneath it, only darkness was visible. Long white fingers twice the length of a normal man’s digits curled around the bone arms of the throne. The Pale Lord himself often remained in a state of torpor for long days, perhaps months and years, without stirring, as far as Lassiter knew.

A magelight lamp burned cleanly on the wall. The flagstone was cool beneath Lassiter’s knee where he knelt for long moments, waiting for a response. After a time, the darkness beneath the hood was suddenly breached by a pair of yellow eyes gleaming like lanterns. The long fingers uncurled like the legs of a spider as the Pale Lord stirred.

“I have felt this power you speak of… My Warders sought out its source unsuccessfully. I have not sensed its like for many centuries.” The voice seemed to emanate from everywhere in the room, a powerful rumble. “Rise, my loyal servant, and tell me more.” A hand beckoned for Lassiter to rise.

The commander stood smoothly. “Last night, my lord, there was an attempt to breach the prison by a pair of impostors dressed as members of the Watch.” He went on to relate everything he knew of the event.

The Pale Lord’s eyes winked out, and Lassiter waited uneasily. Long moments passed, and just as he was about to speak up again, the eyes reopened.

“There is a corruptor who yet lives,” the Pale Lord said. “I had thought their line ended many generations ago. You must find and eliminate this one—do not hesitate to destroy them. Beware, for they can steal your magic and turn it back against you. I will not allow a corruptor loose in my city. Go forth and carry out my bidding.”

“Yes, my lord.” Lassiter left the throne room of the Lord of Nexus, glad to be out of his presence. He might have been mistaken, but there seemed to be something in the tone of his master’s voice he had never heard before—unease. And that made Lassiter very nervous indeed.




















Chapter 16

“Oi, greenie! What in the name of Balor’s brass balls are you lookin’ at?”

Malek was roused from his reverie by a thug glaring at him from the next table. A burly human with a vertical scar down his cheek and shaved pate was leaning against the wall with a tankard perched on his lap. Across from him sat a dirty-looking dwarf with a bushy beard, missing teeth, and a large dent in his forehead. The dwarf’s smile was devoid of any humor, and a malicious glint filled his eyes.

“Nothing, friend. Was just lost in thought, that’s all.” He sighed. Merciful Sage… Nera sure knows how to pick these places. The Wet Warrior was the sleaziest tavern he’d frequented yet in Nexus. The wine was cheap and bitter. Whatever was burning in the kitchen had stolen any appetite he might have had. It smelled like rotten fish and onions tossed with dung.

“I don’t like the way ye’re lookin’,” the thug growled. “Why don’t you buy me friend and I here another round, and we might let it slide, eh?”

Not today. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with these louts. “Let me think about it.”

“Yeah, you do that. Don’t think too long—we’re almost dry here, right, Baldo?”

The dwarf grinned again and raised his tankard in a toast.

Malek closed his eyes, concentrating on the energy he had retained from when he had disabled Nera’s collar. He slowly released it, channeling heat into the metal tankards of the two thugs. Opening his eyes, he saw them frowning at him, wondering what he was up to, most likely. Malek allowed more energy to flow into the tankards, and they suddenly turned red hot.

Baldo noticed first, snatching his hand away with a grunt of pain. His eyes went wide as the ale boiled out of the top and sizzled as it hit the table. The scarred thug reacted a second later, letting out an unmanly screech of pain, swatting the tankard from his lap and leaping from his chair. The tankard hit the floor, splashing boiling ale all over. A big warrior from the next table cursed as his cloak was splattered. Conversation ceased, and a heavy silence fell as heads turned to watch the confrontation.

Malek waited for their reaction. He had a little bit of power remaining if he needed it.

“We didn’t mean any offense, master mage,” Baldo said, eyes wide. “We be leavin’ now—don’t magic us. C’mon, Gill.” He started backing away.

Gill glared at Malek, and his hands balled into fists. “You think some simple parlor tricks are gonna scare me, greenie?” he snarled. “I’m gonna beat yer face in—”

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough to drink, mate?” A hand clamped down on Gill’s shoulder. A lean man with a burn-scarred face stood behind him, his piercing green eyes hard. 

A huge orc bouncer glared at Gill from behind the scarred man.

Gill whirled around but blanched when he saw the duo confronting him. He looked around to find Baldo, but the dwarf had wisely disappeared. “Aye, methinks I’ll head home,” he grumbled, casting a glare at Malek before heading for the door. The bouncer lumbered after him, ensuring he left.

“You seem to have a knack for trouble, I see.” The scarred man pulled up a chair and sat across from Malek. He set a tankard of ale on the table and regarded the mage with amusement.

Malek stared right back. The man was actually a half-elf. He wore a dark-green bandana covering his head and a brown tunic. His face was red and swollen from healing burns, and the tip of his nose looked to have been cut off.

“Trouble tends to find me… recently, at least,” Malek replied. “Thanks for your intervention.”

“Don’t mention it. Looked like you had the matter well in hand, anyway. Nice trick with the tankards.”

“You saw the whole thing?”

“Aye, I was observing you from the bar. The name’s Arron. Nera sent me—she wanted me to keep an eye on you until she got back.”

“Much appreciated.” Malek introduced himself and shook the half-elf’s hand. “Where is our mutual friend? She sure knows how to pick the classy establishments.”

Arron chuckled. “She went to get some things from the guild hall and set us up with a safe house for a few days. She’ll be around a bit later. Sounds like the two of you had quite the adventure last night.”

“That’s a bit of an understatement. I wasn’t planning on this trip to Nexus turning into a lengthy adventure, but that’s the way it seems to be ending up.”

“It’s always an adventure where Nexus is concerned.” Arron took a gulp of ale and made a sour face. “This really is some piss-poor ale. Why don’t we find a classier tavern? You ever been to the Zombie?”

“I have, but I thought it might be a bad idea to go back. Nera and I got in a scrape with some cutthroats that were frequenting the place the first night I was in the city.”

Arron’s eyebrows went up, and his eyes twinkled. “Oh, she didn’t mention that. You really do have a knack for trouble. I’d love to hear about it on the way.”

Malek got to his feet, relieved to be leaving the Wet Warrior. He didn’t bother to finish the bitter swill being passed off as wine.

Arron clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry, friend. We’ll be fine. I never get in trouble like Nera always does. What could go wrong?” he asked with a grin.

Malek felt a strange sense of déjà vu.




***




“Well, if it isn’t my favorite fiendling,” boomed the corpulent man seated upon the dais. “I’m afraid I was away on guild business and missed your last visit. How is our friend Arron?” He rose, leaning heavily on an ornamented cane. The guildmaster had grown old and fat, but his eyes were sharp and cunning and his greed legendary.

“He’s much better after being tended to properly.” Nera strode through the main guild room as if she owned the place. “I like what you’ve done with the place, Rollo. Absolutely nothing, from the looks of things.”

The dimly lit hall reeked of tobacco smoke, civet, and other more exotic elements, which overpowered the smell of roasting meat and onions. The usual assortment of thugs and scofflaws lounged around drinking, smoking, and gambling. Some fenced stolen goods while others chatted idly.

Nera briefly wondered how such a life had once appealed to her. Countless hours she had wasted away doing the same exact thing as the others were doing. On to bigger and better things now, or so I hope.

She had placed the powerless collar back around her neck to avoid unnecessary attention and found it gave her a newfound confidence she hadn’t felt since being arrested. It also was a sobering reminder of what a life of thievery could lead to.

“Aw, you wound me deeply, lass,” Rollo replied. “Times have been tough, especially without your sharp tongue around to liven the mood.” The old man languidly roved his eyes over her from foot to head.

Nera’s skin crawled, and she suspected he had something in mind other than her tongue. Years back, when Rollo had been younger and newly risen to guildmaster, he attempted to take advantage of her when she was a new recruit to the guild. That had been about thirty or so years before, a brief enough period for a half-breed like her with an extended lifespan but much longer for a short-lived human. She could still feel his slimy tongue on her cheek and the reek of onions and ale on his breath as he held her down on her pallet, a rough hand clamped over her mouth. Thank Sabyl that Arron walked in when he did and broke it up.

“That so?” She thrust the memory to the back of her mind and stood with hands on hips. “Well, I’ve been working off a ninety-nine-year sentence, in case you’ve forgotten. Where is that whoreson Jarl? I’ve got a score to settle with him if he shows his ugly mug around here.” Her eyes probed the shadows at the edges of the hall but didn’t see the rogue anywhere, unsurprisingly.

She spotted Zita, Rollo’s lieutenant and a friend of hers. The half-orc waved at her from a low table where she was playing tiles.

Rollo shrugged. “He’s round and about somewhere, off plane most likely. What brings you back? Up for another score?”

Nera shook her head. “Nay, thieving is off the table now.” She tapped her nails on the metal links of her collar. “I’m doing some private contract work for a bit.”

“Well, let me welcome you back to the fold.” The old master thief clasped Nera on both shoulders, leaned in, and gave her a sloppy kiss on the cheek. 

She had to restrain the reflex to wipe her cheek off on her sleeve. 

“You look well, darlin’. Hale and beautiful. I hope they are treating you right at the foundry.” He ran his fingers down one of her horns, flicking the silver hoop that hung from the tip.

Nera stepped away, uncomfortable once again at the old man’s proximity and attention. “Stuff it up your arse, Rollo. I’ve come to cash in on some of the favors owed Arron and me.”

“Oh, of course, lass. Come have a seat, and we can have a chat.” Rollo turned to a young boy and hollered at him to bring them some food and drink. 

Then, Rollo hobbled over to a table near the dais. Nera warily slid in the bench across from him. Zita joined them a moment later, giving Nera a quick squeeze on the shoulder as she sat beside her.

“Arron is doing better, I hope?” Zita asked. “When we heard about his accident, we feared the worst. The gods blessed him by having you nearby to look out for him.” The half-orc was burly and fearsome looking, with the sides of her head shaved and tattoos covering her muscled arms, but she had an easygoing personality that belied her looks. Nera liked her. She felt guilty at not having dropped in to at least visit her friend since being sentenced.

“Aye, we never stop looking out for each other.” She flicked a glance at Rollo, but the old man didn’t react. “Arron’s just about fully recovered. I stopped by the temple on the way over here and told him I needed his assistance. I think he was enjoying getting daily rubdowns by the young acolytes there.” Nera rolled her eyes, and Zita laughed. Rollo smiled but just listened quietly.

“You keep safe there, Nera,” Zita murmured. “The foundry is a dangerous place. Lives are as cheap there as in the slums, perhaps more so.”

Nera nodded, and before she could reply, the boy arrived, carrying three tankards of dark ale and a block laden with smoked sausage, a loaf of bread, and a wheel of cheese. Rollo dove in, greedily grabbing up a sausage before the boy could even set the food down on the table. Even though Nera had eaten well earlier that day, she nibbled on a slice of cheese and a link of sausage while sipping some ale. A life on the streets had taught her to eat up when she could, for she might not get another meal for days.

“All right, lass, so what is it you’re needin’ from us?” Rollo squinted at her over the top of his tankard.

“First of all, I need my equipment returned to me—daggers, knives, tools. All of it. I’ll need Arron’s armor, sword, and bow as well.”

“Have you gone mad? Won’t they add on to your sentences if they catch you two with weapons?” Zita stared at her, eyes wide. “Besides, I thought those collars zapped you or something if you even touched a weapon.”

Nera winked at her, aware of Rollo’s penetrating gaze. “Let’s just say we’ve earned some leeway for good behavior.”

“I highly doubt their hearts softened after Arron nearly got burned to a crisp,” Rollo said sarcastically. “There are likely dozens more to take his place.”

“A girl has her charms, old man.” She batted her eyes at Rollo. “Are ya gonna give me our gear, or am I gonna have to go find it myself?”

The guildmaster snorted and popped another sausage in his mouth. “Go speak to Kater. He’s got your stuff safe and sound in the vault. But that’s not all you’re here looking for, is it?”

“Aye, right you are. I’m gonna need to use one of the safe houses for a few days, maybe a week.”

Rollo just stared at her with raised eyebrows.

“I got into a spot of trouble with the Watch last night…”

The guildmaster held up his hands. “I don’t want to know. You’ve been a princess, keeping your mouth shut since your arrest, so I figure we owe you for that. Zita, will you get her sorted?”

The half-orc nodded. “I know just the place.”

“Whatever you’re up to, I trust you know what you’re doing. I’d hate to see your pretty head roll across the cobblestones of Executioner’s Square if you get caught.”

“Aye, I’d hate to see that even more,” Nera said grimly. I wish I did know what in the Abyss I’m doing.




















Chapter 17

Waresh wiped the ale foam from his beard and stood up from his seat at the bar. The room tilted and spun pleasantly, and his head felt stuffed with wool. He waved farewell to the barkeep and walked outside. The chill air served to clear his head a bit as he started out in the direction of the inn he was staying at.

Although his coin purse was empty, the ale had the intended effect. It had helped him forget, for a few hours, how earlier that day, he had killed a woman who was only protecting her son. Unfortunately, as his steps took him toward home and the effects of the ale wore off, the memories came clawing back.

She should’ve gotten out o’ the damn way and not interfered, he tried telling himself. Everything would’ve turned out fine then. Despite trying to convince himself his actions were justified, his conscience told a different story.

An old woman with a filleting knife—surely I could have disarmed her with barely a second thought? That family was poor as dirt, and the lad was merely trying to put food in their bellies.

The family was clearly impoverished, as evidenced by the tiny hovel they shared in the slums, yet their home was clean and cheerful, with a woman’s touch obvious. The young father and husband had been working as a laborer with a caravan importing fruits and vegetables from off plane when a sharp-eyed bureaucrat had spotted the undeclared food and issued a summons to appear before the magistrate. Foolishly, the man had neglected to do so, leading to a retrieval order being issued.

Now a family is broken up and an old woman dead over some damned vegetables.

When Waresh had kicked the flimsy door open, the family watched in shock as he stepped into their home, Heartsbane in hand. The wicked axe and his rough appearance probably caused them to think he was a robber. He introduced himself as a retrieval officer enforcing the edicts of the city. Everyone remained calm until he forcibly dragged the unresisting man from his chair at the dinner table. The man’s wife and two young children cried out in shock, but the man told them everything was going to be okay.

But then the old woman picked up the filleting knife and attacked Waresh.

He reacted by planting Heartsbane in her chest. The frail old woman crumpled instantly at his feet. A lengthy moment of shocked silence stretched uncomfortably before the family broke down into horrified screams and weeping.

“The old woman was deaf, you monster! May Shaol drag your black soul to the Abyss!” the young mother yelled at him.

Aye, I reckon I deserve such a fate, he later thought. Now this family has lost their husband and father along with their grandmother. Although the Special Judiciary was infamously known for its lack of compassion, Waresh hoped an exception could be made in that case. He asked Edmond to be lenient, but the clerk had ignored him, as they tended to do.

Monster… Perhaps that term is as suitable as any.

Waresh reached back and grasped the haft of Heartsbane upon his back, and the troublesome thoughts quickly faded. He found himself wishing someone would attack him so he could take out his anger and frustration, drowning them in blood.

A commotion ahead drew his attention, and he released the haft of the axe. Thoughts of violence disappeared when he realized a crowd had formed just ahead in the Magelight Market. Curiosity, along with the need to focus on something other than his tormented thoughts, made him push his way through the crowd, which had formed a semicircle. In the open square in front of them, the air shimmered and distorted before solidifying into the black void of a portal, limned in a magical purple light.

“What in the Abyss is happening?” a man asked fearfully nearby.

“The city should isolate that portal,” another voice added. “Why is it not so?”

Waresh frowned. Indeed, the city of Nexus always reoriented itself to prevent rogue portals from opening throughout the city, yet there one stood. He could not remember that ever having happened before.

“Where does it lead?” asked a young woman standing beside Waresh.

“The gods only know,” he replied. “If it’s somewhere dangerous, ye don’t want to be standing here, I can tell ye that.”

“He’s right. Everyone back up!” another man called.

No sooner had the man shouted the warning than the black void distorted for a brief instant and resolved itself into a monstrous tentacle. The black appendage, as thick as an ale keg at its widest point and nearly ten paces long, shot through the portal and flopped heavily on the ground. The crowd gasped, and screams rang out as people tripped over each other in their desperate attempt to escape.

The tentacle lashed around, seemingly at random, knocking a few people off their feet, and then surged toward Waresh. He stumbled backward with a curse, unslinging Heartsbane from his back. His elbow connected with a young boy, knocking him to the ground. The woman beside him screamed, and the tentacle wrapped around her like some great serpent. It yanked her off her feet and dragged her toward the yawning portal.

At once, Waresh sobered up at the woman’s shrill wails of terror. He dashed forward and swung Heartsbane in a mighty, two-handed overhead swing, as a lumberjack might use to split a log. The enchanted axe cleaved through the rubbery tentacle with ease. Green ichor spewed from the severed appendage as it flopped around on the ground, the rest of it disappearing back through the portal. The woman’s screams faded as the severed tentacle loosened and she squirmed free, slipping on the mess of slimy fluid covering the cobblestones.

Waresh pulled her to her feet and sent her on her way. The crowd had disappeared, people screaming for the Watch in the distance. Only a couple curious onlookers remained, albeit at a great distance. He spotted the boy he had knocked down sitting on the ground, stunned from the blow to his head.

“Get outta here, lad! It’s not safe.” Waresh reached to assist the boy to his feet when something powerful slammed him from behind, lifting him off his feet and launching him into the canvas side of a food stall five paces away. He tore through the fabric and tumbled to the ground amongst baskets of fruits and vegetables. Rolling over, he saw a horror pushing through the portal.

Half a dozen tentacles lashed around the square, including the shortened one Waresh had severed. A huge beast that appeared to be all tooth-lined maw and tentacles was trying to squeeze its bulk through the portal.

The boy screamed as he watched the monster, too afraid to move.

“Reiktir’s bloody beard! What the hell are ye, ye ugly bastard?” Waresh regained his feet and charged forward, determined not to let the boy get eaten. 

Waresh knew he should be terrified though Heartsbane was blocking out those thoughts. He just wanted to destroy the creature and satisfy the axe’s thirst for blood. With the last effort of his free will, he seized the boy by the back of his tunic and dragged him away to safety by the stalls. 

“Run, now!” he bellowed in the kid’s face. 

That seemed to break the boy from his terror, for he got to his feet and swiftly fled across the Magelight Market.

Then, all that remained was the desire to inflict violence on the horror coming through the portal. Heartsbane reverberated in his head with the pounding rhythm of a dwarven war drum.

One tentacle flailed wide and knocked over a lamppost. Whatever magic powered the magelights was released into the air, spouting up in a plume of blue fire like a fountain.

A tentacle lashed at Waresh, forcing him to duck. He swung his axe and took a chunk out of the black appendage. With a roar, he charged.

Another tentacle shot out straight at him. He chopped it apart with a mighty hack, but the stump continued on, smashing him in the chest and chin. His teeth clacked together as his head was thrown back. Lights flared in his vision before he found himself lying on his backside several paces away, coated in the beast’s foul green ichor.

Waresh spat out a tooth, trying to wipe the fluid from his face on his sleeve. The cloth came away with a mix of blood and ichor. Cursing at length, he picked himself up from the ground once again. His head and jaw ached, but luckily he was wearing his chain-mail shirt and padded gambeson, which had prevented any more severe damage. He popped his neck by stretching it side to side and rolled his shoulders to loosen them up.

The monster had shoved what he guessed were its head and shoulders, for lack of a better description, through the portal. It was at least three dwarves high at the spine-covered crown of its head. Waresh upped his estimate to four as it grunted and surged forward again like some great slug, rising even higher. Teeth as long as Waresh’s forearms lined its mouth, which could’ve swallowed him whole. It had pale green orbs as large as shields for eyes. Its tentacles thrashed and tore cobblestones from the ground as it dragged itself forward.

Somewhere deep inside, Waresh realized he had almost no chance against the monster. This is not my fight. But Heartsbane wouldn’t allow him to stop, quickly smothering his qualms. He had to feed the axe to quench its thirst.

Just as he was about to charge again, he heard the twang of crossbows. Half a dozen bolts appeared in the creature’s rubbery hide, peppering its face and neck.

A squad of the Watch stood at the edge of the square, hurriedly reloading their crossbows, faces pale in horror and obviously in no rush to engage the beast with melee weapons. They tumbled backward in a hurried retreat as the beast roared and lashed its tentacles in their direction.

Sodding cowards. Waresh gave a battle cry and charged forward again. Within a couple strides, the portal flickered and suddenly phased out with a loud whump. The creature suddenly pitched forward, and Waresh just dodged out of the way to avoid being devoured.

The beast’s face slammed into the street, green ichor spraying everywhere in gooey sheets. It took Waresh a moment to realize the beast had been severed in half by the closing portal. Tentacles twitched on the ground around him. Someone cursed in astonishment from among the Watchmen, and then a half-hearted cheer went up.

Waresh slumped to the ground, drained. He set Heartsbane down and caught his breath. The taste of blood filled his mouth, and he spat to clear it. The stench of the beast’s ichor crawled up his nostrils and made him want to vomit, for it reeked like decaying swamp matter.

“Hey there, friend, are you well?” The sergeant of the Watch squad extended a hand to Waresh. “That took some big iron balls to charge that… thing, whatever in the Abyss it was.” When Waresh accepted the man’s hand, the sergeant pulled him to his feet. 

“Aye, it’s lucky that portal closed when it did. Any idea why the portal opened up right here?”

The sergeant shook his head. “Nay, can’t say I have the faintest idea. I’ll be reporting this up the chain, for sure. Rumors are floating around that something ain’t right about the Machine though, and after this I’m inclined to believe them.”

Waresh grunted in agreement and retrieved Heartsbane. He bade the sergeant good evening and trudged away, eager to wash himself off and find his bed. Peering into his coin purse, he was disappointed at the reminder of his lack of funds.

“Reiktir’s beard, but I could use some more ale. What a damned shite day… Sure hope my luck changes tomorrow. A nice lucrative mark would be nice…”




















Chapter 18

Malek and Arron sat at a table against a wall inside the Zombie. The inn was packed, and the smells from the kitchen were much more appealing than those from the Wet Warrior. The two had polished off a tasty meal of smoked pork with carrots and leeks, a loaf of black bread, and a wedge of sharp white cheese. They were into their second round of wine and ale, respectively.

Two aging warriors were bragging loudly at the bar of their past heroic deeds and monumental conquests. Malek listened idly for a time as they awaited Nera’s arrival.

“A mind-bender lass, ya say? Hah, I bet they can do some tricks with their bodies.”

“Aye, you wouldn’t believe it, Jacor. The shapes she could twist herself into…”

The two were silent for a moment, reliving their glory days. Jacor took a long swallow of ale and then spoke up again.

“You ever seen a Warder, Harron?”

Harron shook his head. The room grew quieter as heads turned to listen to the next tale.

“Well, be glad you haven’t. Must’ve been thirty years past, now… Me crew was coming back from off plane, and we stepped right into the thick of a battle out on the Ashen Planes. Two nasties from the outer planes—I reckon the Abyss and Anhur knows where else—were mixing it up, just whaling on each other and firing off magic all around. We thought that we might get pulled into the fight and have to unleash some punishment on those unholy bastards ourselves when all of a sudden a pair of Warders appeared. One of them raised its hand and roared at them to stop fighting… Only, the creature couldn’t have spoke, for its mouth was covered.”

“How can that be?”

“Well, it’s said the Pale Lord himself speaks and acts through these Warders, like they’re his puppets or something.” Jacor’s voice dropped a notch at the mention of the name of Nexus’s ruler.

Malek looked around and saw the whole bar was listening. He thought back to the freakish giant that had appeared after he had unleashed his magic inside the prison.

“Anyway, the voice booms out as cold as anything you’ve heard, like straight from the grave, I reckon. The beasts stopped to regard the Warders then turned on them.” The old warrior took a pull on his ale and wiped the foam off on his sleeve. He shook his head and chuckled nervously. “Worst mistake they ever made. Those Warders just stood still as statues as the claws and teeth shredded their skin. I saw chunks of flesh torn off but no blood. In frustration, these creatures hit them with magical attacks—flames and cold—but the Warders didn’t budge. After withstanding the assaults, each just raised a hand at the beasts, coordinated at the same time as if someone was pulling strings, and blasted them into oblivion. Some kind of dark magic that turned them to ash. Just like that.” Jacor snapped his fingers loudly. “That’s why the stories are true—you never want to upset the Lord of Nexus, or he’ll send his Warders to unmake you.”

The two conversed in quieter tones, and Malek turned back to his companion. Arron was lounging with his chair tilted back against the wall, a thin smile on his face.

“You ever seen one of these Warders?” he asked the half-elf.

“Can’t say I have. The thing is, once a person sees one, that’s the last thing they see. I tend to disregard such tales as mere fancy. Clearly the ale talking.” He dismissed the pair of old adventurers with a wave.

“What are these Warders?” Malek held his tongue from speaking further, deciding not to mention the creature he had seen in the prison.

“They’re the Pale Lord’s agents. When a situation gets so out of hand that the Nexus Watch and Magehunters can’t handle it, then the Warders appear. Stories have it they are monsters constructed of body parts bonded with iron and given life—like a golem built of flesh and infused with the Pale Lord’s own magic. It is said they can resist any blow from a sword or axe or any spell. The laws of Nexus need to be enforced, even for the outer-planar creatures of great power who could destroy companies of guardsmen singlehandedly, and so powerful enforcers are called for.”

“I suppose it’s best we don’t come across any, then.”

Arron laughed. “Mate, if you even come close to having one of those things come after you, I’ll be so far gone you won’t even see my heels. I expect Nera would do the same—she’s no fool.”

Malek decided it wise to not mention the Warder he had seen. The two of them were silent for a time. A minstrel began playing a popular ballad from his seat on the hearth, and a group of carousers began stomping their feet along with the tune. Malek found himself tapping his hand on the table to the catchy song. He idly wondered what Nera was up to.

“Ain’t that the green bastard that got Ames killed?” The loud voice cut through Malek’s reverie and the minstrel’s song. He turned to find the speaker, a grizzled man with the shoulders of a blacksmith and a nasty scar down his cheek, standing a few feet away and glaring at him. “Where’s that little devil whore? We don’t care if she’s protected by a guild or not. We’re gonna avenge the boss.”

Malek groaned to himself. Here we go again.

“Aye, that’s the mage, Rowen.” A burly, bald man stood behind the first thug, and Malek recognized him as one of the cutthroats that had attacked him in the alley. A group of four moved to surround their table, the half-orc from the alley fight looming behind the other men.

“Who are you callin’ a devil whore?” Arron asked, a dangerous growl in his voice. His eyes narrowed as he regarded the group of thugs. “These the arseholes that you and Nera had a scrap with?”

“Yes, and they’ve brought some friends, it would appear,” Malek muttered. He wondered if he’d be able to draw enough energy to defend them without drawing attention. Not after the prison… They’ll be onto me now.

“Aye, I’m callin’ that little slut this one was with a devil whore. She killed Ames. Now where’s she at?” the bald man asked, his eyes scanning the crowd. The minstrel had stopped playing, and chairs screeched on the floor as the Zombie’s patrons moved to get away from the impending scuffle.

“Is it always this tough for greens in Nexus?” Malek asked.

Arron shoved his chair back and stood. “Depends how well you make friends, I suppose. Lucky for you I’m on your side.” Arron shot him a grin and puffed out his chest to face the thugs, who were all nearly a head or more taller and much heavier than the half-elf. “I’m not going to listen to any more slurs about my sister come outta your ugly mug anymore.” With that, Arron punched the bald man in the face, sending him reeling back into the half-orc behind him. Smith-shoulders grabbed Arron’s arm and wrestled him backward, and a third man grabbed his other arm and helped slam him across their table.

Malek jumped clear of the flailing men, only to get hit from behind. He fell forward and crumpled, just avoiding cracking his head on the table. Boots slammed into his ribs, and he rolled under the table, trying to get away from his attackers and regain his feet.

The half-orc grabbed one of his feet and hauled him out from beneath the table. Malek struggled to free himself, but the bald thug’s boot stomped him in the forehead. His head bounced off the wooden floor, and motes of light exploded across his vision. A rough hand grabbed a fistful of his robes and lifted him off the floor.

Malek’s vision refocused just in time to see a flash of silver. The half-orc yelped at a knife jutting through his wrist. Blood poured down his forearm. The thug let Malek drop and roared in anger, spinning around to face his attacker. Two more blades appeared in his chest, and the big half-orc toppled over, burying the smaller of Arron’s attackers beneath nearly three hundred pounds of muscle.

Malek scrambled away on hands and knees, trying to clear his senses and avoid the skirmish.

Arron took advantage of his freed arm and punched his remaining attacker in the throat. The man reeled back, choking. The bald thug drew a short sword. Another knife streaked across the room, and the man’s sleeve was pinned to the wall. He grunted in surprise as his sword arm was immobilized. Arron elbowed him in the nose and knocked the short sword from his relaxing grip. A tankard smashed into the man’s face dropped him, his arm still pinned to the wall overhead.

“Haven’t you two oafs gotten into enough trouble for one day?” Nera stood in front of Malek, feet planted at shoulder width. “Thought you were gonna wait for me at the Wet Warrior?” Her rust-colored eyes burned like stoked embers, and her lips curled into a dangerous half-smile. She had her cloak thrown back, revealing two braces of throwing knives around her thighs. Her hands rested on the hilts of two daggers hanging from her belt. She looked dangerous and beautiful, in an exotic way.

“Trouble? Why, Sis, we had these louts right where we wanted them. Couldn’t stand the barely disguised piss they were serving for ale at the Warrior. The company there wasn’t much better.” Arron frowned at his broken tankard of ale on the floor. “Pity I didn’t get to finish my drink, though.”

Malek tried to regain his feet, fighting off his dizziness. Nera grasped his arm, her lean body coiled like a whip as she heaved him to his feet. He staggered back, and Arron caught him. The half-elf grinned, blood running from his mouth and his shortened nose, now bent at an awkward angle.

“First barroom brawl, mate?” he asked with a bit too much enthusiasm.

“Uh, yeah. Shouldn’t we…”

“Be gone from here?” Nera finished. “Aye, off we go. I found a safe house for us.”

The brawl had spread throughout the common room. The two storytelling warriors yelled taunts and battle cries at their opponents. The pair stood back to back, dishing out punishment to any foolish enough to take them on. Malek could only shake his head at the gleam in their eyes and the smiles on their faces.

Reliving their glory years, indeed.

Arron shouldered a couple of wrestling men out of their way as he made a path. The Zombie’s bouncer grabbed two drunken louts and cracked their heads together. Throughout the tavern, cries and grunts and the sounds of breaking glass rang out. Nera swiftly recovered her throwing daggers, wiping them clean with practiced swipes on her victims’ clothes.

“Weren’t those your friends from the alley the other night?” Nera frowned down at the dead half-orc and the unconscious bald thug.

“Yeah, and they brought company with them this time,” Malek said. “They were disappointed you weren’t here earlier.”

Nera chuckled. “Oh, they’re lucky I wasn’t. It would have gone even worse for them had I been here earlier and not looking for you two fools over at the Wet Warrior.” She gave Malek a gentle push in the back. “After you, mageling. I’ll cover your arse. We’re even again since you brought me to the temple and fixed me up. Damn fools. I save your arses and can’t even quench my thirst with an ale after all this.”

They made for the door. Malek spotted a half-full tankard of ale on the bar, miraculously still intact. He snatched the tankard and passed it to Nera.

“Your reward, milady.” He smiled at the rogue.

Nera raised an eyebrow appraisingly. She peered into the tankard and, apparently satisfied with its contents, quickly drained it.

“Hmph. Not such a fool, after all. Keep the clink and the ale coming, and we might get to be good friends.” Nera winked at him and hooked his arm with hers, propelling him out into the street.

“Exhilarating, right mate?” Arron was grinning at the two of them, oblivious to the blood and bruises on his face. “Nothing like a good bar brawl to clear the head and put a little spring in your step.”

These two enjoy this kind of ruckus. What in the Abyss have I gotten myself into?




















Chapter 19

The safe house Nera took them to turned out to be a nondescript but well-appointed flat in the Market District, located above a spice merchant’s store. Malek and Arron waited at the base of the stairs while Nera crept up to the door and placed her ear against it. After a moment, she waved them up. She unlocked the door, and Arron darted inside as if expecting trouble. Fortunately, none came.

Arron struck a spark with his flint and steel to light a candle. Nera quickly pulled the curtains shut over the front window, which looked onto the street. She peered through the gap for a time as if expecting them to have been followed. Malek flopped down onto a low sofa, weary from the long day.

Arron crouched down in front of Malek. “Malek, could you do the honors?” He gestured at the collar still encircling his neck. “I’d be a lot more helpful if I could wield a sword and bow again.”

“Sure, it’s the least I can do for helping me out of those scrapes tonight. Just a moment…” Malek closed his eyes and concentrated. With his inner sight, he noted Arron’s vitality, a powerful golden glow. A harsh, red illumination wound around his neck like a scar, and Malek focused on that, gently tugging on the magical energy until it stubbornly parted from the cold iron band. Warmth flooded into Malek as the power passed into him. Hearing the clank of the collar releasing, he opened his eyes. 

Arron held the band in his hands, looking speechless. “I thought I’d never be rid of that damned thing. Thank you, mate.” He grinned fiercely and clapped Malek on the back so hard he thought his teeth would come loose.

“Makes you an outlaw too, Arron,” Nera spoke up. She leaned against the wall with arms crossed, observing the exchange with interest. “They won’t stop looking for us now. We’ll have to find somewhere to go off plane.”

“Aw, don’t spoil it for me, Sister.” Arron charged across the room and picked Nera up by the waist. He swung her around, yelling in glee, Nera protesting all the while. After a couple twirls, he set her back down. “This calls for a celebration! Did you get my weapons, Nera?”

“Aye, they’re right here.” She walked to a sturdy oaken table and unfolded a bundle wrapped in a cloak. Inside was a short sword in a scabbard and a yew bow with a quiver of arrows. A suit of leather armor was stacked on the chair. “Malek, I brought your pack from my house as well.”

“All right, this really calls for a celebration!” Arron shouted. “I’m off to get a cask of ale if you all are up for that?”

“Didn’t you do enough celebrating at the Zombie tonight?” Nera sighed when Arron shook his head. “Well, I suppose my throat is a bit dry after that excitement. Why don’t you bring some food back with it, you oaf? I didn’t get a chance to eat like the two of you.”

“Right. I’m off then.” Arron buckled his sword to his waist and headed for the door.

“Put that collar back on in case someone recognizes you. And don’t go celebratin’ with any of those whores you’re so fond of,” Nera said. “We have to lay low—”

“Aye, I know. Don’t worry your pretty little horned head.” Arron tousled her hair and slipped out the door before she could slap his hand away.

Nera looked embarrassed when she saw Malek had been watching the two of them in amusement. “What’re you looking at, mageling?”

Malek grinned. “Just watching the two of you. Didn’t realize he actually was your brother.”

“Adopted brother. Two half-breeds growing up on the streets of Nexus—he started looking out for me when we were wee ones. We ended up joining the guild and have been watching each other’s backs ever since.”

“He seems like a good man to have looking out for you.”

“Aye, the best. If anything were to happen to him, I don’t know what I’d do. I was so worried when he got burned in the foundry…” Nera was silent for a moment and then wiped away a tear. “Don’t you go saying anything to him about it, you hear?”

“My lips are sealed,” Malek assured her with a grin.

Nera squinted at him as if unsure of his sincerity. She snorted and shook her head. The rogue unstrapped her braces of throwing knives and laid them on the table before removing the pair of long daggers buckled around her slim waist. From the sheaths she drew the paired daggers, both of which were imbued with magic. The first held a strong enchantment—it was a slender, slightly curved blade, finely crafted with an inscription along the base of the blade. The second was of plainer craftsmanship, thicker bladed with a minor enchantment.

Malek walked over and studied the daggers as Nera worried at the blade of the curved one with a rag. The inscription looked to be in Elvish but was a dialect he didn’t quite recognize.

“What does that inscription read?” he asked.

Nera looked at him sideways. “Thought you were the enlightened mage. It says ‘Kazelzal,’ which translates to something akin to ‘Lightslicer.’”

“And that one?” Malek nodded at the plain one.

“Temporary… until I find a worthy companion for Lightslicer.”

“Impressive. Where did you learn to read?”

Nera looked at him askance. “What, you think just because I grew up penniless on the streets that I’m ignorant as well?”

Malek stammered a quick apology, but she grinned, and he realized she was jesting.

“I was a curious little shite growing up and was hungry for knowledge. When Arron and I joined the Night Wraiths, there was an old man there, well educated, the type who would be at home working as a scribe or some such job. His name was Kulder, and his nose was always in some book. Curious as I was, I pestered him, asking what he was doing around the guild. He seemed amused at being challenged by an urchin, but he was truthful, and I respected him for it. Come to find out, he was a former banker, a numbers man who had made the bank’s numbers a lot lower while his own purse ballooned. Well, the bank found out and obviously wasn’t too happy, so they put out a contract on him—”

“An assassin?”

“Aye. Kulder found himself in the position of needing to disappear in a hurry. Rollo, our guild boss, made him an offer that was hard to turn down. He took over managing the money, with Rollo’s constant double-checking of course, and the guild’s finances improved after that. He taught me letters in his spare time. Arron sat in on some of the lessons, but he quickly grew bored and found other things to occupy himself with. To me, it was a means to better myself—a way to climb above the very low expectations anybody had of me as a plane-cursed orphan. After a couple years, the old man’s heart gave out, and he passed on, but I’d picked up the basics and taught myself the rest. Of course, I’ve got nothing on you high-and-mighty educated mages.” Her voice took on a pompous air. “But I know enough to be dangerous, I suppose.”

“To yourself or others?”

“Hah! Both, I reckon.” Nera laughed.

Malek chuckled, thinking the rogue had a nice laugh. “Intelligent and resourceful. I think my retainer is money well spent.”

“You better believe it, mageling.” Nera puffed up a bit at the compliment. “Although, as to your original question about the Elvish—the old monk who gave it to me translated the name. I’ve been lucky to pick up reading Common. Elvish is beyond me.”

Malek nodded but didn’t reply. Since Nera seemed in the mood for sharing about her past, he asked the question that had been on his mind for some time. “What happened to the two of you to warrant the collars and sentences in the foundry?”

Nera flopped down on the sofa and studied him. “That’s a long tale with an unfortunate ending.”

“I gathered as much,” Malek replied with a smile, sitting down beside her.

Nera snorted and punched him on the thigh. “Lucky for you, I’m over it now. You ever heard of a containment gem?”

Malek ran a hand through his hair as he thought for a moment. “Isn’t that a gem that can store spells?”

“Aye, more or less. They store mana, which spellcasters can use to refresh their reserve or some such thing… You should know more about it than me.”

“My magic doesn’t work the same way, but I think you have the right of it.”

“These items are very valuable among the wizardly types. You know, the ones who can be more ruthless and power hungry than an orcish war chief. One day, word comes down in the guild that a shipment of these gems is being smuggled into Nexus. Rollo, that sleazy bastard—he’s got some bone to pick with one of the trading companies, so he decides that we should intercept this shipment and turn around and triple or quadruple the price and sell them back to the original purchaser, or if that failed, whoever wants them. Problem is, turns out the original purchaser was the chamberlain of the Lord of Nexus himself.”

“Oh… I suppose that didn’t go over very well.” Malek tried to ignore Nera’s warm thigh inadvertently touching his.

“Nay, that it didn’t. Needless to say, Arron and I, along with that little piss stain Jarl and his crony, Yeltin, found ourselves surrounded by a group of Magehunters trying to arrest us at the supposed meeting with the buyer. That was about the worst thing that could’ve happened, so we tried to flee. That whoreson Jarl set off some kind of smoke bomb, releasing choking gas in the warehouse. Arron and I were trapped inside with a squad of Magehunters, some of whom evidently died from the gas. Arron was nearest the exit and could’ve made it out, but he came back to help me. We managed to stumble out of there, coughing and choking, lungs afire, only to find a second squad just showing up to arrest us. Jarl and Yeltin got away with the gems, and Arron and I got arrested and took the fall: theft, trafficking in illicit magic items, resisting arrest, causing the death of Special Judiciary officials… There were probably a few more charges, but I forgot. All this handed down at the behest of a very pissed-off chamberlain.”

“Who used his influence to impose the harsh sentences.”

“Aye, that he did.” Nera stared off into space, lost in her memory.

“What happened to Jarl and his crony?”

“According to Rollo, they slipped off plane. But I wouldn’t trust that arsehole any farther than I would a starving Canician to guard a loaded-down banquet table.” Nera’s eyes glowed like embers in her anger. “Rollo could be protecting them, for all I know. If our paths cross again, I’m gonna have me some words with them. That’s Sabyl’s own truth.”

“I thought you were over it?” Malek couldn’t resist the barb.

“I was until you brought it back up, you arse.” Despite her words, Nera couldn’t resist a sad smile. “I couldn’t of done it, luv. Ninety-eight more years.” Nera let out a breath and shook her head. “You know what, though? If I had to do it over again, I still would’ve tried to sell off those gems—we’re talking enough clink for a lifetime there. The only difference is I would have sunk a knife in each of those double-crossing bastards—right in the calves—to prevent them from fleeing and let them take the fall.” Nera cleared her throat and glanced at Malek, appearing self-conscious. “Listen to me runnin’ on at the mouth like a drunken bard. Enough about me… So what’s our next move?”

Malek leaned back, studying the exposed rafters overhead. “Well, that Magehunter said something about my master being taken to a ‘mana factory,’ but I’m not familiar with such a place.”

“That could prove to be a tad difficult to get into. Even with the key I acquired, assuming it unlocks the right door, it’s bound to be heavily guarded. But first, we have to find the cursed place.”

“Find it? You don’t know where it is? What is the purpose of such a place?”

Nera shrugged. “I’m not privy to information about that. Seems to be a closely guarded secret. I just know canisters of mana are brought to the foundry from somewhere. There’s rumor about some factory where the mana is produced. Makes sense—it’s got to come from somewhere. It’s my job—was my job—to load the mana into the furnace. Whatever magical reaction occurs inside that furnace becomes the source of the city’s power.”

As Malek speculated about the mana factory, an uneasy feeling in the back of his mind grew worse. He couldn’t help imagining some form of brutal prison-labor arrangement.

Nera abruptly changed the subject. “You ever seen plumbing before?”

“Plumbing? What’s that?”

“Oh you’re gonna love this.” She stood up and grabbed his arm, pulling him eagerly toward a back room. “I made sure to ask Zita for one of the well-equipped safe houses.”

Nera lit another candle and led him into a tiny back room dominated by a large copper bathtub. A metal spigot stuck out of the wall over the tub. Nera turned a circular handle, which caused a noisy rattle to emit from the wall. Water poured out of the spigot, and a moment later, steam rose from the tub as it filled.

Malek dipped his hand in the stream of scalding water and pulled it back with a quiet yelp. “How is it heated? Is there a hot spring it’s pumped from?”

“Magic, my friend,” Nera said mysteriously. “All those magelights throughout the city and hot water for those well-heeled nobles and merchants are powered by the foundry.” She sat on a wooden stool and began unlacing her soft leather boots.

“Nexus is fascinating.” Malek rested his hands on the edge of the tub, watching as it filled past halfway, steam filling the small room.

Nera tossed her boots away and peeled off her leather jerkin, revealing a clingy undershirt that left little to the imagination. She turned away, dipping a hand in the scalding water, unaffected by the heat. Malek noticed a number of recent welts and old scars marring the bronze skin on her upper back and shoulder blades, revealed by her scant shirt.

“You planning on joining me?” Nera asked in amusement, one eyebrow cocked. “If not, then out with you. I’d like to enjoy my hot bath.” She waved her hands, shooing him away.

Realizing he was staring, Malek stammered an apology as he backed away. His heel caught the edge of the stool, and he stumbled, nearly going down, were it not for Nera snatching a handful of his robes to prevent his fall. The lean muscles in her arms corded as she kept him from falling, but Malek’s weight pulled her forward until the two of them ended up bumping against the wall.

Malek’s eyes widened at the sudden closeness of Nera pressed against him, very conscious of the fact she was wearing very little. An unnatural heat radiated off her body, and he was fully aware of her exotic beauty. Her eyes were wide as well, surprise breaking through the facade of cocky control she kept up.

“I, uh, better let you get to your bath.” Malek slid away and quickly retreated out the door. He felt embarrassed, unnerved, yet attracted to her all at the same time.

He plopped back down on the sofa and was glad when Arron returned with his cask of ale and food a short time later. Malek found he didn’t have a problem drinking the strong ale this time. Before he knew it, he was gulping down a cup.




***




Nera settled into the scalding water of the tub. She was amused at Malek’s nervousness around her, being used to that reaction due to her heritage, but a small part of her was disappointed that he had retreated. Fooling around with the mage might have been fun.

When the water reached her chin, Nera closed her eyes and relaxed, feeling the heat of the water soaking into her muscles.

Feels odd to be free of that damned collar. What will Arron and I do now? We should see Malek through to the end of his quest as long as his clink is good. The thought of helping him even if he ran out of coin briefly crossed her mind, but she pushed it away. Nay, that one could lead to trouble, messing with the Magehunters and all. Just need to get enough clink outta him to make a getaway and a fresh start off plane.

Her eyes popped back open, and she realized she had nearly nodded off. The water had cooled a bit but was still hot enough to be satisfying. She scrubbed herself, pausing when the fresh scar on her flat stomach drew her attention. She recalled the stab of pain as the Magehunter’s blade slid into her abdomen, the agony as her guts were rent apart. Everything was hazy after that, save for the feeling of her body going cold on the cobblestones as the life leached out of her. There had been a crackling like lightning and blast of wind. And Malek had been in the midst of the magical tempest, kneeling over her, concern on his kind face.

What did you do to me, mage?

Her whole body had grown warm from whatever magic he cast on her, feeling as if boiling water was poured into her wound until she must have passed out, for the next thing she remembered was waking up in the temple after that terrible dream.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, reveling in the warmth soaking into her bones. Not normally so reflective, she pushed the thoughts aside.

Whatever had happened, she’d survived another day, and that was what was important. They’d have to worry about the consequences tomorrow. She drifted off to sleep, content for the time to just be alive and free of her collar.




















Chapter 20

Idrimel and Athyzon located the City Works office at the end of a long hall within the city administration building. The door was open, so the two of them strode inside the dim, cluttered room. A candle guttered on the front desk, sending a plume of white smoke into the air. Nobody was in sight.

Bookshelves full of tomes and scrolls lined the room, extending back into the darkness. Diagrams and maps were spread out on a table behind the desk. The sound of arguing voices reached their ears from somewhere deep in the room.

“Master Flent wants the schematics for the third sublevel, you fool.”

“Nay, that’s not what he said. You only provided the first and second, and now he requires the third sublevel and every sublevel below it, which would be through the tenth!”

“Bah! How can he expect me to get him all these documents on such short notice?”

“Short notice? The request was put in two days ago! You heard about the beast that attacked the Magelight Market, didn’t you? Well, if we want to prevent things like this from happening, we need to make some repairs. And to make those repairs, the chief engineer requires those documents. So get off your lazy arse and fetch them, man! If you’ve got a problem with that, then I suggest you speak with the chamberlain.”

Idrimel winced at the curse that spewed from the other’s mouth. Athyzon stepped forward and banged his gauntleted fist down on the desk, sending a loud boom resounding through the room.

“We don’t have time to listen to these fools bicker. The sooner we are out of this place, the better,” the paladin said.

The shuffling of footsteps preceded a long-nosed, surly-looking man, who came out of the back room holding a lantern. He eyed the siblings as if they were dung tracked into his domain by the tread of a boot. His face was flushed with anger.

“What do you want? Come banging into a man’s workspace like this?” He scowled.

“We are tasked to investigate the cause behind an Abyssal portal that spawned on Ellorya three days ago,” Idrimel said calmly, in the face of the man’s ire. “This portal was unsanctioned and at an undesignated location.”

“So put your name on the list.” The man stabbed his finger at a ledger on the counter. “I’ll be with you as soon as I finish with this one.” He nodded in irritation toward an elderly dwarf who approached the front counter from the back room.

“Abyssal portal, you say?” The dwarf looked worried. “Oh dear, it’s happening all over.”

“What is?” Idrimel asked.

The dwarf sighed as he looked from Idrimel to Athyzon and back. “Flurbinger and I suspected this might happen. The Machine powering Nexus is somehow out of alignment. A portal opened in the market a couple nights ago, and some nasty creature attempted to come through. Luckily, it was prevented, and nobody was injured. But if we can’t find a way to get it fixed, the risk of random portal events increases dramatically.”

“So we could see more of these portals opening, like the Abyssal one we encountered?” Athyzon asked. He exchanged a glance with Idrimel.

The dwarf nodded. “And others closing or relocating, cutting off trade and commerce. The worst would be if the lower-planar creatures get unleashed onto the other planes, like this one you encountered.”

“By Sol, that can’t happen.” Idrimel looked at her brother and back at the dwarf. “What must be done to fix this Machine?”

“That’s the problem. We don’t have a solution right now.” The dwarf rubbed his balding head. He looked exhausted. “I’m about to bring Flurbinger the rest of the schematics so we can put our heads together, but honestly, I think it’s in the hands of the gods. They are the ones that had Nexus built—how can mere mortals hope to recreate their brilliance?” He shrugged.

“Fortunately, Sol has seen fit to send my brother and I here to aid you, Master Dwarf,” Idrimel replied with conviction. “We are here to offer our services. Merely tell us what must be done.”

“Hmph. You don’t look like engineers or wizards, but perhaps Flurbinger knows what to do with you.” Despite his words, he appeared heartened by Idrimel’s offer of assistance. He stuck out a hand. “Dontarius Boltbasher at your service.” 

Idrimel and Athyzon introduced themselves in turn.

Dontarius looked back to find the surly man watching them with a scowl. “Why are you lallygagging about, man? Get those schematics.”

The man shook his head and muttered something under his breath, but he shuffled off toward the back of the office once again.

“I wouldn’t mind stringing that churlish bastard up in front of the next one of these random portals that spawns,” the dwarf muttered under his breath. “Mayhap he’d be more cooperative then.” He turned back to the siblings. “Flurbinger may wish to speak with you. I’ll let him know you offered your aid. I daresay he’s in one of his moods today, so it may be best if you find a place to stay, and we’ll get a message to you.”

“Fair enough,” Athyzon said. “You may leave a message at the Temple of Sol if you wish to contact us. In the meantime, we shall look around on our own.”

“Welcome to the Nexus of the Planes, friends. Enjoy your stay.”

Idrimel and Athyzon returned outside into the perpetual twilight of the city. The nearest chroniker mast showed the time to be midmorning.

“There is an ill feel about this city, Brother.” Idrimel adjusted her tabard uncomfortably. “Any place which forever lies beyond the light of Sol, I care not for.”

Athyzon clapped his sister on the back. “Aye, I know what you are thinking. Let us return to the temple. The less savory elements will not be felt from within the blessed walls. A good meal would do well, also.”

Idrimel smiled wanly and nodded. As they crossed the courtyard, she glanced over her shoulder and studied the multilayer fortress that seemed to curve up and away behind the city administration complex. The ancient ramparts seemed blackened, as if a great fire had raged there centuries prior. The great keep at the top was bathed in a queer greenish light that unsettled the priestess as she stared at it. It’s as if some dark power watches us.

An even darker presence drew her attention away with its sense of wrongness. Her stomach clenched in revulsion at the feeling of evil.

“Idrimel!”

She turned just in time to find herself face to face with the source of her unease. She was struck by its overpowering sense of wickedness just as she bumped shoulders with the creature. Idrimel staggered back, eyes wide in shock. Glittering black eyes peered from the cowled sand-colored robe the creature wore.

“Ssss… Watch your step, foolish Solite,” the creature hissed in anger. Its forehead was misshapen with bony protrusions, and a long forked gray tongue darted between its teeth. It raised a hand, revealing pale skin and three-inch-long nails the color of pitch.

Fearing it was about to use some fell magic on her, Idrimel held up her holy symbol and quickly uttered a protection spell. Golden light shone from her holy symbol, washing over the creature. It reared back with an angry inhuman screech. Idrimel’s glowing aura fell away from the creature as it raised its hands. She clutched the haft of her mace instinctively.

A strong hand clamped down on her arm and pulled her away. “Step away, fiend,” Athyzon ordered, interposing himself between his sister and the creature. His hand hovered over the hilt of his greatsword across his back.

The creature eyed the two of them with naked contempt. “Two plane-blessed fools, lost in the shadows without the light of Sol to shine on them. Mind your path. The Pale Lord does not tolerate the truce being broken in his city.” It spat on the ground and turned aside, heading off to its original destination.

Idrimel’s heart raced as she watched the creature walk away. Its stride was odd, as if its joints were hinged differently. Her gaze was drawn to the creature’s spittle upon the cobblestones, where it sizzled and bubbled.

“Come, Sister,” Athyzon said gently, turning her away. “You must take care not to antagonize the dark ones here. That fiend spoke truly—the Pale Lord is a harsh enforcer of the peace here. It matters not whom we serve. Punishment would be meted out evenly if we broke the truce.”

She shuddered, for the fiend had been much more powerful than the lesser demons she had encountered in Ellorya, her only prior exposure to the evil creatures. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was walking.” She was not used to the strangeness of Nexus. Her whole life had been spent in the beautiful sunshine of Ellorya. “I just can’t help feeling watched all the time… and the lack of the pure light… It unnerves me, Brother.”

“And I as well. Let us return to the temple.”

As they did, Idrimel couldn’t help feeling that the creature in the sand-colored robes was on an errand to work some dark mischief.




***




Waresh stomped up to the desk and glared at the clerk, Edmond.

“Ah, Hammerhelm. Just in time. I’ve got another assignment for you.” Edmond held up a finger as he scanned the ledger.

“Aye, I’m here. What is it this time? Ye sending me off to the Abyss to roast me beard or to the icy planes to freeze me arse off this time?” Waresh had been roused from bed when the collar tingled against his skin, indicating a summons from the Special Judiciary. His vague plans for the day hadn’t progressed beyond the idea of getting roaring drunk at some point—that was, until he found himself facing the condescending bastard Edmond and another retrieval.

“Neither, actually,” Edmond said brightly. He smiled, unfazed by Waresh’s scowl. “You’ll get to stay right here in Nexus. If your latest quarry doesn’t plane hop, that is. Bring them in quick, you might even be able to get your fill of ale and a wench for the night.”

Waresh snorted. “Aye, I’d like to see such an easy retrieval for once. Give me the details, then.”

The clerk frowned. “Hmm… not just one, but two miscreants have managed to slip their collars. There’s a lot of that going around lately, wouldn’t you say?”

“Just give me the details. The sooner I’m on me way, the sooner I can fill me belly with ale afterward.”

“Indeed, that’s the spirit, friend. Male half-elf by the name of Arron and plane-cursed female by the name of Neratiri. They are apparently acquaintances, claiming to be brother and sister. Not sure how that works, though.” He rolled his eyes. “Serving their sentences at the foundry, their collars went dark yesterday, and they haven’t reported for their shifts. They are known to frequent the slums and may be members of one of the thief guilds.”

Waresh grunted. “Which means they know the city well and won’t be easy to flush out.”

“The good news is that they are worth two gold… apiece.” Edmond grinned smugly.

Waresh whistled. “Someone must want them bad, for such a bounty.”

“Indeed. Best get to it…”

“Aye. Time to go shake down a few guilds, I reckon.” He could already picture a fine night ahead spent drinking and whoring.

“If you successfully complete this retrieval, you’ll have, ah…” He flipped through the pages of a tome on his desk.

“One hundred ninety-eight.”

“Right. One hundred ninety-eight remaining,” Edmond said brightly. “Off you go, then.”

Waresh fought down a strong urge to smash the flippant clerk’s face with his fist, but the promise of four gold crowns lightened his mood considerably. He growled an insult in Dwarven and stalked out.

On the way out the door, someone barged into him, knocking him into the doorframe. As stout as he was, Waresh was difficult to dislodge, but the scarred brute sneering down at him didn’t surprise him. He was thickly muscled for a human—Waresh heard he was originally from some barbarian tribe on one of the Prime planes. He was a walking mass of scar tissue, from his face and head to his burly arms. He could wield a pair of single-bladed axes as easily as hatchets in each of his thick hands.

“Oi there, Hammerhelm,” Haskell growled. “How’s retrievals?”

Waresh glared at his rival. “Comin’ in steady, I reckon. Just waitin’ for the day they send me after yer ugly mug. That’ll be something to look forward to.”

Haskell grunted what might have been laughter. “I’m short… Well, not short like you, but short as in I only got ten more to go, and I’m a free man.” He gestured over his shoulder to a pair of mangled corpses just outside the door. They had obviously been dragged some distance, as evidenced by the streaks of blood. Haskell could easily have teleported inside with his collar, but Waresh knew he was the type to make a statement, just as the barbarian preferred bringing them in dead rather than alive.

To Waresh’s knowledge, he himself was the only one Haskell had ever brought in alive, and he still cursed that fateful day.

Haskell grabbed each of his retrievals by an ankle and dragged them inside, leaving a trail of gore behind. “Be seein’ you around, Hammerhelm.” He gave Waresh a vicious grin. “Mayhap I’ll be waiting for you to come after me some day. Perhaps you’ve learned a little something in the meantime. Last time we crossed axes was a bit of a disappointment.”

Waresh spat on the ground and went on his way. That was one retrieval he’d actually look forward to—and when the time came, he thought he just might take a cue from the barbarian and drag Haskell’s bleeding corpse through the courtyard.




















Chapter 21

Nera used the downtime to run a whetstone over each of her throwing knives. She itched to get out and do something, unused to sitting around and lying low. Having so much free time felt odd. Arron had gone out to procure some food and drink in the morning, as well as to make some inquiries with a few of his contacts, which left her and Malek alone in the safe house.

What would I normally do with myself? Back before the foundry, what would I have been doing? Hanging out with the lowlifes back in the guild or drinking and gambling, most likely. Perhaps filching coin purses in the markets.

Pipes gurgled as Malek drained the bathtub in the back room. A couple minutes later, the mage emerged from the back room with a fresh set of robes and his wet hair combed back.

“A fellow could get used to this hot water piped into one’s home,” he said with a grin.

Nera rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress a smile of her own. “Aye, your lordship. I hope everything was to your liking, but don’t get too comfortable here. We still have to find your master.”

“Indeed, but first we should break our fast.”

“Sounds good to me—if Arron would ever get back here.” Nera worried at a small nick in the blade of one of her throwing knives. “Fool probably went to the market by way of the whorehouse first.”

Before Malek could reply, they both turned toward the sound of footsteps running up the stairs. Nera tensed up and approached the door with Lightslicer in her hand but relaxed when someone gave the prearranged knock.

She opened the door, letting Arron in with a large cloth bag. “What took you so long?”

The half-elf shrugged. “Lots of rumors flying about what happened at the prison a couple nights back. Seems the Magehunters are investigating, and Lassiter himself is on the case. Sounds like a full call-out. They’re searching for a young brown-haired human woman—attractive enough, I hear—and a young man that looks an awful lot like our mage friend here.”

Nera scowled. “Damn it… I suppose we should’ve expected that, with two of them winding up dead.” She glanced at Malek before turning back to her brother. “There’s getting to be too much heat. We should find this mana factory and his master and get our arses off plane for a while until it cools down.”

“I was thinking along the same lines,” Arron replied. “Although I think, at this point, there won’t be any returning to Nexus… at least for a very long time.” He put the bag on the table and opened it. Inside was a jug of apple cider, three loaves of bread, a small wheel of cheese, and some smoked pork. Some fresh berries and a small jar of honey topped off the list.

“I’m sorry for dragging you two into this mess.” Malek approached the table, hanging his head. “I never intended for things to get out of hand and for the two of you to be on the run.”

Arron handed him a loaf of bread. “Cheer up, mate. Not your fault—we knew what we were getting into, wanting the collars off and all. I think a little extended vacation off plane would be good, wouldn’t you say, Nera?” He carved off a chunk of meat to go with his bread and cheese and fruit.

“It might, provided Malek pays us what he promised, plus maybe a small bonus for such exceptional service: hot baths, food deliveries, personal protection…” She winked at the mage and helped herself to some food and cider.

They all laughed at that and proceeded to break their fast. After a short discussion, they decided to lie low until that evening, when they would go out to search for the mana factory. Arron suggested they ask at the guild house, but Nera disagreed. She thought they had drawn too much attention there already. She knew a couple reliable people she could ask who might be able to point them in the right direction.

Arron shrugged and replied with his usual, “If you think that’s best, I’ll go along.” That having been decided, they finished the rest of their breakfast in silence.

After a few moments, Nera spoke up. “There is one thing that I’m dying to know, though.”

“Which is?” Malek asked.

“How you learned about your magical talent. You promised to tell me the story sometime. I reckon we’ve got nothing better to do at the moment, being cooped up in here.”

Malek sighed. “It’s a bit of a long story, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to give you the short version.”

“Take your time, mate. If your tale is good enough, I’ll take it easy on you when we play some tiles later. But not my sister, though. I’m cleanin’ her coin purse out.”

Nera scoffed. “In your wildest dreams, pointy-ears. We’re all ears, mageling, some of us more than others.” She stuck her tongue out at Arron, and they all shared another laugh.

“Very well.” Malek took a deep drink of the cider and leaned back on the sofa. “It all started when bandits raided our village in the night…”




***




“Keep silent, Son. Not a word, you hear me?”

Malek nodded mutely, frightened as his father gently nudged him down the ladder into the small root cellar beneath their cottage. The air in the enclosed space was thick with the strong, earthy smell of potatoes and turnips.

“Hilda, stay with Malek. Don’t come out for anything until you know it’s safe.” His father looked at them with a desperate fear that terrified Malek more than the screams and shouts of alarm coming from outside their home.

The overhead panel lowered, leaving Malek and his mother in darkness. Above, the table screeched against the floor as his father pulled it over the trapdoor. His footsteps were loud on the wooden floor overhead as he left the room in a hurry and went out the front door. The door slammed shut, and all was quiet above, except for the distant cries in the village. Malek’s breathing seemed loud in the cramped root cellar. Sounds of fighting rang out, steel on steel, along with the cries of fear replaced by those of pain.

“Mama, I’m scared,” Malek whispered.

His mother wrapped her arms around him and kissed the top of his head. “It’ll be all right, Son. Don’t worry.”

They sat like that a long time in the earthy darkness. Nearby outside, someone screamed as though they were being brutally murdered. Malek clutched his mother’s arm and tried not to breathe.

A harsh voice shouted, “Search the village for any more survivors!”

Heavy boots clumped across the small porch of Malek’s family cottage. A large crash resounded above as the door was kicked in violently. The boots stomped across the floor overhead. From the sound, there were at least two sets of them. Dust filtered down, and Malek felt the overwhelming urge to sneeze. He clamped a hand over his nose, willing the urge to subside.

The crashing of scattered pots and overturned furniture was nearly deafening. Wood splintered as cabinets were broken open, along with his father’s chest. Curses and grunts came from overhead, followed by the screech of the table being kicked aside.

Malek held his breath, for the clamor above had suddenly died. He could make out light from a torch through the cracks in the floor overhead.

“Oi, there’s a trapdoor here,” someone called out in a harsh voice.

“Well, open it, ya dumb oaf,” snapped another man.

The panel was suddenly yanked open, and Malek blinked from the blinding light as a torch was shoved into the opening. Two bandits crouched above, peering down at them.

“What have we ʼere? Come outta there, wench. Bring the boy with ya.”

“Please, no. Take whatever you want, just leave my son be,” Malek’s mother pleaded with them.

The tip of a sword poked at her head. “Bitch, don’t make me come down there. Out here—now!”

Resignation filled his mother’s eyes. “I love you, Son,” she whispered before letting him go and starting slowly up the ladder.

One of the brigands grabbed her by the hair and hauled her out. She screamed, and suddenly she had her kitchen knife in her hand, the one she used to chop the vegetables. She slashed at the brigand, who cursed and let her go. The torch moved out of sight, and the floorboards shuddered from a brief struggle overhead, sending showers of dust down into the root cellar. Malek clutched his knees to his chest and rocked back and forth, trying to make the awful scene go away.

A woman’s shriek of pain was followed by a heavy thump on the floor above. Heavy breathing filled the sudden silence.

Finally, one of the men grunted. “Bitch cut me. Get the boy.”

Something warm and sticky dripped on Malek’s bare arm. Looking up, he saw blood dripping through the cracks in the floorboards as the torchlight approached the open trap door again. The horrific scene seemed to be happening to somebody else—all he could see was his mother’s blood dripping down from above. There’s so much of it. How could someone lose so much blood?

“You, boy! Come on out.”

Malek ignored the man, squeezing his eyes shut as he willed the nightmare to go away. He held his knees tightly to his chest, resting his forehead against them.

“Don’t make me come down there, or I’ll whip yer arse till you can’t sit down for a week,” the brigand threatened.

Malek was focused so intently on blocking out the horror he didn’t hear the man come down the ladder. His arm was suddenly snatched painfully, and he was hauled up the ladder and thrown roughly down on the floor… right next to his mother. Her vacant eyes were focused on the ceiling, her face twisted in pain, and a ragged wound gaped in her chest.

Malek screamed in horror. His hands were warm and sticky with her blood. Scrambling to his feet, he ran for the door, but a man stepped in front of it, a bearded man, dirty, wearing a mail shirt and a sword in hand. He moved with a limp, and Malek noted a long bleeding gash across his inner thigh.

“Stop, you little bastard—” the brigand began.

“Nooo!” Malek screamed and something broke loose inside him. He collected all his pain and rage and let it loose. The man flew backward through the broken door and onto the street as if punched by a giant.

Malek was out the door. He stopped at the edge of the porch, gasping at the sight. Cottages were on fire in the night, the brightness almost painful to look at. Several of the village men were surrounded by bandits, fighting bravely with their simple weapons and farm implements in a futile attempt to hold them off. They succeeded mainly in buying time for the women and children to flee into the cornfields behind the village. Malek looked around desperately for his father but couldn’t see him in the chaos.

Heavy footsteps made the floorboards sway beneath Malek’s feet as the other bandit came up behind him. Malek ran, stumbling off the porch and twisting an ankle. With a cry, he hobbled away, his mind latching onto the fields as a place to hide, as he had seen the women and other children doing.

“Come back ʼere, ya little shite.”

A hand seized Malek by the hair and jerked him backward. Glancing behind him, he saw the second bandit with a snarl on his face. Malek struggled, his heels driving into the dirt, hands clawing at the brigand’s rough hand. With a painful wrench, a patch of Malek’s hair tore free in the man’s hand. Then he was free. He darted into the cornfield, limping and ducking low.

“They’re fleeing into the fields!” someone shouted. “What should we do, torch ʼem?”

“Go fetch them out,” another replied.

Corn stalks swished and crunched underfoot as Malek fled. He ducked low and darted across several rows so he wouldn’t be seen, making his way deeper into the field. He wondered if he should try to reach the Hangman’s Tree on the hill at the northern edge of the fields, thinking he’d be able to see the entire village from there.

Panting from exertion and the painful throbbing of his ankle, he staggered deeper into the field. Several bandits with torches were moving down the corn rows, the flickering light helping not only Malek to see, but also his pursuers.

“Over there!” shouted someone nearby.

Corn stalks crunched as bandits crashed through them, much nearer now. Malek tried to redouble his pace, but he landed badly on his sore ankle and hit the ground, getting a mouthful of dirt. He tried to push himself up, but he was suddenly illuminated in torchlight. He rolled onto his back in dread.

“Got ya!” The second bandit that had killed Malek’s mother leered at him, displaying a mouth full of yellowed, broken teeth. “Ye’re gonna pay for making me run all the way out ʼere.” He reached for Malek.

Malek suddenly felt dizzy, the torchlight turning black for a moment, as if a thick curtain were dropped over it. A tremendous surge of energy flowed through his body, the pain of his ankle insignificant in comparison as strength and vigor flooded into him. The night turned bright as day, blinding him, and then the feeling of energy rushed out of him, leaving him weak. He fell back in the soft dirt.

When he was able to see again, stars glimmered in the night sky overhead. The corn stalks had disappeared, and he was lying in an open field. He sat up and gasped as he came face to face with a desiccated corpse that lay where it had fallen in front of him. The corpse seemed to be grinning at him with its mouth full of broken yellow teeth.

Malek regained his feet and saw the cornfield had disappeared for a thirty-pace radius around him. The plants had shriveled to dust, as if stomped flat by giant feet and crushed into powder. Several other corpses were visible across the dead crop circle.

“What manner of deviltry is this?” A bandit stood at the edge of the circle, eyes wide as he surveyed the damage while two others came up behind him and gaped at the sight.

The first bandit’s eyes fell on Malek. He made a superstitious protective symbol in the air and backed away. “That boy is cursed. Let’s get away from here.” 

The bandits turned and fled back into what remained of the cornfield.

Malek eventually returned to town to find seventeen dead from the village of sixty, mostly men. His father had fallen while defending the town. Malek cried as his parents were buried along with the rest of the townspeople in the small cemetery. He was afraid the bandit had spoken truly and he really was cursed. Perhaps it was somehow his fault his family had been killed that night.

Despite all the time he spent thinking about that night, he couldn’t understand what had happened, exactly, in the cornfield. The rush of power he had felt had been unbelievable, thrilling, yet he was afraid he’d hurt those around him if he tried to access it again, and somehow lost control.

A couple weeks later, Malek was tending his neighbor’s chickens when a strange man rode into town. He had a long white beard and wore flowing blue robes and a funny pointy hat. He spoke with several farmers, who pointed into the cornfields. The man rode his horse into the corn rows and approached the circle of destruction, which the villagers had avoided, thinking it cursed.

Unable to suppress his curiosity any longer, Malek followed the man into the cornfield. He carefully stepped through the rows of corn and crouched, peering through the plants.

The strange man dismounted in the circle and knelt down, sifting a handful of dirt through his fingers. The four corpses lay where they had fallen, little more than skeletons covered in parchmentlike flesh. For a long while, the man knelt there, back turned, and studied the ground.

“It’s all right, lad. You can come out of there.” The man had a deep, compelling voice.

Before Malek realized what he was doing, he was standing in the circle.

The man rose and turned to face Malek. He had a kindly face with bright blue eyes. “Hello there. You aren’t afraid to step foot out here after what took place, are you, lad?”

Malek shook his head.

“Can you tell me what happened? I know about the bandit raid already, but I’m here to investigate what occurred in this field.”

“It was me,” Malek said in a small voice. “I’m cursed. I did this.”

The man approached and knelt in front of Malek until they were eye to eye. “Well then, I’d say you are a very special boy indeed. I don’t think it’s necessarily a curse—it’s just a mystery, something special that needs to be studied a bit. What’s your name, lad?”

“Malek.”

“A good name. And where are your parents?”

Malek shook his head. “They… they… died from the bad men. I’m staying with Mr. Cook’s family now.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I truly am.” The man’s face was sad as he studied Malek. “I shall have a talk with Goodman Cook, and in time if you like, Malek, perhaps you can come stay with me. I’d like to see if I can help you control what you call a curse. My name is Magellan.”




***




Malek trailed off, his throat dry. He wiped at his eyes before the tears could start. He looked around for the jug of cider, and Arron tossed it to him. He nodded in thanks and took a deep draught.

The siblings were watching him intently, making him nervous.

“Sorry, I uh… got a little overcome… It’s been a number of years, but sometimes it feels like yesterday.”

Nera patted his arm in sympathy. Sometime during the tale, she had sat down beside him on the sofa. “It’s all right. At least you knew your parents and were blessed to have that many good years with them. Arron and I wouldn’t even know what that’s like.”

Arron shook his head. “Neither of us ever knew our parents. Earliest I can remember is being a young, dumb urchin thieving on the streets.” He got up and stretched. “Hell of a tale, mate.” He helped himself to a piece of bread and drizzled some honey atop it.

“Thank you for sharing with us,” Nera said, her eyes intense on Malek’s face. He realized she still had her hand on his arm. Seeing his look, she hurriedly pulled away self-consciously.

No, don’t, he wanted to say, but the moment was past. Nera got up from the couch. The closeness and companionship of another person was a nice change.

“I think that’s enough heavy talk for a day,” Arron said around a mouthful of bread and honey. “I, for one, am up for a game of tiles. Malek, I can’t in good faith take any of your clink today after that tale, but my little sister here is another matter.”

“Aye, you can try all ya like, but words are wind, Brother, and yours have the foul stench of desperation. Or maybe that’s the food not agreeing with your gut.” She punched Arron on the shoulder. “Come on, Malek, what do ya say?”

Malek smiled at the siblings’ banter, relieved to have the attention off of him. “Very well, show me this game of tiles.”




















Chapter 22

Waresh eyed the doorway of the flat above the spice merchant’s shop, eager to take down his prey and collect on the four gold crowns Edmond had promised. While tracking the pair, he’d found they had a reputation for being cunning and capable in a fight. He stroked Heartsbane’s haft and smiled at the thought of a skirmish. It had been a very long time since his fighting skills had been tested while retrieving a mark. Besides being worth mere coppers, untrained commoners, widows, and children provided no challenge once he tracked them down, whether they resisted capture or not. He hated to think his skills might get rusty if that trend kept up much longer.

This’ll be two more off me tally, making it one ninety-six to go. Reiktir’s beard, it’ll take forever to collect me whole tally at this rate. He envied the brute Haskell nearing the end of his tally.

While observing the flat, he decided at least two people were inside, from the silhouettes moving past the curtained windows. Not knowing who else, if anyone, might be inside other than his quarry, he bided his time a bit longer. Nexus was one place a person never wanted to barge into someone’s property without having a damned good idea who or what might be inside. He stroked his beard and thought back to earlier how their own guild had sold them out.

“Perhaps some clink could refresh my memory,” the old guildmaster had said, eyes bright with greed.

“Perhaps me axe could refresh it even more swiftly,” Waresh replied, tapping Heartsbane’s haft. 

That was at the third guild hall he visited, and the conversations at each went the same way although he could tell the fat old man knew exactly who he was talking about.

In the end, the guildmaster wisely chose to give up the two rogues. Waresh had even tossed him several gems to make it worth his while. A reliable source was a valuable thing in his business.

’Tis as they say—no honor amongst thieves.

Waresh cracked his knuckles and stood up from the barrel he sat on, impatient to cross the street and kick in the door. Just as he took a step forward, the first of a group of Magehunters showed up.

Reiktir’s bloody beard—what are they doing here? Waresh gritted his teeth in anger as a group of a dozen men gathered below the stairway to the apartment. They approached in small numbers so as not to draw attention. Their mere presence earned a number of fearful glances from people out on the street. Understandably, nobody went anywhere near their group.

Two warriors eased up the stairs. A loose step creaked loudly, and they froze for a second before hurrying upward to take positions on either side of the door. A mage followed right on their heels, quickly faced the door, and began casting a spell. The rest of the squad stacked along the stairs, backs against the wall. The warriors all drew steel just as the mage finished the spell. The door burst open, and the Magehunters poured into the flat.

Waresh’s eyebrows rose when the Magehunter commander himself joined his men below the stairs.

Whatever these two have done, they’ve managed to piss the wrong people off.

He cursed profusely at the loss of his lucrative marks. Although headstrong and fearless, Waresh was no fool. Lassiter wasn’t one to be crossed. Waresh growled in frustration but decided to wait in case the Magehunters were after someone else. He wasn’t too proud—if he had to, he’d scavenge whatever scraps were left.




***




Nera, Malek, and Arron were just finishing up a round of tiles when the step Nera had loosened on the stairway outside creaked loudly. The siblings were barely on their feet when the door exploded inward, as if an angry god had unleashed a maelstrom of force into the cozy safe house. The three of them were sent tumbling to the floor and slamming against the back wall. The table flipped over, nearly slamming Malek in the head, had the mage not ducked at the last instant. Tiles, coins, and tankards of ale were swept up in a swirling cyclone, the latter shattering against the floor and walls. Nera got doused with ale in the process.

Armed warriors in bone-white mail and tabards with crimson eyes stormed the room. The first pair through the door stepped on the caltrops Nera had placed along the floor. The men cried out in pain, cursing and hopping backward from the sharp spines piercing the soles of their boots. They collided with their comrades behind them, causing a brief bottleneck.

Nera’s thoughts of how she would spend her winnings from their game instantly evaporated as her instincts took over. She rolled to her feet, both daggers in hand. Arron was on his feet with drawn steel an instant later.

“Magehunters!” Arron cried.

Malek clambered to his feet, looking confused.

“Stay back,” Nera warned him. “Let us handle this.”

“I don’t think you two can handle all of them,” Malek protested as half a dozen warriors shouldered their way through the door, careful to avoid the remaining caltrops.

Arron lunged forward, his short sword stabbing out. His attack was parried by the nearest Magehunter’s longsword. A second fighter attacked Arron, and he was forced back, trading attacks with the pair. He had a dagger in his left hand, paired with the short sword. The Magehunters were hindered in the confined space by the length of their blades.

Nera’s daggers twirled in her hands as a warrior swung at her. She sidestepped easily, daggers raking at the man’s sword arm. His armor parted beneath Lightslicer’s edge, and the keen blade carved a deep gash in the meat of his bicep. The man grunted in pain and slashed wildly. The tip of his sword thunked into a wooden ceiling rafter. That gave Nera the opening she needed, and she darted in against the man’s chest and drove both daggers to the hilt up beneath his breastplate. He swayed on his feet, coughing up a gout of blood. Nera gave him a good shove, and he fell back, hindering the men behind.

Two more fighters shoved their dying companion aside and forced the trio farther back into the apartment.

“Take the mage and flee, Sister,” Arron said. One of his opponents was down, but he now faced three armored warriors. He parried desperately, sweat running down his brow from his efforts. “I’ll hold them off.”

“Nay, I’m not leaving you,” Nera vowed, even as she was forced to dodge backward from the thrusting sword of the nearest attacker.

A flash of robes came from the doorway behind the Magehunters. The white-robed mage raised his hands, and javelins of fire lanced out at Arron and Nera.

Malek spread his arms wide, and the magefire was redirected as if drawn into him. The fire washed over Malek and disappeared for a second before his hands began glowing. He clapped them together and pulled them apart, and a ball of fire formed, two handbreadths in size. With a gesture, he sent the fireball rolling forward, past the dodging warriors, to hit the mage straight on, blasting him backward out the door. Fire exploded outward in a concussive blast that made Nera’s ears ring. The flames stopped suddenly and harmlessly in front of the companions while the Magehunters were tossed about like rag dolls.

The trio caught their breaths, but then more men charged through the door. The fallen warriors and mage began picking themselves back up, singed but seemingly unharmed.

“How…” Malek was speechless.

“They have powerful enchantments to resist magic,” Arron replied. “You two best go—now!”

“Nobody goes anywhere,” a smooth, cultured voice boomed. 

The warriors parted, and a tall man with long black hair stepped up behind them. Nera recognized Lassiter, the Magehunter commander. He raised a crossbow and fired.

Arron cried out, spinning around and striking a wall, and Nera saw a bolt buried in his ribs.

“Arron!” She charged Lassiter.

“Nera, no!” Arron gritted his teeth and fought his way forward, grasping his sister’s arm before she charged into the mass of armed warriors. “Run, now!”

“Surrender, and nobody has to die,” Lassiter said. “You two are inconsequential—you can return to your sentences, albeit with penalties imposed for ill-advised behavior.” His cold blue eyes flicked dismissively over Nera and Arron before alighting on Malek with interest. “This one, however, is something different. The Pale Lord would have words with you.” His smile was devoid of humor.

Nera knew if Malek was taken, he would never be seen again. Just as she was about to tell Lassiter to bugger off, Malek placed his hand on her other arm.

“Let my friends go free, and I will surrender peacefully. I will parlay with your ruler of Nexus, on the condition that I speak with my master, a mage by the name of Magellan.”

Lassiter appeared to consider for a moment before shaking his head. “Offer declined. Nobody goes free. Laws are in place for a reason. These two mongrel thieves will return to the foundry with stiffer sentences. That’s the best offer they will get. However, I can perhaps arrange for you to speak to your master.”

“To the Abyss with you,” Nera snarled. “I won’t wear another collar.”

Lassiter shrugged. “If you prefer the morgue, then so be it. Take them,” he told his men.

Everything happened at once. Malek released a spell as Lassiter fired another bolt from his crossbow. It wasn’t until later that Nera realized he hadn’t even reloaded the weapon—it had somehow been ready to fire again. A bolt pierced the palm of Malek’s hand, sending him stumbling backward. The blast of force Malek had summoned went awry, slamming into the ceiling. A rafter shattered, and part of the roof erupted outward. A moment later, with its support beam destroyed, the section of roof nearest Malek and Nera caved in. Nera shoved Malek out of the way and narrowly sidestepped an avalanche of debris. Three of the Magehunters weren’t as fortunate and were buried under falling wood, plaster, and roof tiles.

Arron charged into the remaining group of Magehunters, shouting again for Nera to flee. She ignored his plea, sheathed her long daggers, and drew three throwing knives in each hand. In the same motion, quick flicks of her wrists sent the knives spinning into Lassiter’s coldly handsome face.

The man moved with impressive speed, but Nera had yet to see someone with faster reflexes than she. As Lassiter dodged, three of her daggers went wide, sailing past the commander and burying themselves into the mage and another warrior behind him. The fourth pierced the meat between Lassiter’s neck and shoulder, the fifth cut a slice from his ear, and the sixth stabbed through his cheek.

Arron stabbed one of the warriors through the neck, his enchanted sword piercing the man’s gorget and sending arterial blood spurting high across the room as the man fell.

“Nera, take Malek and go!” he cried. Blood soaked his side, and his face was twisted in pain. Swords came at him from multiple attackers. He stumbled away, managing to dodge the first. The second he deflected with a wild parry, but the third took him in the thigh, carving a bloody gash.

Nera couldn’t bear to watch anymore. The situation was hopeless—if she didn’t flee, all three would die. Malek’s face had gone pale in shock at the bolt stuck through the palm of his hand. Blood soaked his arm and the sleeve of his robe.

Too late to parlay—they’ll cut Arron and me down and take Malek anyway. Letting loose a curse, she did as Arron wished.

The nearest warrior made a grab for her as she ran toward Malek. She slashed his grasping hand, and Lightslicer took the tips off three of the man’s fingers. He howled in pain, and then Nera was grabbing Malek by the arm and hauling him toward the privy.

She turned to see Arron fencing with Lassiter, wielding a dark slender sword that seemed to absorb light. The half-elf was flagging. Lassiter’s weapon flowed like a black tide, sweeping past Arron’s defense and running through his chest. Nera screamed when the tip of Lassiter’s blade erupted out of Arron’s back. Her adopted brother fell to his knees, his sword clattering to the ground.

Lassiter withdrew his sword in a burst of blood. His head swiveled like an automaton’s, cold eyes locking on Nera. He reached up and plucked her knives free from his neck and cheek. The wounds were bloodless.

She screamed in fury but dragged Malek into the privy, slamming the door and throwing the bar across it although she knew that would buy them only a moment. Malek had wrapped a towel around his wounded hand, careful to leave the bolt in place lest he damage the tendons.

“Leave it for now. We will tend to it after we are away.” Nera angrily wiped the tears from her cheeks. She crossed the room and shoved at a tile behind the tub, which tilted, allowing a section of wall to be pushed away.

“Arron?” Malek’s face fell when Nera shook her head. “I’m sorry…”

“No time for that now. In you go.” She shoved him none too gently into the narrow passage in the wall.

Heavy blows rattled the door in its frame. Nera dropped another handful of caltrops before the door and briefly considered staying behind in an attempt to slay Lassiter and avenge Arron. I can climb into the rafters and drop down on him. He’ll be dead before he knows what struck him.

Remembering how he had plucked her knives free as if they were mere splinters, she suddenly wasn’t so sure if that would be a good idea.

But then she thought of Malek and knew he wouldn’t last another hour without her help. With a curse, she ducked inside the wall, swinging the concealed door back into place. I’ll make that bastard Lassiter pay, she vowed.

Malek had already disappeared ahead of her where the passage turned into a chute. Nera had heard the panel bang shut where the chute came out into the alley behind the building a moment earlier.

Nera’s feet met empty air, and then she was sliding down the chute. Darkness blurred around her, and she shot out through the tilting panel and into the alley a moment later, landing gracefully on her feet. Turning around, she was surprised to not see Malek awaiting her. What she did see was the flat of a battle-axe that smacked her in the face. The alley spun around her, and then there was only darkness.




















Chapter 23

Waresh put his ear to the panel on the wall whence the two had come, hoping for sounds of the half-elf following them down. After listening to the sounds of the Magehunters banging on the walls for a minute, he decided Arron wouldn’t be joining the other two.

I better get these two out of here before they search the area. Bastards won’t rob me of this bounty. He quickly secured Neratiri’s wrists behind her back with his enchanted rope. The mage was already bound and gagged. With a look around to make sure he wasn’t being observed, Waresh hoisted each of them across a shoulder like sacks of grain.

He was pleased at his own cleverness in staking out the alleyway, since he’d suspected one of the guild’s safe houses would have an escape route. Rendering the two of them unconscious as they came out of the hidden passageway had been as easy as spearing fish in a barrel.

He carried them down the alley and onto a narrow side street, eager to put some distance between himself and the Magehunters. An empty warehouse he knew of nearby would be an ideal spot to question the two.




***




The strip of leather gagging Malek was yanked free of his mouth. 

“Did the Magehunters take the half-elf?” asked the brutish dwarf standing over him. He had long red-brown hair and beard, both braided, and a bulbous, scarred nose. He wore a mail shirt and breastplate. The mail shirt appeared to be too tight, not surprising considering the dwarf’s massive shoulders and gnarled, heavily muscled arms. A metal-and-leather collar, similar to Nera’s, was clamped around his thick neck. The difference was the dwarf’s collar had a cryptic set of dials and a much more intricate set of magical runes inscribed across it. It reeked of stronger magic than Nera’s and Arron’s collars had contained.

While Malek had been unconscious, his captor must have removed the bolt and bandaged his hand. The dressing looked clean, but his hand burned as if acid had dripped on it. He lay on his side, wrists and ankles bound together by a rope, his legs going numb from lack of blood flow.

This dwarf is no fool. And judging from his collar, he must be one of those retrieval officers working for the Special Judiciary.

Nera lay sprawled next to Malek, trussed and gagged as well. She appeared to still be unconscious, courtesy of the dark knot forming on her forehead.

They appeared to be in an abandoned warehouse. Malek suspected they couldn’t be too far from the safe house. The dwarf likely hadn’t wanted to draw too much attention by transporting two unconscious people very far.

“I asked ye a question, boy. I’ll speak to the plane-cursed wench when I’m through with ye.” The dwarf ran his thumb idly down the haft of his wicked-looking battle-axe, a weapon that radiated dark magic. Something was not right about him. The glint of madness shone in his eyes.

Malek knew it would be unwise to anger the dwarf. “Yes, last I saw, he was wounded, and they had surrounded him. I don’t know if he was captured or killed.” He suspected the answer was the latter, from Nera’s reaction.

His captor cursed in Dwarven. “There goes another bounty. Why are Lassiter and his men after ye and the half-breeds?”

“We had an… encounter with a pair of Magehunters a few days past, and it didn’t go so well for them. I imagine they didn’t take kindly to that.”

“Nay, surely not.” The dwarf muttered to himself and stroked his beard for a moment. “Me contract is only for her and the half-elf, so what should I do about ye?”

“You could turn me over to the authorities. But let the woman go. She was merely paid a bit of coin as a guide. She means nothing to me.” With a quick glance at the thief, he saw Nera was awake and witnessing the exchange.

“That’s not gonna happen. She’s got a bounty on her head.” The dwarf pursed his lips as he considered Malek. “Perhaps I can barter with the Magehunters over yer capture and improve me lot. Ye’ve got to be worth quite a bit if Lassiter himself is on yer trail.” He turned his attention to Nera. “I see ye’ve been listening in. Now that the half-elf is worm food, there’s no way in the Abyss ye’re getting away from me.” He scowled at her, and his hand gripped the axe tightly.

Malek was about to reply when he sensed magic being expended nearby. He glanced up and saw a lithe figure in woodland garb clambering across the ceiling, limbs splayed like a lizard. A curtain of dark hair hid the person’s face from view.

“Aye, that’s what I’m gonna do,” the dwarf was saying. “Lassiter might knock a score or more retrievals from me tally. Too bad the other—” He suddenly screamed, dropping his axe and putting his head in his hands. He crumpled and rolled over into the fetal position.

Malek recognized Endira as she floated down from the ceiling as if she weighed no more than a feather. The elf landed lightly on her feet and walked toward him.

“Endira! You sure are a welcome sight to behold!” He grinned at her.

Endira blushed slightly but smiled in return. “Are you injured? The dwarf should be out for a short time, but we should be away from here.” 

She approached Malek and extended a finger. As he watched, her nail extended and sharpened into a keen edge. The elf deftly sliced his bonds and helped him to his feet.

Malek stumbled and would have fallen due to his numb legs had she not caught him. Endira’s slim form belied her strength. Malek thanked her and leaned against a post while trying to massage circulation back to his legs and wrists, careful not to aggravate his injured hand.

She eyed Nera curiously. “What about her?”

“Yes, she’s with me.”

“Oh, I didn’t…”

“No, it’s not like that. She’s a friend… I hired her as a guide.”

Endira took a step toward Nera when the dwarf suddenly roared in rage and surged to his feet, axe in hand.

He lunged at Endira, eyes blazing with murder. The elf dodged away, but the dwarf kept after her, axe hacking ferociously. The weapon seemed to hum as it cut a path through the air. Malek backed away, looking to get around the raging dwarf in order to free Nera.

Endira leaped gracefully atop a large crate and raised her hands. With an abrupt motion, a pile of old wooden crates and debris lifted off the floor and flew toward the dwarf in an avalanche of wood and dust. His axe twirled skillfully in his hands, alternately swatting aside and cleaving through crates and pieces of wood. An oaken barrel exploded, and the bent planks launched in all directions as if shot from a crossbow when he cleaved through the metal band around the lip. He roared curses and chopped at Endira, but the elf again dodged away.

“Stay still, ye slippery wench,” he bellowed. Another maelstrom of debris battered the dwarf, but he kept fighting through it.

Malek knelt beside Nera, intending to free her, but she slipped the bonds off herself. 

He stared, surprised. “You—”

“Quit your gawping and let’s get away from that mad bastard dwarf.” Nera pulled on Malek’s arm.

“Wait, I can’t leave Endira.”

“How do you know that elf?” Nera’s brows were raised.

He realized in all the excitement of the past few days, he’d forgotten to tell her about meeting Endira and the Seer. “We met when you were at the foundry that day, and she offered to give me a foretelling.”

The dwarf abruptly stopped his charge and began swinging wildly around himself. He cursed and panted, evidently attacking something only he could see. Endira waited until he was overextended, and her hand shot out, touching the dwarf’s forearm.

“Sleep,” she commanded.

The dwarf froze for a moment before the axe tumbled from his hands. He took two steps and fell on his face. Loud snores erupted almost immediately.

“That one was more of a challenge than expected.” Endira smiled at Malek and Nera. “Greetings. I am Endira Moongrove.”

“Nera. Of Nexus,” the thief replied.

“Thank you for your timely aid, Endira. How did you do that?” Malek nodded at the sleeping dwarf.

“I put the suggestion in his head that he must sleep. The psionic blast I used earlier didn’t have the intended effect, unfortunately.” She frowned. “I think that axe may somehow cause interference—”

“Shall we get going?” Nera looked irritated by their banter. “With all the racket you and the dwarf made and the Watch and entire Magehunter corps looking for us, it’s a miracle they haven’t swarmed this building already.”

“Ah, yes of course.” Endira nodded. “Come with me. I know a place you can stay for a time. They shouldn’t be able to find you since it is well protected against magical scrying.”

The three of them left the warehouse by a rear door, for the front was still barred. They found themselves in an alleyway that led to a heavily populated main thoroughfare. Malek and Nera pulled up the hoods of their cloaks, and the trio slipped into the foot traffic of the Market District. Endira led them away from the bustling High Market in the direction of the Industrial District, judging by the sight of Foundry Hill in the distance.

“How did you happen to be in a position to free us?” Nera asked, distrust evident in her tone.

“My master thought it would be wise to keep an eye on Malek in the event of any trouble, so I’ve been doing so,” Endira replied. “I sensed his distress, so I came to assist.”

“Why did you suspect there’d be trouble? And who’s this master of yours?”

“From my master’s visions, of course, which he shared with Malek and myself. It is his belief that Malek’s arrival portends the fall of Nexus, which we must prevent at all costs.” Endira gave Malek a gentle smile before looking back at Nera. “My master is simply known as the Seer. His true name he has not shared with me, nor have I asked it.”

“I’ve yet to hear about any of that,” Nera said, shooting Malek a pointed look.

“All in good time. Let’s get the two of you somewhere safe first so I can get a look at Malek’s wounds. The less time we spend out in the open on the street, the better.”

Malek glanced over at Nera just in time to catch her roll her eyes. “Easy… she’s a friend who’s here to help.” He fell back a couple paces to walk beside the rogue.

“Aye, that I gathered,” Nera snapped. “Maybe you shouldn’t be running your mouth to every pretty female that bats her eyes at you, green. You’ll live longer that way. People can’t be trusted in this city.”

“I’d say she just proved herself worthy of our trust. I’m sure we could return you to the company of that mad dwarf if you’d prefer,” he shot back, getting annoyed. “If I’d kept my mouth closed around you, you’d still be wearing that collar and slaving from dawn to dusk in that foundry for another ninety-something years.”

Nera’s eyes narrowed, and an angry spark glimmered in her eyes. “And if you hadn’t run your big mouth to me, you’d have been dead back in that alley your first day in Nexus, from those three cutthroats. That’s the truth of it.”

Endira curiously glanced over her shoulder at the two of them but wisely held her tongue.

Nera’s lack of gratitude and borderline hostility toward Endira irritated Malek. She acts like she’s jealous of my friendship with her. Why do women never make any sense?

“If you want out of the job, Nera, I’ll give you your damned coin, and you can be on your way. I’ll find this mana factory on my own.”

“I said I’d stick with the job till you find your master, and that’s what I mean to do. I’m no coward that turns tail from a little trouble.”

Malek sighed. “I never said you were a coward. I’m just asking you to let me decide who I trust. I’m not a baby just weaned from my mother’s teat.”

Nera gave him a toothy smile that wasn’t entirely friendly. “I’m just trying to give you some wisdom about how things work on the streets.” She brushed past Malek, increasing her pace to catch up to Endira, who was a few paces ahead.

They continued walking in strained silence for a few minutes until they reached the edge of the Industrial District. Endira skirted the plaza, leading them toward Nihad’s shop near the Temple District, Malek realized.

His thoughts turned to the Seer’s cryptic prophecy. Am I truly about to be swept up in some great tide of events? I just want to retrieve my master and go back home. I grew up a peasant working the fields. Surely, I’m not cut out for these grand quests. I don’t see how Nexus can be in jeopardy… Doubtless, this Pale Lord and his forces can take care of it. 

They were a few paces away from the front porch of Nihad’s Magic Emporium when the door burst open and somebody was forcibly tossed off the porch and onto the street, forcing Endira to dodge nimbly to one side.

A scrawny man in baggy red robes picked himself up off the ground. “Curse you, Nihad! Reneging on our deal… You’re as bad as a damned rat-kebob vendor from the slums!” He threw a rude gesture toward the door.

Nihad stood on the threshold with arms crossed, his usual sour expression turned to anger. Beside him loomed the massive armored warrior. “Away with you, cur! You were under contract to retrieve some of Efarihm’s scrolls, but these are frauds. I have little time for such ruses.”

“You’ll be sorry for this. I’ll see to it.” The man turned his scowl on Malek and the two women briefly before stomping away.

“Greetings, Nihad,” Endira said politely as she stepped up to the door.

The wizened old elf grunted a reply and stepped aside, his guard doing the same with a creaking of plate armor. The wizard scowled at the sight of Malek and Nera, his eyes lingering disapprovingly on Malek’s bloodstained robe and Nera in general. Endira said something in Elvish, and the old mage just snorted but returned inside to his clients.

The store was busier than the last time Malek had been there, with a handful of shoppers perusing the goods. Up close to the impassive guard, Malek noticed with a start it was merely an empty suit of full plate armor, animated by magic.

“He sure is a bundle of cheer.” Nera cast a glance back over her shoulder at Nihad as they went through the curtain into the back hallway.

“He’s got a keen eye when it comes to spotting rogues,” Endira replied.

“What are you trying to say, elf?” Nera demanded.

“Take it easy,” Malek interjected. “Last thing we need is to quarrel amongst ourselves. For the time being, we’re safe here. Let’s rest and plan our next move.”

Nera looked as though she would respond but then shrugged and gestured for them to proceed.

Malek turned to Endira. “Sorry. It’s been a long day for everyone.”

“No apologies necessary. Unfortunately, I don’t foresee your time in Nexus becoming any less difficult—only more so, if that’s possible.”

Indeed, I fear you’re right.

Endira led them down the long corridor, which was lit by soft golden illumination, magical in nature. She stopped outside a pair of doors adjacent to the Seer’s quarters. “You are each welcome to stay in these rooms for the duration of your time here.” She opened the doors, which revealed small but cozy rooms. Nera disappeared into her room and shut the door, leaving Malek standing in the doorway of the other.

“I’ll get some supplies and tend to your hand, if that would be all right?” Endira’s eyes appeared to shimmer in the magical lighting, and Malek marveled at her beauty.

“Thank you, that would be appreciated. Should I just wait here?”

“Make yourself comfortable, I’ll return shortly.”

Malek sat down on the bed. He gingerly touched the knot on the back of his head where the dwarf had knocked him unconscious. The skin didn’t seem to be broken, so he turned his attention to his hand, which throbbed with pain. Unwinding the gauze, he saw the dwarf had done a competent job of cleaning and bandaging the wound, but the hole in his hand was a ragged tear that had been stuffed with a wadded-up ball of cloth. The wound began bleeding heavily again when he removed it. Being able to see completely through his hand made him feel queasy.

A soft knock sounded at the door, and Endira entered with a small basket of supplies. Her eyes widened at the sight of his hand, but she made no comment. She sat beside him and removed a vial and a clean cloth. After pouring some ointment on the cloth, she gently scrubbed around the wound, removing dried blood and dirt. Malek clenched his teeth from the pain as the cloth touched the ragged edge of the wound.

Endira stopped and gripped his forearm. “Just relax, and let the pain ebb away like a gentle tide.”

Malek stared at the wound, and surprisingly, the pain faded just as she had described. In a minute, it was barely noticeable. 

“How did you do that?”

Endira smiled, but he noticed a tightness to her features. “I shared your pain. Now, let me finish cleaning this.” She skillfully cleaned the wound and filled it with a generous amount of ointment before bandaging it again.

“Thank you. That feels much better. You can let me have the pain back. I can take it.”

“Drink this first. Your body needs rest to heal. Then you can keep your pain.” She produced a small vial filled with a pink liquid.

Malek popped the stopper and took a sniff. It smelled like herbs and honey. He drank it in one draught. 

“Mmm… not bad,” he said.

Endira watched him for a moment. “Feel anything yet?”

“I feel pretty good… surprisingly so. I could go another round with the Magehunters if I had to.”

Her laugh was what he imagined a poet would describe as tinkling bells. The room seemed to fade after a moment, and all he could see were her large green eyes and soft lips. He suddenly wondered what it would be like to kiss her, but he was hit by a wave of weariness that wouldn’t be denied.

Endira smiled and caught him before he could fall over. He was aware of her easing him back on the bed. 

“Sleep now, Malek son of Damian,” she said. “You can face the Magehunters and your fate tomorrow.”

Malek fell into a deep sleep.




















Chapter 24

Endira brought the Seer a cup of tea she had prepared for him. Before he could take it, a coughing fit seized him for a moment. After recovering, he sipped the tea for a couple minutes while she hovered nearby in case he needed anything else. 

“I sense the time has come, young one. You’ve made your involvement known by assisting the corruptor?” the Seer asked. 

She nodded, knowing the old man could see her response with his second sight. Malek and Nera were sleeping in the rooms she had provided them outside the Seer’s chambers. 

“Yes, Master,” she said. “He was in trouble, along with his companion, a plane-cursed rogue. I intervened and helped them escape from a retrieval officer.”

The Seer nodded slowly. “All is coming together as I have foreseen… although the plane-cursed is not the mere rogue she appears to be. The will of the gods is not mine to decipher, yet the hints are there. Perhaps I will speak to her in time. I feel she has a much greater role to play than I ever suspected. I would ask that you do what you can to look after her as well, young one. Her protector has fallen, leaving her vulnerable.”

She bowed her head. “I sense hostility from her toward me, but I know not why.”

“Such is the way of young women protecting those they hold dear from the attentions of a perceived rival. Surely, you would know of such things.” The Seer smiled gently at her.

Endira blushed. “I am no expert on such matters, master. I shall do as you say and try to protect Nera as well, then.”

“Very well. Let us hope that the gods will favor us in the dark times ahead.”




***




Malek awoke feeling greatly refreshed, but he had no idea where he was, at first. The cozy room was sparsely furnished, but the bed was comfortable. He saw he had fallen asleep in his robes, which were still stained with blood. He remembered Endira tending to his wound and falling asleep right in front of her after bragging about being ready to take on the Magehunters again. He groaned. I’m a hopeless fool.

Sitting up on the bed, he saw that a washbasin and soap had been placed on a dresser. A fresh robe much like his own was draped over the back of the lone chair in the room. He quickly stripped off his soiled robes and washed himself. Remembering his pack with his changes of clothes were back in the raided flat, he sighed, realizing he’d have to buy some new clothes next time he went out.

The wound on his hand felt much improved. He removed the bandage and was surprised to find it completely healed, save for a white scar in the center of his palm. His hand was a little stiff when he flexed it but seemed to work fine, for which he was thankful.

After washing off and dressing, he decided it was time to make some plans.




***




Nera’s possessions were neatly arranged before her on the narrow bed: Lightslicer and the other dagger in their sheaths, along with her two braces of throwing knives, ten total remaining; her thieving tools; and a soft leather coin pouch. Five fat gold coins—her payment thus far from Malek—seven silver, and fourteen copper bits shone in the candlelight. She had also laid out a whetstone, flint and steel, a couple keys—she had no idea what locks they went to—and various sundry items. The last item on the bed was the heavy iron key ring she had pick-pocketed from Karlin, the Magehunter who had nearly slain her. The paltry collection wasn’t much, all told, certainly not enough to support a life on the run. She had her stash of clink and other supplies still at her hovel but wasn’t sure that trying to retrieve them would be a good idea since the safe house had been discovered.

She sighed, thinking back to when Malek and she had been captured by the dwarf. 

“She means nothing to me,” Malek had told their captor. 

His words stung, even if he had merely been trying to convince the dwarf to free her. That, along with the fact that he seemed awfully close to Endira, irritated her to no end.

Who’s bled and nearly died for you, Malek? Just because this wench conveniently shows up and frees us, you’re suddenly smitten by her?

Nera snorted and angrily shoved her meager possessions back into her various pockets. She was angry with Malek for reasons she didn’t quite understand, but most of all she was upset with herself for such petty thoughts. Needing time to think for a moment, she took a break from her inventory and flopped down on the bed, hands behind her head.

Larger issues are much more important right now, such as why I should keep on with this madness. I need to cut this fool of a mage loose before he gets me killed. Like he did Arron. After the thought crossed her mind, she realized that was being unfair. Arron had made his own choices—his sacrifice was of his own will. However, abandoning that line of thought was difficult. Malek and his elven wench will get themselves thrown in a dungeon or banished to the Abyss by the Pale Lord. Damn it all, I’ve got retrieval officers, Magehunters, hell probably the entire Nexus Watch on my trail by now. Even my own guild must have sold me out, judging by the fact that they found the safe house. My life here is, for all intents and purposes, over. The smart thing to do would be to take my stash of clink and slip off plane. Live out my life there.

Arron’s death loomed large in her mind once again: Lassiter’s slim black blade exploding from his back, her brother’s lifeless body falling to the floor, his killer’s icy-blue eyes turning to Nera as if she were just another mongrel dog to be put down in the street.

Damn you, Arron. You loyal fool. Why couldn’t you have talked some sense into me instead of always going along without complaint from one exploit to the next. And now you’ve paid the ultimate price for your loyalty.

The tears couldn’t be denied any longer. Nera rolled over and curled up on the bed, her face in her hands and shoulders shaking as sobs racked her body. For long minutes, the grief overwhelmed her.

“Aw, Arron… Why?” Nera took a deep breath and wiped her face on her sleeve. 

Eventually, another feeling crowded out the sorrow—anger. His death could not stand.

Those bastards have to pay for that… If I don’t make them, then who will? Running away won’t bring Arron back, nor will he be avenged like that. 

I wish Wyat was around. He’d know what to do. Her good friend had been off plane on some campaign with his mercenary company for several months.

Nera sighed heavily and stood up. She grasped the heavy iron key ring in her hand again, feeling its heft. Somewhere in Nexus lies the door to the mana factory which one of these keys opens. Its presence reminded her she had nearly died at the hands of the Magehunters. My guts were torn asunder—I would surely have died, had Malek not somehow saved me.

Her conscience nagged at her, and she knew she was being too hard on the mage. She grimaced and stuck the key ring back in her pocket, deciding not to angrily hurl it at Malek and storm off on her own path.

Sticking with the mage was folly, total madness, yet somehow she knew she would. Without assistance, he would certainly fall, as Arron had. Balor’s balls… I’m as big a fool as that green mageling. Mistress of the Night, lend me your good fortune.

Nera stepped out of the room, feeling physically rested from her nap but emotionally drained. She composed her emotions and walked to the gloomy parlor outside Endira’s and her master’s rooms. The door was ajar, and Malek and the elf were drinking tea and sharing stories, huddled close together, knees nearly touching. They both looked up and smiled at Nera when she walked in.

The proximity of the two immediately made her irritated again, which in turn made her angry at herself for such a reaction.

“Nera, we were just discussing the best course of action,” Endira said. “Malek tells me his master was taken to the city’s mana factory.” When Malek nodded, she continued. “I’m afraid we don’t know where such a building is, though—”

“Stop right there,” Nera interrupted, the words coming out harsher than she intended. “I came to say that I want out of here—I need fresh air.”

“But it’s too dangerous,” Malek protested.

“You are free to go as you wish, of course,” Endira said, drawing a look of protest from Malek. “I would just ask that you use the front door through Nihad’s.”

“Thank you. You two enjoy your tea and crumpets—I intend to find your mana factory while I’m out.” She didn’t mention the fact that she had decided to stop by her hovel and recover her stash of coin. It was looking as though she would have to get off plane sooner rather than later. The chance of ever being able to return to a normal life in Nexus was slim to none.

“Oh, sure, I suppose that’s a good idea,” Malek said. “Here, I’d just ask that since half the city is looking for us, you’d wear this ring. It will protect you from scrying.” From his finger he removed the heavy silver ring that Nera had stolen when she met him, and he tossed it to her. “And be careful out there.”

Nera plucked the ring from the air with one hand and tossed Malek the ring of keys with the other. He jerked in surprise, managing to catch them, but spilling his mug of tea on the floor. Nera smirked at him and spun on her heel to walk out.




***




“Whatever’s gotten into her, I wonder?” Malek righted his teacup and looked around for something to clean up the spill.

Endira crossed the room and produced a rag from somewhere. She dabbed up the small puddle and refilled Malek’s mug. “I would think she’s upset about the loss of her brother and the chaos that’s come into her life. It is unlikely that she will be able to have a normal life after all this, you know.” The elf maiden sat down gracefully again beside Malek.

He immediately felt like a fool. I should say something to her about Arron… I’ve been an insensitive bastard. He found that he missed the easygoing half-elf—he could only imagine how crushed Nera was by the loss of the man she considered a brother.

“Ah, you’re probably right. I’ve been taking her loyalty for granted. I suppose I’ll have to increase her retainer fee for all the trouble.” He thought a moment but looked sideways at Endira, feeling her eyes on him.

She gave him a gentle smile and patted his arm, which sent a shiver down his spine. “I don’t think your gold is her primary concern right now. You might try to be more compassionate in your dealings with her and more considerate of her feelings. I think she cares more about you and your quest than her cocky demeanor would suggest.”

Malek’s eyes widened as he considered the implications of Endira’s observation.




















Chapter 25

Nera watched an empty wagon trundle down the narrow, abandoned street below, returning from a mana delivery to the foundry. Instead of trying to find any of her acquaintances who might know anything about the factory, she had decided to try the easiest solution—trail the delivery wagon. She had never witnessed a delivery in the past. Each morning when she arrived for her shift, there had always been a fresh pallet of mana canisters waiting with the precise number needed for the whole day.

The big secret is about to be revealed.

She lay prone in the shadows atop a roof across the street, watching the wagon. After several long hours spent watching the foundry, the delivery had arrived in the early hours of the morning, well before she would normally have even woken up.

At a casual glance, all appeared to be in order, the street quiet and deserted, but Nera knew better, having grown up on those streets. No streets in Nexus were ever truly deserted—until that one. Beggars, drunks, street urchins, and cutthroats always seemed to lurk about, especially in the seedier parts of the city. Nera could not even detect any stray cats or dogs in the area.

The first indication all was not right was the presence of four guards, two driving the mules and two riding in the empty back. Why guard an empty cart? The second clue was the faint shimmer of a magical ward as they entered the street, most likely keeping the area clear of unwanted stray people and animals. The third and most obvious indication was the pair of stone statues of armored warriors that groaned into action when the cart approached the brick wall at the dead end. From her elevated vantage point, Nera determined the wall at the end of the street was an extension of the vast curtain wall below the Nexus fortress.

The golems that stirred upon the arrival of the cart grasped the hidden handles of a cleverly concealed pair of doors and pulled them apart, revealing a brightly lit warehouse inside. As soon as the cart rolled through, the automatons slammed the doors shut and remained motionless once again as they resumed their silent vigil.

Clever, putting this below the fortress, where nobody would be the wiser. And a very secure location. Now, I need to find out where lies the door those keys unlock.

Following the line of the fortress’s curtain wall with her eyes, Nera decided on a likely area. Cautiously retreating from her concealment to avoid being seen, she dropped down from the rooftop to the next street over and made her way past the warded alley. At street level, an illusion cloaked the alley’s entrance, making it look like an abandoned building. As she made her way closer to the fortress, she stuck close to the shadowed buildings in case she needed to take cover but encountered nobody other than a solitary shambling drunk in search of a place to sleep off his impending stupor for the night.

Nera traversed a winding street that paralleled the curtain wall until she came upon a small square. On the right side was a small gate in the wall, guarded by a pair of Watchmen. I bet that’s where they come and go. They don’t want to draw attention to that alleyway.

Pleased at her discovery, Nera turned toward the slums and her small hovel. Just need to secure my humble stash of clink before this all goes down. Once we hit this mana factory, I might need to hop off plane in a hurry.




***




Nera’s heart fell as soon as she saw the door to her hovel had been smashed open. She raced inside and dropped to her knees beside the loose floor tile at the rear of the tiny home, where she kept her bag of coin, but she knew it was already gone. The tile had been removed and tossed aside. Her entire stash was gone: twenty gold crowns and a variety of gems and jewelry.

“Damn it to the Abyss!” Continuing to curse profusely under her breath, she pounded her fists on the floor. “I’m truly buggered now—I’ll never get out of here.”

“Ye kiss yer mama with that mouth of yers?” someone asked in an amused, rumbling voice. A hulking, ominous shadow fell over her from the open doorway. A burly figure loomed there, streetlight glinting off a wicked axe. 

She knew she was in trouble.




***




Waresh smiled to himself at the thief’s anguished curses coming from inside the dark hovel. He eased himself out of the shadowed doorway of the shack across the alley and approached cautiously. The trap which had guarded the door had been a potent one. Fortunately, he had been prepared for that eventuality. The recently deceased wino whom he had dragged into the alleyway around the corner had been more than happy to try to break the door down with a little encouragement from Waresh.

He stepped onto the stoop, Heartsbane in hand. He could pick out the plane-cursed woman’s slim form in the dim interior, kneeling over her missing cache.

Waresh couldn’t resist taunting her. “Ye kiss yer mama with that mouth of yers?” He grinned at the shocked look on Neratiri’s face.

She froze and watched him, apparently waiting for him to make a move.

“I always like that trapped expression when the prey realizes the hunt is over. Don’t try anything—I’m not fool enough to forget that a cornered animal is a desperate one.” He cautiously stepped closer to the thief. “Yer little stash will make a nice bonus. It should make up for the inconvenience of yer elven friend interrupting us last time, too.”

“Keep the clink, dwarf. Just let me go—you never saw me here.” She eyed him warily as if judging her chances.

“Don’t even think about trying me, wench. Ye got lucky last time. Now lay down and kiss the ground with yer hands behind yer back.” He held a rope in one hand, Heartsbane in the other.

“All right, you got me. Take it easy.” The thief raised her empty hands and leaned forward to comply.

Waresh took another step closer, ready to pin her down with one knee in her back in order to truss her up.

Neratiri put her hands on the floor and suddenly flipped over into a handstand and then sprang back to her feet before Waresh could blink. She swept some of the humble trinkets off her shelf into Waresh’s path.

“Fool wench, that’s not—” He was cut off when something exploded at his feet, sending a shower of smoke erupting into his face. Waresh coughed as his nose and throat suddenly burned. He lunged blindly through the smoke, Heartsbane lashing out in an arc that would’ve cut the thief in two had she remained in the same place.

He heard a clunk overhead. Waresh squinted his watering eyes just in time to make out a panel swinging shut in the ceiling. He swung the axe up through the ceiling, carving a large gash through the thin wood and plaster. A sharp yelp of pain came from above, and he could just make out his prey crawling away. Light came through the crawlspace as she pulled herself up onto the roof and disappeared out of sight.

“Bitch, ye’re pissing me off!” he roared in anger, but it came out less impressive than he intended as his voice broke into a coughing fit as the smoke burned his lungs. Waresh rushed back outside the hovel in search of his maddeningly elusive prey, eyes streaming and hacking up phlegm from his lungs.

The chase was on.




***




I can’t seem to outrun a bloody dwarf? Nera was unable to believe her misfortune. The dwarf had gotten lucky with his wild hacking about, and his axe had carved a deep gash in Nera’s calf, greatly slowing her down. Despite her quick bandage job, the wound ached and still leaked blood. She knew the longer the chase was drawn out, the greater chance he’d catch her.

Nera pumped her arms and launched herself into the air. She sailed gracefully over a street between buildings, coming down into a roll and smoothly regaining her feet on the next building, which was a story lower. She sprinted several more paces and slid to a stop in the shadow of a chimney, cloaking herself in the darkness and trying to still her rapid breathing so her pursuer couldn’t hear her.

Seconds ticked by, and Nera thought she might have lost him, but then an imposing shadow fell across the rooftop. The stocky dwarf stood on the roof across the alley Nera had just left, merely a silhouette blocking the pale silver moon just visible on the horizon behind him. The scarred brute pursuing her must have been carved from granite, as tireless as he was. His eyes raged with a murderous fire, and the wicked battle-axe he carried reeked of dark magic. She could’ve dealt with all that—the part that really bothered her was the fact the whoreson had stolen all her meager savings.

This bastard looks like he’s done with trying to take me alive. I reckon now he’d prefer to drag me in as a corpse.

The dwarf stared into the darkness, head swiveling slowly as he scanned the rooftops for signs of Nera. Then he stepped away, and she dared hope he was giving up until he suddenly sailed across the chasm, landing on his feet with a thud that shook the roof. Tiles cracked beneath his boots. Whereas Nera had tumbled with her momentum, the dwarf just landed on his feet as if his boots had pitch on the bottom.

Uncanny, that was. She pressed herself deeper into the shadows, debating whether to hide, run, or strike. I should strike… I can’t hold out much longer with this wound. Hopefully, I can slow him down enough to get away. The pommel of Lightslicer was cool and reassuring in her hand as she waited.

The dwarf slowly came forward, axe raised as though he sensed her presence. “Come out of yer hiding spot, thief. I tire of chasing ye through this whole damned city. I’ll take ye back, they’ll clamp another collar on, tack on some more time to yer sentence, and we both come out ahead. At least that way, ye’ll get to retain yer head. If ye don’t comply, I bring ye back as a corpse. Yer choice—I still get the bounty either way. But my patience wears thin.”

C’mon, just a little closer.

He advanced until he was even with her hiding spot.

Nera exploded out of the shadows, left hand flicking two throwing knives at the dwarf even as she drew Lightslicer with the right. The dwarf immediately sensed her movement and turned, axe raised defensively. One knife deflected off the head of the axe while the other glanced off his pauldron. However, the thrown knives were a feint to distract him as she dove into a tumble, taking her past the dwarf’s thick legs. She lashed out with Lightslicer, aiming for the tendon at the back of his ankle. The keen blade sliced through his leather boot as if it was butter and bit into flesh, causing him to grunt in pain.

The axe whistled down, shattering tiles and just missing Nera as she rolled past and regained her feet. She sprinted away as the dwarf cursed and grunted in pain.

A quick glance over her shoulder revealed he was still in pursuit, albeit with a limp. Her strike evidently had failed to sever the tendon and disable the use of his leg. “That should slow him, at least,” she muttered to herself.

Nera raced across the crest of the roof. She spotted another street ahead, the next rooftop at a level with hers, meaning the leap across would be even farther. She said a quick prayer to Sabyl that her leg would hold up.

Time to go all in on this one.

She sailed into the air, legs and arms still pumping to maintain her momentum. The gap was wider than she’d anticipated, and she fell hard against the eave, the edge slamming into her chest and momentarily knocking the wind out of her. A moment of panic struck as she started to fall, fingers slipping across the tiles. But then her fingertips latched onto the edge of a tile. She prayed it wouldn’t come loose as she hung there for a moment, trying to regain her breath. Her chest felt as if she had been struck with a warhammer.

The tile held, and Nera was able to slowly pull herself up enough to swing one foot up over the edge. She rolled over onto the roof, gasping for breath, chest aching with each inhalation.

The dwarf regarded her with murderous intensity from the opposite rooftop. He surprised Nera by backing up a few steps and rushing forward, launching himself into the air with his short, powerful legs.

She scrambled away from the edge, eyes wide as time seemed to slow. No way he can make that jump.

The dwarf sailed toward her, mouth open in a cry of rage, axe in hand. However, he was wounded and not able to get enough power behind his leap. He fell short, the axe clanging against the eave and flying out of his grasp to clatter to the street three stories below. His scarred hands fought for grip on the edge of the roof, and he managed to hold onto a tile at the edge by the fingertips of one hand.

Nera crept forward, peering over the side. The dwarf looked down at the street below and then up at her. The rage faded from his eyes, and he seemed suddenly afraid, almost pleading as he gazed up at her.

“I can’t go back,” Nera said simply. “I’m sorry.” She drove her heel against the tile he was clinging to, and it broke loose. 

The dwarf fell with a cry to the street below.

Nera quickly turned away, wincing at the meaty thud. She tried to shrug off the guilt for causing his fall. A howl of pain followed after her as she disappeared into the night.




***




Waresh cried out in pain as bone shattered. He fell heavily onto one side, rolling over and clutching his ankle. Neratiri had wounded his right ankle, and the fall had shattered the left one. He cursed profusely as he strove to master the pain.

A quick glance revealed Heartsbane lying several paces away. Recovering the axe became more important than the pain of his wounds. Waresh painstakingly dragged himself toward the axe, needing it as a man dying of thirst in the desert needed water. As soon as his hand grasped the leather-wrapped haft, his pain receded. His thoughts clarified under the influence of Heartsbane, and one thought became clear. The plane-cursed bitch is gonna pay for this with her life.

A pair of shutters creaked open on a house across the street, and a bleary-eyed man poked his head outside to see what the source of the noise was. “What in the Abyss is all the damned racket?”

An angry glare from Waresh made the man hurriedly decide he had better things to concern himself with. The shutters banged shut as quickly as they had opened.

Waresh turned the dial on his collar, and a portal ripped open in the alleyway, carving an arc out of the wall of a nearby building. Planting the haft of Heartsbane on the street, Waresh pulled himself to his feet, pain roaring through him. He used the axe like a crutch, trying to keep the weight off his shattered ankle. He hobbled to the portal and awkwardly tumbled through.

He barely noticed the blast of cold from the void before he fell face-first onto the tiles inside the Special Judiciary building. Torches guttered weakly, but nobody was around at such a late hour. Waresh yelled for the night clerk on duty.

Eventually, a clerk appeared, staring at Waresh in disapproval. “Where’s your retrieval?” the man asked, confused.

“Get me a healer, fool,” Waresh growled. “Now.”

The clerk saw pain and murder in Waresh’s eyes and swiftly went to summon a healer.




















Chapter 26

Nera’s breath rasped in her throat, and her leg throbbed with a burning ache that sent sharp lances of pain up her back with every step. She could tell she was losing too much blood. The rag she had quickly tied around her wounded calf was soaked through, and she felt light-headed.

Bastard dwarf cleaved deep into the muscle… Without magical healing, my thieving life could be over. Nera fought down the panic and paused to try to get her bearings.

The shadows of the deep slums seemed to crowd in around her, and she realized she was in dangerous territory controlled by rival gangs. She had thought she knew where she was going but now wasn’t so sure. Somehow, she seemed to have gotten turned around in the slums, and at such a late hour, the only ones remaining out on the streets were those up to no good.

“The Temple District should have been just ahead a few hundred paces,” she muttered to herself. 

Normally, she would have gone to her nearby guild house, but they couldn’t be trusted anymore. Someone had sold her out, as evidenced by the safe house having been compromised. She had no doubt they wouldn’t hesitate to stab her in the back again to fill their purse even fuller of coin, were she to show up on their stoop. 

“Someone will pay for their betrayal.”

Chances were she would never get the opportunity to exact revenge on whoever had sold her out unless she got help. I’ve got to get to the Temple of Sabyl. Even if I could find Nihad’s, I’d never make it that far. She was so desperate that even the thought of limping back and having Endira tend to her wound no longer seemed that distasteful.

The sudden awareness that she was being followed cut through her haze of pain and fatigue. A lifetime of living on the street had attuned her to such feelings, and they were not to be ignored. A moment later, the slight scuff of a boot on stone confirmed her suspicions.

Nera moved into the shadows against the closest shanty. She risked a glance behind herself but stumbled on an uneven cobblestone and would have fallen, were it not for her keen reflexes. Her clumsy recovery drew a gasp as a severe stab of pain roared up her leg.

Her glance had been enough to reveal three shadowy figures who had melted out of the darkness a short dagger’s throw away. Two were man sized, and the third towered over them by a considerable amount.

“The fiendling looks to be drunk… nay, wounded,” one said. “Mmm… I can smell the blood from here.” A sinister smile was almost visible beneath the hood.

“How do you know it’s a plane-cursed, Yvain?” someone asked in a deeper voice. “It’s darker than a shadow’s arsehole over there.”

“I hail from the darkness, Knuckles, you fool. Besides, I got a touch o’ the sight. I can see that one plain as day. She’s a looker, too… if ya don’t mind some horns, that is. And I don’t.” The speaker’s eyes reflected light eerily.

“You plane-cursed stick together, eh?”

Yvain chuckled. “One could say we are drawn to each other like fire and oil.” After a pause, he shook his head and added, “That means we don’t get along much, you dumb louts.”

“The Magehunters be payin’ good money for plane-cursed females right now, word is,” the giant said, his voice a barely intelligible growl.

“Aye. They didn’t say what state they gots to be in, though,” Knuckles said. “We could always have a bit o’ fun wit this one first.”

Nera considered her chances and quickly realized they were looking much like shite. She could run but wouldn’t get far with her injury and blood loss. Besides, she didn’t recognize this particular street, and her pursuers were undoubtedly familiar with it. This wasn’t the type of neighborhood where anyone would open the door to a stranger in need in the middle of the night, either. She might be able to hide but wouldn’t be able to climb and suspected the thugs would find her in short order. If she attacked first, she might be able to take a couple of them down, but she was doubtful she could take all three quickly enough. Exhausted and in a foul mood, she decided a fighting chance was more appealing than more running or delaying the inevitable by hiding.

Fight it is, then.

“Sod off, you curs,” she growled. “I’ll stick my daggers through your ball sacks and pop them like Orlian scarabs.” 

“This one gots some fight in her! What you make o’ that, Nulrog?” Knuckles asked.

The third man, a hulking brute who must be Nulrog, bellowed a laugh that sounded a lot like a canine bark. “I like that—we can drag this bitch into one of these ʼere buildings and split her apart—with me other spear.” The thug gestured at his crotch as Knuckles laughed. “I never had a cursed wench before. I bet they like to bite and claw like the bitches from the pack.”

“Don’t underestimate this one,” Yvain warned. “You fools—” He choked off as Nera dropped her darkness spell on the three thugs.

At the same time, she let loose with a barrage of throwing daggers. Yelps of pain and the sound of metal on metal reached her ears. One missed and clattered on the cobblestones down the street. “You arseholes run your damned traps too much,” she taunted with a bitter smile. Despite her disorientation and the pain of her wound, the adrenaline of a fight perked her up.

Nera hobbled over and melted into the deeper shadows of the doorway of the nearest building. Perhaps I can bury Lightslicer in one of their backs.

Curses and the ring of steel sounded from the darkness before it disappeared as suddenly as Nera had summoned it, leaving the three thugs looking around wide-eyed with steel bared.

Balor’s balls… The one is a mage.

“Nice try, wench,” Yvain said, obviously unharmed. He dropped the hood of his cloak to reveal himself as plane-cursed. Black horns twisting in tight spirals grew straight back from a ridged forehead. His skin was a red hue, and his eyes gleamed like silver coins. A snakelike tail twitched below his cloak. In one hand, he held a dagger. The fingers of his free hand worked some complicated gesture as he muttered arcane words.

A globe of light spread from his hand and drifted lazily down the street. The brightness was painful to look at directly, and it quickly dispelled the shadows in the area, including the ones she was hiding in.

“Now go get her, you arseholes,” Yvain snapped, pointing out Nera’s position unnecessarily.

Knuckles, an ugly, bald human with a bushy beard and one missing ear, limped toward her, short sword raised. He was wounded in one thigh, where one of her knives had landed.

Nulrog was revealed to be Canician—one of a race of savage doglike humanoids. The mongrel had stiff, yellowish fur and wore a rusty ring-mail shirt over his muscled frame. A wicked-looking spear taller than Nera was clutched in one clawed hand. He seemed to ignore the dagger lodged in the meat of his shoulder, which was leaking blood. The dogman loped toward her on long canine legs, tongue hanging from the side of his muzzle.

Nera threw another knife, hoping to drop Yvain, the leader, and spook the other two. The blade would have struck him in the face, but it suddenly angled away, deflecting off some type of magical shield. She cursed and reached for Lightslicer.

Yvain muttered another arcane command, and Nera found she couldn’t move. Her hand froze with fingertips on Lightslicer’s hilt. Her limbs went numb and unresponsive as if they no longer belonged to her. She tried to open her mouth to yell but couldn’t move her face other than her eyes.

Nulrog reached her first. His mangy paw engulfed her upper arm, and he tossed her into the middle of the street with ease. Unable to move and stiff as a board, Nera landed hard on her back, skull smacking the cobblestone street. Streamers of darkness washed over her vision, and she nearly blacked out.

A hand smacked her cheek, and her vision cleared to find Yvain leering down at her. “Are you the one making the Magehunters’ cocks so hard? You’ll bring some good clink, I’ll wager. Doubt they care what type of shape ye’re in, though.” His hand pawed roughly at her clothes as he searched her pockets. He relieved her of her coin purse and daggers and removed the rings on her horns, including Malek’s. He whistled as he examined Lightslicer. “Nice li’l blade ya got here. That’ll look good on my belt. You two, take her and be quick about yer business.”

Knuckles’s rough hands pawed at her breasts before he grasped her beneath the armpits to drag her away. She gagged from Nulrog’s breath as he leaned over and sniffed her. The dogman stank as if he had devoured rotten meat recently.

“Ye’re right, Yvain. This un is a looker.” Knuckles grunted, pulling her away toward an abandoned shack a few paces away. “I bet she’ll be nice and slick… Shame she can’t put up a fight anymore. Mayhaps ya could drop the spell? I like it when they got some fight in ʼem.”

Panic gripped Nera, a cold fist in her guts. She couldn’t move a muscle, and these brutes were about to violate her. She was about to pray to Sabyl to at least grant her the mercy of passing out when against all hope, a figure strode into view behind Yvain.

Nulrog sniffed the air, and his head whipped around. “Sod off!” he snarled when he saw the stranger. He raised his spear threateningly.

The figure didn’t reply but continued toward them. As he came into the light, Nera saw he was human with a shaved pate, save for a patch of hair down the middle, and wearing simple rough-spun gray clothes with a crimson sash tied around his waist. He seemed unremarkable in appearance yet slightly familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

“That is no way to treat a lady. Unhand her,” the man said in a firm voice.

“There ain’t no lady here. You talkin’ ʼbout this demon whore?” Knuckles snarled then dropped Nera and stepped up beside Nulrog, his short sword raised. “It’s no concern of yours, so piss off!” Knuckles lunged, stabbing at the man’s throat with his short sword.

The man shifted casually to one side, seemingly unconcerned that he was being attacked. Knuckles’s blade passed close beside his head, and the other man’s hand shot up and seized the thug’s wrist. He yanked Knuckles forward, dropping his shoulder and bringing it up into his opponent’s midsection. Knuckles went head over heels, smacking down hard on his back, the breath audibly whooshing out of him. The stranger twisted, and with a crack, Knuckles’ wrist snapped, sending the sword clattering free to the street. The thug screamed and clutched at the stranger’s iron grip. His other hand lashed out in a quick strike to the side of the thug’s head, and Knuckles went still.

The stranger rose and turned back around just in time to face Nulrog’s attack. The Canician took a huge leap forward, spear stabbing down in a mighty blow that would’ve spitted the man had he remained there. As if his bones were liquid, he weaved inside the strike, and his fists shot out in rapid succession, drumming on the dogman’s chest. Nulrog stumbled back a couple steps, wheezing for breath. He was surprised to find his spear suddenly in the man’s possession.

Nulrog snarled and bared his teeth. He lunged at his opponent, trying to claw and batter him. The butt of the spear whipped up and smacked Nulrog right between the eyes with a loud thump. Then it twirled around and smacked the Canician on first one ear, then the other. Nulrog let out a miserable squeal of pain and cowered back. A strike to the groin caused an even louder yelp, and Nulrog turned tail. He fled down a dark alley, cupping his bruised testicles. The man tossed the spear aside and continued his approach.

He’s a monk, Nera realized after her surprise at his martial prowess wore off. Kick this whoreson’s arse so hard he’ll have toes for teeth.

Yvain watched the exchange coolly and seemed unsurprised as his lackeys were defeated. He withdrew a hand crossbow hanging from his belt and fired smoothly at the monk.

The monk’s hand shot out and caught the bolt, likely poisoned, in midair. He tossed it aside and waggled a finger at Yvain as if scolding him. Yvain released the crossbow to drop on its lanyard and raised his hands to cast another spell.

Nera tried to call out a warning, but her tongue and mouth didn’t work. She needn’t have bothered.

The monk suddenly surged forward with incredible speed, cloak billowing behind him, as if he himself were launched from a crossbow. His leg lashed out and connected a powerful kick to Yvain’s chest, launching the thug into the stone wall of a nearby building. Following a loud crunch, he slid bonelessly to the ground.

“Nasty piece of work, that one.” The monk put his hands on his hips and frowned at the fallen plane-cursed.

With Yvain’s incapacitation, Nera’s paralysis was broken. She sat up, massaging her concussed skull, and watched her savior curiously. She recognized him then. “Thank you for that. You were the one in the prison cell, were you not? Who are you? And how did you get out of prison?”

The monk smiled and extended a hand to help her up. “Brother Cerador at your service. Apologies for the questions earlier, but I didn’t recognize you at first with the glamour you wore. As to your last question, the Weave required my presence elsewhere, so the prison could no longer hold me. Fortunate for you, I was right to come here.”

Nera took his hand, and he pulled her upright. She stumbled, but the monk took her arm across his shoulders.

“You’re wounded,” he said. “We should get you to a temple.”

“Aye, that might be a good idea. How did you happen to be here in this armpit of the slums at just the right time?”

Cerador smiled. “The Weave whispered to me that a lady of great importance required assistance in preserving the Balance, so here I am.”

“Lady of importance? There are no ladies here… Surely you can’t mean me?” Nera felt dizzy from blood loss, and her head ached from the smack on the cobblestones. She tried to focus on the strange man’s words, but they made little sense. Weave? Balance? What in the Abyss is he blathering on about? I must’ve taken a harder hit to the head than I thought.

Cerador bowed his head. “An old debt was incurred, and I, as a simple servant to the Balance, am pleased to assist you as I may, Lady Neratiri. The Weave of Fate whispers to me the ways I am needed.”

Nera wasn’t going to disagree, no matter how little sense the man made. “Well, your Weave was correct that I needed help but wrong about me being important or some noble lady, for that matter. I’m just a plane-cursed orphan thief. Nobody gives a shite about what happens to one such as me.”

“The Weave would say differently,” he said simply, as if that explained everything. “I am not very familiar with this city yet. Which direction will take us to a temple?”

“Should be back the way you came and not more than a few blocks away. I hope.”

Cerador turned and guided her along until Nera remembered something.

“Wait! That thieving whoreson stole my stuff.” She let go of the monk’s shoulder and hobbled over beside the fallen mage. She quickly recovered her items, taking care to put everything back in its proper place, and relieved Yvain of a few valuables of his own in the process, for her troubles.

“Very well, Brother, let us pay a visit to the Temple of Sabyl.”

By the time they reached the temple, Nera was struggling to remain conscious. One of the priestesses helped the monk lay her on a pallet—for the second time that week, she realized.

“Here.” Nera fumbled for her coin pouch, but the monk waved her away.

“Keep it,” he said. “Dark times are upon us, and you’ll need it more than I. The Weave provides as needed.”

“Thank you again, Brother Cerador.” Nera winced as the priestess prodded the wound in her calf.

“You are welcome. And now I must attend to other matters.” He turned to leave. “Fear not, we shall meet again. The Order of the Illuminated Path stands with you.” He disappeared through the curtain and was gone.

“I’ll be damned,” she said aloud, realization dawning. “Did Master Dagun send you?” 

No answer came, for Brother Cerador was gone, but she recalled the time she once aided the Order of the Illuminated Path in breaking a curse in an adventure off plane.

“Rest easy, now. The Mistress favors you, it would seem,” the priestess said. 

Warmth flowed into Nera’s leg as the priestess applied a healing spell granted by Sabyl. The nasty wound in her calf mended until it was only a faint scar, just one of many. As the priestess turned her attention to the concussion, Nera fell into a deep sleep under the soothing warmth, thinking of an ancient monastery and battling an angry spirit with Arron and their friend Wyat several years earlier.




















Chapter 27

Nera dreamed. She was in a strange place, set upon a great mountaintop, cloaked beneath night’s dusky wings. The air was fresh but cold, prompting her to pull her cloak tightly around her. Overhead, the sky blazed with brilliant starlight, more than she had ever imagined possible. Although the sight took her breath away, after a few moments of staring into the vastness of the void, she felt a sensation of vertigo, as if she might tumble into the nothingness and fall forever.

She had to willfully break her attention from the heavens. Once she did, she noticed the ebon onyx columns circling her, blotting out the stars with their blackness, just barely visible due to the lack of stars, although they still reflected some starlight. She realized she was standing in some manner of temple or shrine. To one who plied her trade in the darkness, the shrine felt comforting, almost like returning to a home Nera had never known.

“Child, you have come home,” a voice spoke as if reading her thoughts. “The time has come for you to learn the truth of your heritage and embrace your destiny.” The voice thrummed with power, filling her head until she was unsure whether it was being spoken verbally or delivered telepathically in the fashion of mind-benders. Regardless, the source was unknown, nor could she determine if the speaker was male or female.

The vertigo suddenly assailed her anew, momentarily intensifying before it receded, leaving her floating up and away, weightless. She soared around in a tight circle and looked down upon her own body below, still standing in awe in the temple. The darkness shifted behind her body below, revealing a vast shape unfurling ebony wings. A long, serpentine neck stretched gracefully, and luminous eyes shone like silver moons.

A shadow dragon!

Nera had no idea how she knew what the magnificent creature was, but she knew instinctively from its comforting aura that it was a protector. She watched herself stride forward until she reached an altar that shimmered with iridescence, like an oily sheen on water. When she touched the shiny surface of the altar, it glowed with the cool blue of starlight, and she was shocked to find the mysterious runes on her horns glowing brightly in response, a matching hue.

The glow flared brightly until it pained her eyes, forcing her to look away. A moment later, the aura faded. Nera watched her body straighten and step away from the altar, changed. Gone was the plane-cursed thief she had been. Even her despised horns were missing. A tall, stunning woman with flowing black hair and porcelain skin stood there in her place, yet the features were somehow still hers. Her eyes were the same rust color with an ember’s glow within.

With an ethereal grace, the woman turned and swept her hands wide. The pure night sky instantly swirled away, as if a dye were mixed into the heavens, turning it a sickly reddish hue. The woman who had been Nera walked to the edge of the temple and observed a scene of chaos below.

Far below the shrine, at the foot of the mountain, smoke curled up from cracks in the blasted, desolate ground. Legions of demons were lining up, the evil creatures formed into a rigid military formation by the cracking whips of overlords. The massive army extended out of sight to the horizon.

The voice spoke again, but it was changed—an unflinching harbinger of doom. “This is the beginning of the end. Witness what happens when the Nexus of the Planes fails and the portals from the Abyss are opened upon unsuspecting peaceful worlds.” The voice was a guttural growl that promised damnation, each word driving fear into her as with a hammer and nail.

Nera suddenly wanted to be anywhere but where she was. She fought to awaken yet couldn’t escape the dream’s hold on her. Even worse, her consciousness floated over the edge and down from the temple, leaving the beautiful woman behind. Had she a body, she knew her stomach would have turned from the descent. Slowly at first, but gaining speed, she dropped toward the demonic hordes.

Portals appeared seemingly at random across the landscape, and the hordes rushed forward with blood-curdling screeches and roars, sensing their freedom as they were unleashed on unsuspecting planes.

Nera cried out as she dropped faster than a diving hawk toward the fell creatures. She landed in the mass of demons, her body crushed against spine and horn and then trampled into the ground beneath hoof and claw.

For a long moment, she was frozen in time, mouth wide in a scream while her bones and flesh were pulverized.

“This is the fate of the planes if Nexus falls.” The voice spoke much more gently. “Your charge is to prevent this fate from occurring. You must discover your true heritage. Awaken now with this knowledge to set your feet on the path of your destiny.”




***




Nera thrashed awake from the throes of the terrifying dream to find herself in the Temple of Sabyl for the second time in a week.

“Balor’s balls, what is with these horrible dreams?” She’d never before had such realistic, bizarre dreams other than her two recent experiences in the temple. “I need to quit getting cut up in the first place so I won’t end up here to recover. I sure hope this is the last time,” she grumbled.

She took a moment to stretch out, then she cast off the sheet and climbed from the narrow bed, healed and well rested. After quickly dressing, she gathered her gear. She saw no sign of Brother Cerador or the clergy staff, so she left a generous donation, procured from Yvain’s coin purse, in the offering plate and headed outside.

The fate of the planes if Nexus fails… My heritage and destiny… The Balance and Weave. This is madness—I’m but a simple rogue. What does any of that have to do with me?

Her first instinct was to dismiss the dreams and her odd encounter with her mysterious savior the night before as the result of her concussion-addled brain. However, she had a lurking suspicion that two visits to the temple and frightening dreams on both occasions were too coincidental. Perhaps Sabyl herself was sending her a message, one that she had best heed.

She shuddered at the implications. Try as she might, she couldn’t convince herself that everything happening was a wagonload of dung.

First this elf wench and her master apparently filled Malek’s head with foolishness about the fall of Nexus, then this mysterious Brother Cerador appears with his cryptic talk of this Weave, and now me and my dreams. If I hadn’t gotten involved with that green mageling, none of this would have ever happened!

“Is there no end to the trouble I keep getting caught up in? It’s like a heap of shite that I sink deeper into the harder I try to dig myself out.” She sighed, wanting nothing more than for things to return to how they had been when Arron was still alive and she was simply Nera the Rogue.

The memory of Arron turned her thoughts in a direction she didn’t want them to go, so she forced them to the background and left the somber quiet of the temple.

The late-morning bustle of activity outside the temple provided no answers. Her head cleared a bit, and her rumbling stomach convinced her to hit up a street vendor for one of her favorite treats—Orlian scarabs, which she had a sudden craving for. She bought a dozen for a few coppers and popped one of the large sugared beetles into her mouth as she walked. The shell exploded as she bit down, and the sweet and tangy innards lit up her taste buds.

Another morning above the ground—that’s a good first step to the day. Hopefully, it will improve from here.

She decided she should get back to Malek with news about his mana factory. She didn’t know what she would do once the current maelstrom of madness swirling around her was over, but the end couldn’t come soon enough.




***




Nera burst in the door of the Seer’s parlor. 

“Nera! Where’ve you been? We’ve been worried!” Malek leaped to his feet. His eyes were wide, and a relieved smile spread on his face. Endira looked equally as surprised by her sudden arrival. The remains of a breakfast lay on the table before them.

“We’ve been worried, huh?” Nera raised an eyebrow.

Malek and Endira looked just as cozy together as they had the prior evening, yet despite that, Nera couldn’t stay angry at the mage. After the awful, emotionally draining day she’d just had, nothing remained in her for petty jealousy.

“Uh, well, yeah.” Malek cast a quick glance at Endira, and she agreed. He shrugged. “I’ve been worried. What happened?”

“A lot. To cap off the tragedy of my brother’s death, I got robbed of my life’s savings, wounded, and chased across the rooftops of the whole damned city by that mad dwarf; assaulted in the street and nearly turned over to the Magehunters; rescued by an odd, possibly mad monk; and finally laid up for another night in the Temple of Sabyl.” She smirked as Malek’s jaw dropped, his eyes wide with surprise. “Oh, and I found your mana factory, luv. Here.” She tossed Malek the small sack with the last couple Orlian scarabs. “They’re good for ya.”

Malek looked at the sack, puzzled. When he opened it, he blanched at the sight of the cinnamon-and-sugar-frosted beetles. “Oh, um… we just ate, actually,” he said diplomatically.

“I see that.” Nera grinned, unsurprised yet amused nonetheless at his typical green reaction. She speared a slice of hard cheese from the table on the tip of her dagger and took a bite of it.

Malek gingerly set the scarab sack down on the table. “Could I speak to you for a moment? Alone?”

“Course.” 

She walked out into the hall nonchalantly, and Malek followed and opened the door to his room. She stepped inside, noting the bed didn’t appear to have been slept in. 

“So… what’s on your mind, mageling?” she asked.

He took a deep breath. “I wanted to apologize—I’ve treated you poorly. And about Arron… I’m really sorry. If I could take that moment back, I would’ve just surrendered to them.”

“What good would that have done? Then you’d be the one dead, and Arron and I’d be back to being collared again. I know he’d rather have died free than lived as a slave, as would I.”

“Well, I don’t know. If I’d never gotten you mixed up in this business, it probably would’ve been better off for everyone.” Malek sighed. “I’m releasing you from your obligation so you can take time to mourn your brother. Maybe your guild will take you back, find some lucrative jobs for you. I’ll pay you what’s still owed, of course,” he said hurriedly at seeing her eyes widen.

Nera was speechless. “You what? You’re sacking me? After all this?”

“No, it’s not like that!” He looked shocked at her angry reaction.

She took a step forward and got right in Malek’s face, which she knew would make him uncomfortable. “Then what’s it like? What life do I have to go back to? My brother is dead, I’m a fugitive, and someone from my own guild sold me out to the Magehunters. How in the Abyss do I just walk away?”

Malek opened his mouth, but she put her hand over his lips. “No, just listen a moment. I am a woman grown, and I make my own decisions. Aye, maybe I should’ve stayed out of your affairs, but what’s done is done, and I intend to stick with it till the end. I don’t abandon my companions midstream, understand?” She removed her hand, trying not to notice how warm his lips were.

“All right, if that’s the way you feel.” He looked relieved and undeterred by her close proximity, for once. “I’ll pay what you’re owed, of course… I doubt it will make up for your savings being stolen, but it should give you enough for a start.” He fumbled for his coin purse.

Nera grasped his hand and pried his fingers away, shocking herself. “Nay. First we see this through, then we get settled. Sabyl will grant us her luck, and all shall work out. Deal?” 

Her own words were unable to inspire her with any real confidence, but Malek’s worried eyes were focused on her, and she had to say something. Realizing her fingers were still loosely holding his, she quickly let go.

He looked as amazed as she felt for not taking the coin. “You never cease to surprise me, Nera. I consider myself fortunate to have you by my side.” He grinned.

“Aye, you better for as much as I stick my neck out for you, mageling.” She smiled in return and slammed him in the chest playfully with the heel of her hand. “I won’t even add last night’s traumatic experience to the tally, either. I just want you to help me get off plane once all this is over.” 

She was too slow removing her hand from his chest, and he caught it in his own before she could pull away.

“I don’t want you taking such risks if you don’t have to,” he said. “I feel bad enough about Arron. I couldn’t forgive myself if something happened to you as well.” His deep blue eyes were earnest.

Their eyes locked, and Nera was aware of his warm hand clasping her own. For a moment, she wished he would lean forward and…

But then the moment passed. Malek coughed, embarrassed, and released her hand. Nera instinctively took a step back, feeling a flush creep up her neck.

“Well, don’t worry about me. I can watch out for myself. That’s what I do.” She nervously smoothed her hair back past her horns. Damned horns!

Malek looked away as if gathering his thoughts, clearly uncomfortable.

Nera cleared her throat, taking the opportunity to change the subject. “Why don’t we go talk about your mana factory? The elf should hear this too.”




















Chapter 28

Idrimel thrashed awake from a nightmare, heart racing and a scream poised upon her lips. The sheets were twisted up on her bed, her nightgown soaked in sweat. A throbbing pressure between her temples made her wince as she massaged her head.

“Even here in Sol’s house, vile dreams plague my sleep,” she whispered, taking deep breaths to calm her breathing and her racing heart. She clutched her holy symbol and uttered a quick prayer. The headache and anxiety faded, and she was able to focus on examining the dream. After meditating on it for a few minutes, excitement filled her. She was sure that it must be a sending from Sol himself.

She had been walking through the beautiful, peaceful forest near her home in Ellorya, wearing a simple dress, her hair cascading loosely down her back. The sun filtered through the leaves, caressing her skin with its warm radiance. She stepped into a meadow covered in a multitude of wildflowers, inhaling deeply and enjoying the rich scents that tickled her nose.

A distant thundering quickly approached, followed by the snapping of branches. Looking around wide-eyed, Idrimel was nearly bowled over by a large buck that surged out of the woods a mere arm’s-length away. It was followed by several does and fawns. Rabbits, squirrels, birds, and even a black bear were all fleeing from something, a panicked rush of feather and fur surging around her. In an instant, she became a stone in a swiftly flowing river of animals.

After a few moments, the animals were gone, the sounds of their flight quickly dying out. Idrimel was left in an eerie, oppressive silence. Thick clouds appeared from nowhere and blotted out the sun, rapidly cooling the air. She shivered and rubbed her bare arms. An ill feeling formed in her gut, and she walked swiftly in the direction the animals had fled, away from whatever danger approached.

The booming of a drum met her ears, followed by voices chanting in a foul, demonic tongue. Idrimel reached for the holy symbol at her breast but was stunned to find it was gone. I never remove my holy symbol!

Fear overcame her, and she hitched up the hem of her dress and fled. Branches slapped at her face as she ran. One thin sandal caught on a root, and she turned her ankle, falling painfully on hands and knees. She tried to regain her feet, but it was too late.

Darkness blotted out the clearing as if night had fallen. The shadows of trees fell away as if the ground had swallowed them up. The drums and chanting grew louder, sending a piercing pain through Idrimel’s head. She screamed and clutched her temples, crying out to Sol for protection, but it was no use. Blood flowed from her ears as the wicked speech shattered her eardrums.

Then Idrimel was falling. The ground disappeared, and she plunged into a dark abyss. She screamed, and her stomach felt as if it were in her throat as she plummeted into the void.

She was dimly aware of landing hard on broken, stony ground. Her bones shattered, and her flesh was torn upon impact. Twisted shapes covered in scales, all teeth and claws, swarmed in and tore into her. She screamed for long minutes in excruciating pain as her flesh was ripped away. Finally, the pain faded away mercifully, and she became aware of a voice speaking in a sibilant whisper over the animalistic sounds of the demons gorging themselves.

“Lord Shaol, all has come to pass as you have foreseen it. Even now, Nexus lies on the brink of destruction. The way has been laid clear, the planes at your mercy. Your humble servants hunger for the flesh of innocents…”

The voice faded away with the wisps of the dream, but she recognized it as belonging to the black-eyed fiend she and her brother had encountered outside the City Works office.

“I knew that fiend was engaged in the Enemy’s work. Thank you, blessed Sol, for showing me a sign and granting me the wisdom to see what we must now do. My brother and I must destroy that creature and prevent it from carrying out its plans.”

She rose from her bed and went to alert her brother in the next room. The siblings had yet to hear from Master Flent of the engineering department and were growing short on patience. Now that Sol had shown her a sign, they would no longer remain idle.




***




“Master, it is Endira. Are you well?” Endira opened the Seer’s door a crack and peered inside. 

The chamber smelled of a sick house. The old man was feverish, soaked in sweat and clutching the blankets to his chin. When she approached the bed she could feel the heat radiating off of him. The Seer’s frail form convulsed in a coughing fit. His wet hacking subsided after a few moments, leaving a blood spatter on the pillow.

“Master, shall I fetch a healer?” Endira was alarmed at his rapid deterioration. 

The old man waved her off. “My time has passed, young one. Xoares the Sage will soon release me from my duty.” With Endira’s aid, the Seer was able to sit up in bed. She passed him a cup of water, and he drank thirstily.

Endira watched him with worry. “I fear events are moving faster than we anticipated, Master. Malek is ready to attempt to gain entry to this mana factory where he believes his master is being imprisoned. I fear that such an intrusion will provoke a confrontation with the Warders and possibly the Pale Lord himself. I don’t believe such an encounter will end well for us.”

The Seer coughed again before finishing the last of the water. “Yes, all is as I have foreseen. The time of reckoning is at hand… I just regret we had such little time to prepare. Do not underestimate the corruptor’s power. The Lord of Nexus himself would do well to take care in confronting him. What is shrouded from my vision is the plane-cursed child and her role in the gods’ designs. Is she well?”

“Nera? Yes, she is a headstrong… somewhat petulant young woman but seems loyal to Malek and determined to accompany him till the end. I will join them as I feel I must.” 

Nera had informed her and Malek of her discovery of the mana factory, and they were planning to move on it that night.

Her master nodded. “Whatever you do, you cannot allow the corruptor to destroy Nexus, either through his own doing or by virtue of unseating the lord of the city. Either would result in catastrophe. Try to rein him in and make him see reason although I fear it may be fruitless. If his power begins to consume him, it is vital you stop him, by whatever means is necessary. Do you understand?” He stared at her intently, seeing her very well with his second sight. He had not needed the use of his physical eyes for centuries.

She nodded her head sadly. “Yes, Master, I will act as needed when the time comes and will try to convince Nera as well.”

The Seer leaned back on his pillows, seemingly relieved. “That is wise, my student.” He patted her hand. “I fear there is nothing further I can teach you, and my time is short. You have sound judgement. Follow it always, for the greater good.”

“Yes, Master.” 

Endira was saddened and shocked by her master’s rapidly declining health. She had been a pupil of his for several years, merely a brief time in the life of an elf, and had been eager to learn much more from the old man’s wealth of knowledge. She knew in her heart that the unfolding events would prevent her from furthering her studies.

“I must rest more—my strength is flagging. If this is the last time we see each other in this lifetime, I would ask the gods to smile upon you, Endira Moongrove, and bless Nexus.” The Seer smiled at her and squeezed her hand before rolling over on his side, away from Endira, and pulling the blanket tighter. “Would you be so kind as to inform Nihad of my condition before you depart with the corruptor?”

“Of course, Master. Rest easy… I shall see you on the morrow, gods willing.” Endira quietly closed the door to the Seer’s bedchamber, leaving him to his rest. 

She was overcome by a deep melancholy, realizing that if events went poorly at the mana factory, they would likely not see each other again in this lifetime. The fates of all of them were now in the hands of the gods.




***




A soft knock sounded at Nera’s door. She sat up in bed, having been unable to sleep anyway. She almost hoped Malek was paying her a visit.

“Come,” she called, trying to smooth back her unruly hair and straighten her nightgown. A pair of candles guttered weakly on the nightstand.

The door opened, and Endira stepped inside. Nera tried to keep the disappointment from showing on her face.

“Hello, Nera. I apologize for disturbing your rest—”

“You didn’t. I can’t sleep anyway.” She motioned Endira into her room and swung her legs over the side of the bed so she faced the elf. She waited for the other woman to speak.

Endira gave her a tentative smile and perched gracefully on the edge of the room’s lone chair, clearly uncomfortable with whatever subject she was about to broach. “I know we haven’t really seen eye to eye all the time…”

“I suppose you could say that,” Nera allowed. What does she want of me?

She envied the elf’s delicate, beautiful features and long, lustrous hair. That, along with the fact of Malek’s obvious interest in the elf, had made Nera dislike her immediately and probably irrationally. Not fair to Endira, she supposed, but that’s the way it was.

“I wanted to speak to you about Malek,” Endira continued. “I know you care for him, and he for you—”

“Oi, what? He’s my employer, and I intend to stick with him to collect my clink, elf, and that’s all there is to it.” Nera gave her a hard stare for having touched a nerve. She forced her tangled feelings deep down inside.

Endira smiled patiently, and Nera wanted to strike her in the face. 

“Of course,” the elf said. “I meant no offense. I just wanted to say that whatever happens this eve, we need to be of the same mind on what must be done should things get out of hand.”

Nera cocked her head. “What do you mean ‘out of hand?’”

“Malek can summon an immense amount of power… Even without having witnessed his magic, I can sense the great puissance at his disposal. He told me what happened at the prison. If he truly loses control this time, it could spell doom for Nexus.”

“Why would he do something like that?” 

The words were barely out of Nera’s mouth when she thought back to when she lay dying from a blade through her guts in the courtyard of the prison. Malek had lost control. Even though the memories were hazy, she knew Endira’s concerns had merit. Lassiter and his Magehunters were taking him very seriously indeed. 

“He may be green, but he isn’t foolish enough to undo the magics binding Nexus even if he was capable of such,” Nera said although she didn’t quite believe herself.

Endira nodded. “I’m sure he wouldn’t consciously make that decision, but if he were hard pressed and desperate, perhaps it might occur despite his best intentions.”

“Aye… I suppose that’s possible. Accidents do occur. What of it?” She couldn’t help thinking of her wild dreams and the Seer's warning to Malek of Nexus falling.

Endira’s face was grave. She looked as serious as Rollo did when the guild’s funds didn’t match the numbers in the books. “If that is the case, then I would ask you to aid me in stopping him and preventing disaster—whether it be a distraction to draw his attention or more… severe means. My Master has seen great catastrophe if Malek loses control of his power.”

Nera snorted. “Aye, I’ve been hearing a lot of doom-and-gloom talk of late, and my thought is it’s just a heavy whiff of shite. I still don’t know if I believe all that nonsense.” She held up her hand to stall Endira’s protest. “I will, however, agree that if things get out of hand, then I’ll try to rein the mage in… no sense in drawing the Warders right up our arses or having the roof blasted down atop our heads, aye?”

Endira seemed to relax. “Very well, that is all I can ask. Try to get some sleep before we make our move—midnight is yet a few hours away.” The elf slipped out, leaving Nera to her thoughts.

Malek, you silly fool of a mage… don’t you go getting all of us killed or unmade by those damned Warders. With a sigh, Nera got up and dressed. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep and figured she might as well double-check her gear and sharpen her blades.




***




Idrimel knelt with Athyzon before the altar in the temple. The hour was late and the sanctuary empty, save the two of them. Idrimel took solace in the quiet, feeling the comforting presence of her god around her in the holy place.

“Lord of Light, mighty Sol, bless us with your radiance as we face the darkness of your foes. May your light guide our steps and protect your faithful from any harm should we fail to vanquish the evil that besets this city.” The candlelight seemed to flare brighter as Idrimel finished her words.

“Mighty Sol,” Athyzon said, “lend your strength to our weapons of righteousness as we strike down the vile filth that would seek to drown this city in sin and wickedness.”

“For despite the darkness, dawn always follows, and with it, the purifying rays of the light make everything anew,” they finished in unison.

The two knelt in silence for a few moments longer, and Idrimel felt herself imbued with a powerful sense of purpose, her courage renewed. She knew her brother felt the same way. They were happy to now have Sol guiding them along a sure path rather than wandering aimlessly and waiting for a sign. She prepared a spell that would allow them to locate their quarry—the fiend in the sand-colored cloak—Shaol’s agent in Nexus.

For this night, they would be Sol’s radiance, driving away the darkness of evil.




















Chapter 29

Nera gestured to the others to remain where they were, crouched in the shadows. Across the small square, the curtain wall of the Nexus fortress soared above them. Somewhere overhead, obscured from their view by the overhanging eaves of buildings, the spires of the fortress itself rose up over Nexus.

The small gate in the wall was manned by a pair of Watchmen. One of them puffed on a pipe while the other leaned heavily against the wall and yawned deeply. According to the chroniker mast they had passed a quarter-hour before, the time was well past midnight.

“I can sneak up on them and knock them unconscious,” Nera said. “Or maybe it would be better to lure them away, and we jump them here?” She looked at the others.

“Perhaps I can put them to sleep. The one is nearly there already, but his companion with the pipe seems more alert.” Endira studied them, her eyes gleaming in the gloom.

“Or you could put them to sleep,” Nera agreed. She turned to Malek. “What say you? How do you want to play this?”

“I like both ideas,” Malek replied diplomatically. “Endira, try to put them to sleep. If the second guard doesn’t go down, Nera can knock him unconscious.”

“It’d be a pleasure,” Nera replied eagerly.

“Just don’t kill them. There’s no need—”

“Aye, I know. They’re just a couple boyos doing their job.” She snorted. “What do I look like, a cutthroat?”

Before Malek could respond, Nera tapped the elf on the leg. “Do your thing. I’ve got the other one.”

She melted into the shadows without waiting for a reply. Without making a sound, she slipped along the near side of the street, parallel to the guards’ position, until she reached the edge of the square. She moved quickly, darting across the street and stopping at the edge of the light cast by their lantern. From her position, a dagger’s toss away from the guards, she could already hear the first man snoring loudly, slumped against the wall while somehow remaining on his feet.

“Ered, what in the name of the gods, man?” The second guard put his pipe down and approached his snoring companion, shaking his head in disbelief. “Wake your arse up!”

Ered didn’t reply other than choking out another snore.

The second guard shook his head in disgust and reached out to shake Ered.

Nera made her move, slipping from the shadow and raising her dagger. The guard’s eyes noticed movement at the last second, but before he could react, she slammed the pommel against his temple. He crumpled and fell at the feet of his partner. Nera caught him by the armpits and struggled to ease him to the ground since the guard was easily twice her weight in his heavy mail. She leaned him up against the wall beside Ered.

Hah! As easy as taking clink from a baby. Now, if the rest of this fools’ mission can only go so smoothly.

She waved the other two over and approached the door. Having not seen any keys on the pair of guards, she guessed either they weren’t allowed inside, or the door must be opened from the inside by knocking or giving another signal. Once up close to it, she realized it was no door at all, merely an illusion of a door. The rough hewn blocks of the curtain wall lay about a foot behind the illusory door.

“These fools stand guard at an illusion all day and night?” she asked aloud in disbelief.

Malek and Endira came up beside her and studied the wall, baffled as well.

“I sense magic here beyond a minor illusion,” Malek said after a moment. “Is there a concealed latch or keyhole, Nera?”

She went to work, peering closely at the wall, fingers tracing the stones and mortar between them. After she poked at a cleft in the block, a faint yellow glow bloomed, and the stone flowed away, revealing a keyhole.

“Found it. Now just need the right key… I hope you’re ready for what lies beyond, mageling.” Nera flipped through the key ring she had stolen from the Magehunter at the prison.

“As do I,” Malek replied quietly.

Nera squinted at a strange key, an ugly iron thing with a smooth shank with tiny glyphs carved in it. The bow was styled to resemble bones. She snapped it into the keyhole and twisted. A brief clank of tumblers sounded deep inside the wall, followed by a hum of energy. The yellow glow bloomed a lurid red, followed by a soft whump as a portal appeared in the stone wall. The scene on the other side appeared to be a long, well-lit room, albeit distorted by the portal’s field.

Malek took a deep breath. “Everyone ready?”

Endira nodded quietly, intensely focused on the portal. “Perhaps we should review the plan first?”

“Right,” Nera said. “Remember, Malek, grab your master and be off. No need to stay and sightsee. If things go ill and we get separated, then head straight for a portal off plane. Don’t worry about the elf and me. We’ll be able to fend for ourselves.” She spoke with more confidence than she felt.

They had stashed supplies at Nihad’s but realized they might not have the chance to rendezvous there. She had seen to it that Malek had what he might need if they couldn’t stop: cloak, full waterskin, and a couple days of rations. Nera had only a vague idea that she would go seek out her friend Wyat and his mercenary company, the Steel Rage, on Oblith, a war-torn world where the sellsword business was very lucrative.

Or I could tag along with Malek and see that the green doesn’t get into any more trouble. She shook her head and forced the annoying thought away. Once we’re done here, we’re done—period. My life’s upended enough. She turned her attention back to the ongoing discussion.

“Yes, Malek,” Endira was saying. “With your power, it wouldn’t be wise to stay in Nexus any longer than absolutely necessary.”

“The Magehunters will be all over me. I get it.” Malek didn’t look happy at the prospect.

Nera cleared her throat. “We’ve lingered long enough. Let’s be on with it.” She glanced around nervously, but nobody had taken notice of them or the missing guards yet. She made sure her daggers were readily accessible and silently implored Sabyl for luck.

“May the gods smile on us all.” Malek stepped into the portal, his form appearing to stretch and distort impossibly long before he was all the way through. Nera and Endira quickly followed.




***




They found themselves in a cavernous room not unlike a great warehouse. Malek stepped out onto a deck overlooking the floor below, the women right behind him. His jaw dropped in shock at the scene.

“Balor’s balls,” Nera whispered in awe.

The space was larger than any building Malek had ever seen. Blue magelights illuminated many score, perhaps hundreds, of chairs lined up in neat rows as far as the eye could see. The chairs were spaced a few paces apart, and strapped to them were humanoid figures of varying ages, races, and genders. A convoluted system of pipes ran throughout the room. An attendant was visible in the distance, apparently studying one of the humanoids before marking on a scroll and walking away out of sight.

Endira’s comely features twisted in a scowl. “What in the name of the gods? This is… perverse.”

Malek couldn’t agree more. With his second sight, he could track the bright glow of mana being extracted from the people bound in the chairs and fed into the pipes. The humanoids glowed weakly with mana and vitality, but the tubes and pipes were hot flares of magical energy. What was a mere trickle drawn from each being became a raging river downstream.

“So this is where they produce the mana used in the foundry to power the city. I always wondered where it came from, but never could I imagine such despoilment.” Endira shuddered.

Nera looked around wide-eyed. “This is not what I was expecting. They are like some fiendish farmers milking cows.”

“They are being harvested.” Malek felt anger ignite within him, and he automatically opened his senses to pull in power before he caught himself and clamped down his control. “This is an outrage. Let’s find Magellan and be away from here.” They started down a stone staircase to the ground level.

The first person they came across was a human male bound to a chair, wearing naught but a loincloth. The iron chair was a rune-engraved monstrosity, which made Malek instinctively shy away from its fell enchantment. The man’s eyelids were partially open, revealing nothing but whiteness, and a mask covered the lower half of his face. Malek pulled the mask gently away, only to find a tube running down the man’s throat. A similar pair of tubes extended through a slot in the bottom of the chair, where it attached to his genitals and anus. A metal cap was seated on his head with yet another tube running from it.

“What manner of deviltry is this?” Nera scowled at the man’s plight.

Malek shook the man and slapped him on the cheek, but his eyes remained rolled back. He clenched his jaw grimly. “We must find Magellan, but I fear it may be too late for him. Let’s spread out.” He almost didn’t want to find his master, fearing he’d met the same miserable fate as the others.

Nera and Endira split off to adjacent rows, moving from seat to seat and searching for Magellan based on Malek’s description of a human male of about seventy winters. They quickly moved through the warehouse, checking the poor souls harnessed in the chairs as they went.

“Malek, over here,” Endira called.

Malek rushed over to find an elderly human with gray hair and a long flowing beard. At first, he thought it was Magellan but, after pulling the mask away, realized it wasn’t.

“Damn it!” he cried. He grew more frustrated and angry by the minute. They neared the end of the first three rows. Malek guessed a score of the harvesting chairs stood in each row, and he couldn’t yet determine how many more rows they’d have to search, for they disappeared in the distance.

That’s three score already—people who have disappeared, with families and loved ones unknowing of their fates.

“We’ll keep looking.” Endira placed a comforting hand on Malek’s arm.

Malek just nodded and returned to his row to continue the search. They searched three more rows each before they were challenged.

“You aren’t allowed in here,” a voice called out. A stout older man scowled at Malek. He wore a gray smock and held a rolled-up scroll and a quill in one hand. “Intru—”

Silencing the attendant was a simple matter. Malek simply drew a bit of power from the glowing pipes and threw an invisible noose over the man’s neck, choking off his cry. He tightened it, and the man’s face turned purple as he choked for breath.

“Malek, look here!” Nera waved at him.

He released the man, who collapsed, gasping for air. Malek raced over to Nera and knew immediately they’d found Magellan. He was shocked at how frail his master looked nearly naked, save for a loincloth. The old man was naught more than bone and sinew, his rib cage showing sharply beneath the stretched, wrinkled skin. Purple bruises marred his pale skin from the tight restraints.

Upon closer examination of the black, shiny tubes attached to Magellan’s frail form, Malek thought of some manner of living monster, its tentacles violating the old man’s body. The tubes melded with the pipes running along the floor, which converged in the distance and fed into a massive machine. Even as they studied it, Malek saw the tentacle attached to the cap on Magellan’s head pulsing slightly as if pumping mana from the old mage’s body.

In the distance, attendants fussed with the machine, filling casks of glowing mana in a manner similar to a tapped ale keg. They loaded the casks onto a large pallet.

“I’m going to cut him loose.” Nera slashed Magellan’s bonds, Lightslicer easily severing the thick leather binding his wrists and ankles. 

Malek pulled the tube free from the old man’s throat. A pale, milky substance dripped from the end of the tube before Malek cast it aside—whether a form of drug or sustenance, he knew not. He removed the helm and let it drop to clang loudly against the back of the iron chair. The mage was unresponsive, eyes rolled back and mouth sagging open. Unrestrained, he would’ve slumped to the floor, had it not been for Malek’s support.

Damn these bastards to the lowest level of the Abyss. I’ll make them pay for this.

“Ugh… I’ll let you get the other end,” Nera wrinkled her nose at the tubes attached to the old man’s genitals and anus. She put Magellan’s right arm over her shoulder, helping him upright after Malek cast the offending tentacles aside.

“Master, can you hear me?” Malek asked gently. He snapped his fingers in front of the old man’s face.

Magellan wobbled on his feet like a newborn calf, his muscles remembering how to hold him upright, but he had no sentience. His eyes remained unseeing and his mouth open, with drool leaking down his chin.

The patient, kindly old man who had been a surrogate father to him for years had been reduced to a drooling, mind-addled invalid. Red-hot fury surged through Malek, and he barely restrained himself from lashing out wildly with his power.

“His consciousness is barely there… I can try touching his mind to see if he can be roused,” Endira said.

Malek stared, frozen by indecision while waging a silent battle against his disgust and anger, to maintain a tight grip on his power.

“What do you want to do about him, Malek?” Nera asked. “We might still be away before the guards are summoned although it will be slow going unless Endira can rouse him.”

“We need to get him away from here… The clerics at one of the temples can surely help him,” he said desperately. “Leave him for now,” he told Endira.

“We must hurry,” Endira cautioned. “I sense guards approaching.”

“Let them come. This place offends me—I’m going to destroy it,” Malek vowed.

“Be careful not to hurt the innocents trapped here,” the elf said.

Shouts reached their ears as Magehunters approached. At least a score of them poured down the stairs and through the aisles. Within seconds, Malek and his companions were surrounded by crossbow-wielding soldiers.

Nera had her daggers in hand. A nimbus of magical energy glowed around Endira’s head as she focused her skills. Magellan was still unresponsive, propped up awkwardly between Malek and Nera.

“Let us leave this foul place,” Malek said, ignoring the Magehunters.

“Halt!” A seasoned veteran stepped forward, likely a sergeant. “You are intruding on a restricted area. Unhand the prisoner and surrender now or be struck down!”

“Do your best to strike me down,” Malek answered. 

He pulled on the phenomenal amount of power surrounding him, letting it surge into him until his nerves were tingling. He focused the energy into a concentrated blast. A glowing arc of power exploded out from around them in a circular pattern, blasting Magehunters several paces away. The soldiers flew as if they were dried leaves caught in a gale. He focused the force into a physical, crushing blow, knowing their magic resistance would absorb magical attacks. They slammed into chairs, pipes, and walls with enough force to dent armor and break bones. One of the chairs creaked and wobbled from the thrown body of a Magehunter breaking against it, but it stayed upright. The warrior didn’t, falling bonelessly to the ground. A pipe was cracked, and mana spewed into the air like a blinding geyser of power to Malek’s second sight.

“The path is clear! Come on.” Endira led the way back toward the deck the entry portal had opened on.

Malek and Nera had to drag Magellan a few steps before his legs started to move of their own accord. He hobbled along on his own power as they supported him.

They were nearly clear of the aisle when a huge figure suddenly appeared in front of them. One instant, the path was clear, and the next, the being teleported in front of them with a slight whoosh of displaced air.

The three of them halted in shock at the monstrosity facing them. It stood about eight feet tall, with shoulders broad as an ox, resembling a simple clay figure sculpted by a clumsy child into the form of a humanoid. The giant had crude limbs and facial features, with metal plates driven through its body, bisecting the chest vertically, and two more horizontally through the abdomen. A black plate of iron was nailed across its mouth. The creature’s eyes were bulging, milky-white orbs. Malek thought the creature might have once worn the armor before it was rearranged throughout its body.

A sense of dread radiated from the creature, and Malek fought a strong urge to turn and flee. However, his boiling anger and the power surging through his body gave him a sense of recklessness that shrugged off the fear.

“Warder!” Nera looked terrified. “Sabyl help us.”

“It is said the Warders once were a band of mighty warriors who tried to overthrow the Pale Lord,” Endira said quietly. She had evidently steeled her will against the Warder’s aura of fear. “They failed, quite spectacularly, as the ruler of Nexus crushed them into pulp in their suits of armor before rearranging them to suit his needs. They now serve him for all eternity.”

“We don’t have time for history lessons, elf. We must find another way out. Right now!” Nera backed away, leaving Malek holding Magellan.

Malek leaned Magellan against the nearest iron harvesting chair. The old man stood awkwardly, oblivious to what was happening.

The Warder remained motionless, blocking their escape. From behind Malek, Nera’s curse drew his attention. Another Warder had appeared behind them. Two more blocked the paths to the sides.

Trapped. Malek felt the immense power of the creatures, but instead of a bright flare of magic, it was somehow defiled—a darkness which threatened to suck him in.

“Corruptor, you will cease all actions now!” The voice thundered from all around them.

Malek felt the power behind the voice rumble through his bones. The Pale Lord speaks.

“We surrender!” Nera cried, raising her hands.

The Warder in front simply raised its hand, palm out toward Nera. Malek saw the awful power surge an instant before it fired a ray of darkness from its hand.

Nera somehow managed to avoid the blast, diving and tumbling to one side. The Warder’s magical attack hit one of the pipes, and it simply ceased to be, crumbling into wisps of darkness. Mana erupted, a volcanic fount which Malek seized.

He threw everything he had into the lead Warder, channeling the energy into a force so powerful it would crush the creature to pulp.

The attack simply evaporated as it touched the Warder.

Malek stood there, shocked. Can it absorb magic like me?

A warning from Endira drew his attention. The other three were advancing, hemming them in.

Malek glanced around to see Nera unleash a flurry of daggers at the Warder nearest to her. The blades had as much effect as if they had been thrown at a soldier’s padded training dummy. The daggers were buried to the hilt within the bloated, sickly flesh, yet no blood was drawn.

“What do we do? Can you absorb that thing’s power somehow?” Nera seemed on the verge of panic.

“Good question,” Malek muttered grimly. He focused his second sight on the blighted power forming the Warder, tracing the threads holding it together, seeking to unravel the knot.

Endira attacked the nearest Warder, her arms having morphed into slender blades. She slashed at it and danced away, but the creature remained motionless. Bloodless gashes marred its flesh, but it was uninjured. “This beast has no mind to touch… It is little more than a golem of flesh controlled by its master. My powers are useless.” Fear stole across her normally calm visage.

Nera attacked the Warder nearest her again, leaping up until her feet landed on one of the metal plates protruding from its torso. She stabbed down, burying both long daggers to the hilts in the creature’s head. It swung a huge fist at her, and she leaped away, landing and balancing lightly on a mana pipe. The creature’s arm crunched against the sharp plates. It dropped its arm, and strings of gore stretched from its forearm to the sharpened plates in its abdomen.

Malek found the source of the magic holding the foul thing together, but before he could act, the Warder raised its palm again, at Malek this time, and he saw the power surging. He was floored by the ebony ray that washed over him. For an instant, Malek felt his body nearly torn apart piece by piece, but then he got a grasp on the power. He redirected the attack at another Warder, but the blast of negative energy washed over its fellow Warder to no effect.

The assault relented, and Malek fell to his knees, sickened by the corruption that had flooded him. His hands shook, and he retched onto the ground.

“Malek?” Nera shook him gently. “If you’ve got anything to defeat them, now would be the time.”

“Watch out!” Endira shouted.

Nera tackled Malek, and another beam crackled overhead, striking Magellan with a glancing blow. The old man’s right arm and rib cage disappeared before he was turned inside out, the rest of him sucked into the void. With the sound of a dropped melon, he was gone, and only ash remained, fluttering gently toward the ground.

“Master—nooo!” Malek cried. He shoved Nera off him and surged to his feet. He grasped the knot of power at the center of the Warder, and with a savage yank, he tore apart the magic holding the golem together.

The Warder literally exploded. Meat and metal rained around it. Gore splattered Malek, but he didn’t care. He turned and ripped the magic bindings from the three remaining Warders, to similar effect.

The perverted power rushed through him, and he became dizzy. He stumbled and fell, and darkness closed in.




***




Nera knelt over Malek, her momentary elation at his destroying the Warders battling with her worry at the cost to him. He was clearly unwell: his complexion pale and his skin blotchy and feverish. After several frantic minutes of her and Endira prodding Malek and calling his name, he finally opened his eyes. Nera gasped as a cloud of inky darkness swirled in the whites of his eyes before disappearing. Endira flinched beside her, having witnessed it as well.

“Malek? Are you hurt?” Nera gently shook him again, and his eyes focused slowly on the two of them.

“He was forced to take that corruption unto himself. I fear what it might do to him,” Endira said. “What kind of bizarre magic do you wield, Malek?”

“Answer that later,” Nera replied. “The time has come to flee far from here… off plane, preferably. I fear the Pale Lord will not be pleased with the destruction of his zombie puppets.”

The two women pulled Malek to his feet. 

He staggered for a moment before retaining his balance. “Magellan…”

Nera touched his cheek in sympathy for his distress, both physical and emotional. She met his eyes and shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry… He’s gone. But he was practically gone before all this—from the time they hooked him up to that damned harvesting chair. Right now, we need you to snap out of it. You can have your vengeance later. We’ll make those bastards pay for Arron and now Magellan.”

Malek hung his head, and tears filled his eyes, whether of sorrow or rage, Nera knew not. She ached to comfort him, but this was neither the time nor the place. She had to settle for his arm across her shoulder. Endira supported him on the other side.

The three of them slowly made their way toward the stairs leading up away from the floor of the mana factory. Nera didn’t voice her fear to the others, but she wasn’t confident the portal would appear from the inside at the same location. In her experience, it was a dice toss as to whether Nexus portals were one- or two-way.

Malek seemed to regain his strength after they walked about a dagger’s toss. She could tell he was filled with magical power, for she had to fight down the urge to sneeze. He shrugged off the women’s aid and stood on his own.

“I ought to tear this thrice-damned place down around these bastards’ ears.” Malek’s voice was low and chilling.

Before any of them could react, the world suddenly tilted around Nera, and she was tumbling into a gaping portal along with the others. Her stomach surged into her throat. She barely had time to cry out before they smacked down on a cold flagstone floor.

A palpable sense of dread washed over her, much like when the Warders had appeared. She looked up to find a squad of Magehunters surrounding them. Nera quickly recognized Lassiter’s smirk among them, as well as the arsehole chamberlain whom she had to thank for her long sentence at the foundry.

But the figure beyond the others stole her attention, the source of the dread creeping into her chest, squeezing her lungs so she could barely breathe. All she could think about was fleeing, but it was much too late for that.

The Pale Lord slowly rose from his throne of bones, roused from his torpor, and Nera knew they were finished.




















Chapter 30

Athyzon threw open the sagging wooden door of the abandoned warehouse. It creaked loudly, and Idrimel sensed a tug as some magical ward was breached. A bestial stench assaulted their noses, and a sense of foreboding—of evil—struck them.

Idrimel had invoked a scrying spell earlier, having focused on the foul essence of the creature she remembered from their encounter a couple days past. With Sol’s guidance, her spell had led them deep into the Nexus slums, to where the creature laired.

“They know we are here, brother,” Idrimel said softly. “Sol, provide us your blessing and grant us your light, with which to banish the darkness.”

Immediately, her nerves were calmed, and her fortitude shored up. Her holy symbol glowed brightly, chasing the shadows away to the fringes of the warehouse’s foyer. Shelves had collapsed long ago, and baskets and crates that had once contained merchants’ goods were rotted away. A thick layer of dust and cobwebs coated everything.

Athyzon drew Redeemer with the whisper of steel. The greatsword glowed a pale amber, further driving the gloom away. The paladin stepped toward the opening to the rear room, a yawning portal of darkness.

Idrimel clutched her mace in one hand, her holy symbol in the other, holding it before her to drive the shadows away. The main storeroom was a cavern of darkness. The stench of evil was even more palpable, and the aura of light the siblings generated seemed to meet resistance from the thick darkness. Goose bumps formed on her arms beneath her mail.

“Foolish plane-blessed,” a sibilant voice hissed from the darkness as soon as they stepped foot beyond the foyer. It pronounced the latter word as a curse. “You meddle in affairs beyond your ability to influence. Too late you arrive—the horses have already escaped the barn, as your kind might say.”

Red flames suddenly erupted around the perimeter of the vast room, crackling into a wide arc before them. Shadows clung thickly around the outskirts of the room beyond—revealed was a cavernous space filled with detritus, remnants of a merchant company’s former days.

The sand-cloaked fiend stood a short bowshot away, its cowl lowered and pale face visible. Its eyes were ebon pools, and nubs of horn grew from its broad, misshapen forehead. Despite the confidence of its words, the fiend seemed to regard them with respect.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t alone. A trio of imposing warriors in dark plate armor stepped forth from the shadows to block their approach. Each of them stood as tall as Athyzon, thick and powerful through the torso. Little of their countenances were visible beneath their helms, save for baleful glowing red eyes. Serpentine tails twitched behind them.

“Uvkra.” Athyzon spat upon the floor as if the mere word left a bad taste in his mouth. “Mid-caste demons—tough yet weak of intellect. Take care, Sister. These are much more dangerous than the minor fiends we met back in Ellorya.” Unspoken was the warning that she had never fought such dangerous opponents before. He stepped forward, Redeemer raised between him and the fiends. The blade gleamed brightly with the holy light of Sol.

“Sol protects the just, and will strengthen our arms to strike these demons down,” Idrimel replied with bravado she didn’t quite feel. “Let us send them back to the Abyss with their tails between their legs.” A shiver ran down her spine at the evil the creatures radiated.

The cloaked fiend chortled. “Foolish woman. Your words are as hollow as your god’s power. Soon, the Abyss will consume all of you. My brethren will feast upon your lovely flesh and crack your bones in their jaws to suck out the marrow.”

“Name yourself, fiend! Who are you to make such threats?” Athyzon’s voice boomed with command. 

Idrimel wished she could be as calm and confident as her brother.

More laughter came from the sand-cloaked demon. The three uvkra remained motionless, like automatons awaiting a command. “You may call me Vraqiroth, paladin, so you know who will snuff the light of your weak god and devour you.”

“Enough talk. Prepare to meet your end!” Athyzon strode forward, sword raised in challenge.

The three uvkra lurched into motion, spreading out before the siblings. Each held a two-handed weapon. The one in the center bore a greatsword, another a huge halberd, the third a massive morning star.

“I’ll deal with these three—try to get to Vraqiroth.” Athyzon suddenly charged the warrior with the greatsword. “Sol’s Glory!” he cried.

Redeemer met the demon’s blade with a loud explosion of sparks. The creature staggered back, and Athyzon took advantage by scoring a gash across the uvkra’s midsection.

The second uvkra struck, its halberd darting in at Athyzon’s back, but the paladin spun at the last moment, and the wicked polearm merely cut a gash through his cloak.

Idrimel chanted a quick spell, and her mace glowed with magical energy. She charged forward, trying to get to Vraqiroth. The uvkra with the morning star stepped forward and swung at her, but she deflected its blow as she lunged toward the cloaked fiend.

Vraqiroth spoke a command word in the demonic speech and pointed at Idrimel. A cloud of insects swarmed around the fiend and surged forward, attacking her in a swarm of buzzing wings. She swung her mace futilely, but the insects were everywhere, obscuring her vision and penetrating her helm. They stung at her face and neck and swarmed over her armor, searching for chinks.

Idrimel reeled backward and was suddenly slammed hard from behind. The morning star slammed into the rear pauldron of her armor and knocked her off her feet. She rolled free to put some space between her and her enemy. After a quick prayer to Sol, the insect swarm dissipated, burnt to cinders and falling as ash. 

Her vision cleared just as the morning star swept toward her face, and she desperately raised her mace to parry. The massive weapon collided with her mace, and the blessing on her weapon caused the morning star to rebound as if shot by a catapult. The uvkra staggered backward, and Idrimel picked herself up.

Athyzon traded blows with his two opponents. As she watched, he swatted aside a clumsy strike from the halberd and struck a solid blow to that uvkra’s elbow. The demon grunted and fumbled its weapon. Before Athyzon could follow up, the uvkra with the greatsword pressed the attack.

Vraqiroth seemed to be concentrating on something. It motioned, and Idrimel steeled herself for another spell, but nothing seemed to happen. The uvkra she was fighting positioned itself between her and Vraqiroth. It attacked with a flurry of feints, forcing her away from the cloaked fiend and toward her brother and his attackers. Soon, she was beside her brother, defending herself. Athyzon’s opponents seemed to be coordinating their attacks as well, alternating strikes and guarding each other’s flank.

The three uvkra pressed Athyzon and Idrimel backward. The priestess’s arms already ached from swinging her mace and parrying the heavy morning star of her opponent. Save the strike that had knocked her down, she had yet to receive any serious wounds. Her brother, however, had suffered a number of rents in his mail, and blood seeped from his wounds. Fortunately, his opponents hadn’t fared much better. Ichor dripped from the stump of tail on the greatsword-wielding uvkra while the halberd wielder’s left arm hung useless at its side. Its great strength still allowed it to stab and slash effectively with its polearm one-handed, however.

Vraqiroth watched the battle with a thin-lipped smile, its forked tongue occasionally darting out between plum-colored lips. Because of the uvkra’s uncanny coordination, Idrimel suspected Vraqiroth was controlling them.

“These fiends are unnaturally skilled,” Athyzon remarked, slightly out of breath.

“Vraqiroth somehow controls them.” Idrimel managed to duck a swing and slam her opponent in the ribs with her mace. 

Other than grunting in pain, the demon seemed unaffected.

Athyzon charged between the two uvkra. Redeemer cleaved deep into one thigh of the greatsword-wielding fiend. The creature’s leg crumpled, and it fell, ichor spraying across Athyzon’s white tabard.

Idrimel spun away from her opponent and followed her brother’s attack. With a mighty overhand blow, she brought her mace down atop the head of the uvkra with the halberd just as it was poised to stab Athyzon in the back. The demon staggered and fell to one knee, its helm crushed in. Ichor flowed out of the helm’s ear holes.

The uvkra with the morning star suddenly lunged in. Idrimel spun around, shield raised defensively, but it went for Athyzon, slamming him on the forearm just as he turned. The paladin cried out in pain as his vambrace crunched and his bone snapped. He lost his grip on Redeemer for an instant but then recovered with his left hand.

Idrimel stepped up to defend him, but the uvkra made no move to follow up. The siblings took advantage of the pause and fell back. The demons remained motionless.

“Why don’t they attack?” Idrimel asked.

Athyzon gritted his teeth from the pain but just shook his head.

Idrimel placed a hand on her brother’s arm, and after a quick prayer to Sol, healing energy flowed through her. His bone and sinew reknit in his arm, and his other minor wounds closed up.

Vraqiroth raised its arms and chanted. A wave of dark energy poured from its hands and over the three uvkra. The fiends shimmered as if in a haze of heat. The two injured warriors regained their feet, and their wounds healed.

“Your feeble god is but a guttering candle in the void compared to the power of Shaol,” Vraqiroth taunted. “We can keep this up all night. How long will your stamina hold out, blessed half-breeds?”

Idrimel felt her confidence waver. How can we defeat these fiends, outnumbered as we are? I need to stop Vraqiroth. She tried to think of a spell that might aid them, but most of the prayers she had been granted were healing and protective in nature.

The three uvkra advanced once again. Wearily, Idrimel and Athyzon readied themselves.

A sudden deafening clamor of metal on metal resounded through the building. Idrimel nearly leaped out of her armor in shock. The demons appeared to be momentarily stunned. She spun around to find the source of the new danger, as did her brother.

A short figure in bulky plate armor advanced toward them. He held a warhammer and a shield, which he struck together, repeating the sound. It was as loud as a thunderclap in the enclosed space.

“You must be the Solites I was told of, aye?” The strange warrior flipped up the visor on his helm, revealing a narrow face with a long nose and a scruffy beard on his chin.

A gnome? Idrimel thought, surprised. “Aye, that we are.” She glanced nervously at the fiends, but they appeared to still be stunned. “And you are?”

“Yosrick Sparkspinner at your service,” the strange warrior said with a grin. He bowed clumsily, and Idrimel thought for a moment he might topple over from the weight of his armor and weapons, but the gnome recovered. “My uncle Flurbinger sent me to find you, and good thing I arrived when I did.”

“That it is, Master Gnome,” Athyzon replied, an amused look on his face. “A friendly brother in arms is always welcome.”

Idrimel smiled despite the dire situation. “We were in a tight spot for a moment, but I think the tide may have turned.”

A quick glance revealed the fiends slowly snapping out of their stupor.

“The tide has turned indeed, my lady.” Yosrick dropped the visor again, but not before a big grin spread across his face. “Let’s get at ʼem!”

She chanted a quick prayer for Sol’s blessing. Then the siblings charged forward with Yosrick at their side, full of renewed vigor.

Yosrick bellowed a couple commands, and runes on his gauntlets, boots, and hammer flared a bright orange for an instant. He suddenly sped past the two of them with magically enhanced speed, launching himself at the uvkra with the morningstar. His attack seemed to take the fiend by surprise as the gnome easily leaped almost his height twice over into the air. His hammer came down atop the helm of the uvkra while his shield deflected the demon’s hasty swing. Yosrick’s warhammer impacted with a loud metallic crunch. Bits of gore exploded from the eye and ear holes of the demon’s helm, and it fell like a rag doll.

Idrimel watched out of the corner of her eye as Athyzon impaled his opponent with a mighty lunge. Redeemer exploded out the back of the greatsword-wielding fiend. He yanked on the glowing blade, and it cleaved through the beast’s side, nearly splitting it in twain. Gore sprayed, and the demon’s top half flopped over on a strip of meat before the creature collapsed in a bloody heap.

With a battle cry, Idrimel was on the last remaining uvkra. She batted its halberd aside with her shield and smashed her mace directly across its face. Blood leaked out of its helm as it stumbled and collapsed. Idrimel kicked it over onto its back and knelt on its chest. She grasped her holy symbol in one hand while calling out a chant to Sol. Purifying light erupted from her holy symbol, bathing the two of them in its blinding radiance. The demon bucked and screeched beneath her for a moment before going still. When the spell was done, she rose to her feet. Charred meat was all that lay within a seared suit of armor smoking from the seams.

The three of them turned their attention to Vraqiroth. The fiend backed away from them, tongue darting out nervously.

“Step forward and submit to Sol’s judgement.” Athyzon’s voice boomed.

“Fools. You are too late… Shaol’s plans are already in motion. You will die with the rest.” Vraqiroth raised its hands, sleeves falling back to reveal its pale, bony arms. 

Waves of darkness rolled forth from the fiend as it chanted a spell. Wounds opened on the trio—flesh tore open beneath armor, bones cracked and split, and blood flowed freely. Yosrick and Athyzon fell to their knees, groaning in pain. Idrimel staggered as her insides twisted, blood pouring from her nose and mouth, but she stood fast, clutching her holy symbol and calling on Sol’s grace. A glowing spear of light lanced out from her holy symbol, piercing the waves of darkness and impaling Vraqiroth. The fiend cursed and screeched, but it was frozen in the warm, purifying light of Sol.

“End it, Brother.” Idrimel managed to get the words out despite the agony tearing into her insides. She gritted her teeth, focused on keeping Vraqiroth immobilized with her spell.

Athyzon bellowed a battle cry and fought back to his feet. Two steps and a mighty swing of Redeemer proved the end of Vraqiroth. The ensorcelled creature was frozen and helpless. Redeemer entered its left side, cleaved through ribs and chest, and exited just above its right shoulder. The creature’s face was frozen in shock, and it remained still momentarily before its upper half slid sideways and fell to the floor with a wet sound. The rest of its body toppled over beside it.

Their pain instantly subsided although the wounds remained. Athyzon stabbed Redeemer into the upper half of Vraqiroth and uttered a command word. White fire erupted from the blade, burning the fiend to ash in a matter of moments. He repeated the process with the lower half.

Idrimel cast healing spells on Athyzon, Yosrick, and herself, and the infernal wounds caused by Vraqiroth knit up and disappeared. Athyzon incinerated the other three demons with Redeemer while Idrimel sifted through Vraqiroth’s ashes in hopes of finding any clues to the fiend’s plans. She found nothing.

“That was invigorating,” Yosrick remarked. He plopped down on a rickety barrel, which groaned under his weight but held. He flipped up his visor, removed a flask from his belt, and took a long swallow. “I have to wonder though, why the Warders haven’t appeared. The Pale Lord doesn’t tolerate such magical skirmishes within Nexus.”

“Surely, he wouldn’t tolerate such fiends plotting against his city, either,” Idrimel replied. She poked around the fringes of the room but could find nothing of interest that might hint at Vraqiroth’s plans.

Yosrick shrugged. “Assuming he knew of such, then no. Fiends are sneaky by nature, my lady.”

“I don’t like this,” Athyzon said. “The fiend indicated it had already set in motion whatever its plans were and seemed to think we are too late to prevent it.”

Idrimel nodded. “Whatever those plans are hasn’t been revealed to us as yet. I will pray to Sol for guidance once we are away from here.” She looked over at Yosrick. “Thank you for your aid, Master Gnome. Your timing was fortuitous. Your uncle was wise, sending you. I am Idrimel, and this is Athyzon. We owe you.”

The gnome grinned. “The gratitude of a lovely lady is thanks enough.”

As Athyzon chuckled, Idrimel turned away so they couldn’t see her blush. “So what shall we do now?”

“Perhaps we should return to the temple and pray for guidance, Sister. I think we have been through quite a lot for one night. Unless Yosrick has any ideas?” Athyzon frowned at his crushed vambrace.

“Aye, I might have one or two.” The gnome removed his helmet to reveal a shock of red hair sticking up over his large ears. He took off his gauntlets and knelt over a singed remnant from Vraqiroth’s cloak. He muttered something under his breath and rubbed his hands together and, to Idrimel's surprise, performed a magical incantation.

The cloak scrap stirred as if a stiff breeze tugged at it. A moment later, an illusory form of Vraqiroth stood over its ashes.

“Now we see where it’s been,” Yosrick said.

This strange little fellow could be quite useful.




















Chapter 31

The Pale Lord of Nexus rose from his throne of bones, unwinding his tall, spindly frame like some great, pale spider slowly unfolding itself. Nera thought she could almost hear the creak of ancient joints forced back into motion after years of disuse. As the Pale Lord stood on his dais, towering above them all, she could feel his awful majesty as a palpable fear in her guts. The effect seemed to roll off the ruler in waves. Even the Magehunters felt it, as indicated by their darting eyes and nervous adjusting of grips on their swords.

It’s only foul wizardry… Have courage. Despite knowing the unnatural terror was magical in nature, she couldn’t help feeling a harrowing certainty her life would soon be ended.

“Who dares to destroy that which I have wrought in this city of mine?” The words thundered inside Nera’s skull, making her grasp her temples at the sharp pressure, as if her head would explode. 

The Pale Lord’s gaze fell on them like the beam from some infernal lantern, and she fought the urge to fall to her knees and quake in terror.

Nera could only watch in astonishment as Malek stepped bravely forward. His words came without fear.

“My master is dead at the hands of your underlings after being reduced to a gaping half-wit! What gives you the right to enslave those men and women in that warehouse, deprive them of their will and dignity, and leech the mana from them as one would milk a cow? I would see all of the others freed.”

“You know nothing, mortal. Those of which you speak were condemned for crimes of the past and serve their sentences as penance. They submitted willfully to their fate. I would have you join them as punishment for your destructive magic wielding, were it not for the fact you have little mana of your own, rendering you useless in that regard. I find it ironic you level charges against me and mine while your very nature is to leech and steal mana from the world around you. Corruptors prey upon others as vampyres, sucking life from them.”

“I think not.” Malek glanced around at the Magehunters surrounding them. “I am nothing like you. I do not seek power for my own means—I merely wanted to save my master before it was too late, but alas that is not to be. Allow us to withdraw, and I will not tear this fortress down on top of you.”

Ashamed of her cowardice, Nera stood a little straighter, clenching her teeth to keep from quailing like a green cutpurse on her first attempt at a pickpocket.

“Arrogant dog,” the chamberlain snapped. “Show respect and fall to your knees before the Lord of Nexus!”

“He is no lord of mine,” Malek retorted, “nor will I respect one who animates corpses to serve as guardians, who enslaves and violates men, pilfering their vitality for frivolous displays of magic!”

“Malek—” Nera began, taking a step forward. Impressed as she was by his courage and stubbornness, her common sense was ringing, a deafening alarm bell. Insulting the Pale Lord and his minions would not improve their lot.

The Pale Lord’s glowing yellow eyes suddenly fastened on Nera, as if he had just noticed her, pinning her in place. “You.”

“Me?” Her response came out as little more than a startled squeak. A shiver ran down her spine, under the Pale Lord’s baleful stare. She sensed a sudden pressure inside her head, and she grew dizzy, stumbling back into Endira, who steadied her. After a moment, the pressure relented. Nera thought she sensed puzzlement from the Pale Lord, as if some type of telepathic connection had been established.

“You are touched… What is your purpose? Has he sent you to me?” The voice boomed in her mind, and a sense of apprehension also bled through the mental connection.

Nera opened her mouth, but terrified as she was, no words came forth. Her mind raced, but the only thought she could seize upon was that of fleeing.

Malek was suddenly beside her. He put his hand comfortingly on her shoulder, and Nera’s terror subsided a bit.

“Leave her be. If you seek reprisal, then deal with me. Nera is my companion, as is Endira. They are here by no fault of their own, simply because I sought their aid in locating my master, who was abducted by your minions.” He turned to Nera and Endira, his face softening a bit. “Ladies, I urge the two of you to withdraw for your own safety.” His tone was resigned, as if he knew he would not walk away from the encounter.

Nera opened her mouth to protest, but she could not find any words. Foolish wench, what are you doing? Run!

Despite her urge to flee, she didn’t. Taking a deep breath, she summoned enough courage to fight off her terror. The feel of Lightslicer’s hilt was comforting in her hand. She wouldn’t be a coward and run, leaving her friends behind. “I reckon we’re in this together now.” The words slipped off her tongue before she could stop them. “I hope you know what you’re doing, fool mage,” she whispered to Malek.

“My master has foreseen these events,” Endira said. “Let our fate play out as it will. I stand beside you as well, Malek.” She seemed cool and collected as always, her psionic abilities undoubtedly providing some relief from the unnatural aura of fear generated by the Pale Lord.

Nera envied her two companions their steel resolve. Cold sweat trickled down her back as her eyes darted nervously between the Magehunters and their lord.

Lassiter glanced over at the Pale Lord. Some silent communication passed between them, and the commander gestured at the three companions. “Take them!” he barked.

Everything seemed to happen at once. The ring of Magehunters charged them, swords drawn. Malek’s hands glowed with power. Endira’s head became limned in an orange glow. And Nera drew and unleashed a handful of throwing knives at the nearest Magehunters.

A wall of force slammed into the group of Magehunters, knocking many down and forcing the rest back. Crossbow bolts flew at the companions, many going astray or deflecting off the force Malek was generating.

Nera ducked sideways, and a bolt that made it past Malek’s shield impacted off her left horn, ricocheting astray. Her first volley of throwing knives mainly glanced off the Magehunters’ plate mail although one of them penetrated the earhole of a soldier’s helm. The man stumbled and fell, blood leaking from his helm.

The chamberlain raised his hands, and lightning crackled between them. With a command word, he unleashed a bolt that struck Malek. The young mage absorbed it and returned the favor. Nera cheered as the bolt took the blue-skinned bastard right in the chest and dropped him. The cheer died quickly as the Pale Lord’s lackey got back to his feet with a sneer, apparently unharmed.

Endira was surrounded by a glowing sphere that seemed to repel the soldiers’ assault. Her arms were slender blades limned in a red glow, which she stabbed and slashed into the Magehunters, attempting to pierce their enchanted mail.

A sword swept toward Nera’s head, forcing her to duck and back away. The wielder said, “You should’ve surrendered when you had the chance, wench. You and your brother would still have many years of life ahead of you yet. Now, you shall join him in an early death.”

Nera found herself face to face with Arron’s killer.




***




Despite the confident face he was trying to show, Malek was secretly terrified. Chances were very slim he or the women would escape. He wasn’t afraid for himself so much as for Nera and Endira. His quest had failed—Magellan was dead. Malek had had no plans beyond seeing his master returned, and therefore no longer cared if he was slain. His friends, however, didn’t deserve the punishment he had brought upon them all. 

The Pale Lord’s power is immense… This is not going to end well. I must cause a distraction to allow them to escape. His invisible wall of force was holding the majority of Magehunters at bay while the women dealt with the remaining warriors that spilled around the sides and attacked. His protective wall sparked and crackled, casting an amber glow where the Magehunters struck it as they hammered away, trying to break through.

Knowing he wouldn’t be able to hold off the warriors indefinitely while dealing with the Pale Lord and the other spell caster, Malek changed the form of his wall. Remembering the battle against the Magehunters in the flat, he focused his will upon the magical wards embedded in their armor. With a violent wrenching, he drained the energy from the Magehunters’ protective spells and used that power to reform his wall of force. He collapsed it into a narrow bar and then further into a thin line until it was as keen as the sharpest sword. With a surge of power, he thrust that invisible blade through the warriors.

The charged line of force cut through the warriors, slicing through their torsos and limbs as if they were soft clay soldiers. Blood sprayed from cleft arteries, and severed body parts flopped on the flagstones as the majority of the Magehunters were carved apart into many pieces.

“Nera, Endira, run now! I’ll hold them off!” He glanced over his shoulder at his companions, but either they were too busy fighting to hear, or they ignored him.

A blast of power struck him and flattened him to the floor. The Pale Lord advanced on him, black flames pouring from his upraised hands. His eyes shone like malevolent lanterns, illuminating the path to Malek’s damnation.




***




Nera screamed a curse and sprang at Lassiter. Her long daggers twirled in her hands as she attacked. The commander still seemed slightly off balance after having been thrown back by Malek’s earlier attack—either that or her sheer ferocity was too much. As it was, he wasn’t quick enough to defend against Nera’s furious attack.

She nimbly dodged inside Lassiter’s guard and buried both daggers in his side. Lightslicer slid in to the hilt while the other dagger barely pierced his mail. He hissed in pain, stumbling backward. Nera tried to thrust them deeper, trying to pierce his heart, but her opponent recovered. A mailed fist struck her cheek, causing her to see double for a moment, but she retained her grip on her daggers and pulled them free. Lassiter’s wicked longsword struck at her, and Nera was narrowly able to parry aside the blade. She lost her grip on her second dagger, and it clattered away across the flagstone floor.

Sensing motion behind her, Nera dodged to one side, evading the grasping arms of a Magehunter seeking to tackle her. She made him pay, with a deep stab of Lightslicer to the man’s back. Blood spurted, and she knew she had gashed his kidney, likely a fatal blow.

Lassiter snarled at her as he stepped over his wounded man. Pale, milky fluid leaked from the deep wound in his ribs. “I will put you down as I did your brother, bitch.” He lunged at her with a mighty cut that would’ve cleaved Nera nearly in half, had it landed.

Instead, she leaped high into the air over his attack, her feet striking his face and shoulder as his momentum carried him under her. She scored a deep gash across the top of his head before springing away. She landed and spun around, finding herself momentarily back to back with Endira. Lassiter dropped to his knees, one hand probing the wound on his head.

Nera tried to take in the battle with a quick glance.

Endira was hard-pressed, trying to fend off a Magehunter swordsman. She was bleeding from a few minor wounds. The elf paused a moment, her head suddenly glowing with a red aura, then her attacker screamed. He dropped his sword and clutched his head. The warrior staggered and slammed into the keep wall face-first. He stumbled away, his nose crushed and blood pouring down his chin. The man tripped over a corpse and fell and did not rise again.

She looked for Malek and gasped when she saw him enveloped by the Pale Lord’s black flames.




***




Malek fought to contain the power raining down on him. Simultaneously, he felt his mind under attack from the Pale Lord as well. He belatedly realized the ruler of Nexus was both a powerful sorcerer and mind-bender.

He lay paralyzed on the ground for a moment, agony tearing through his head. He thought he was dead until a sudden comforting presence filled his mind and the brutal assault on his senses lessened until it was tolerable.

“I’ll try to shield your mind, but I won’t be able to hold up long against his sheer power.” Endira’s comforting voice spoke in his mind. “Find us a way out of this.”

The majority of the Magehunters were down. Endira and Nera were standing back to back, facing the remaining few. The chamberlain was readying another potent spell to unleash on them while the Pale Lord’s hands spewed the black flames still flowing over Malek.

He recognized the same negative energy he had faced from the Warders. Gritting his teeth at the sickness he felt from that power, Malek redirected it into a blast toward the ceiling. Stone crumbled, sending huge slabs to collapse atop the spellcasting chamberlain before he could unleash another spell.

The Pale Lord’s flames continued, and Malek was filled with power even as the negative energy weakened him and roiled in his guts, making him want to vomit. He stumbled, dizzy and ill, but knew there was no turning back. If he faltered, he died, and his companions along with him.

He saw the face of Magellan, in his mind—transformed from a kindly teacher into a drooling half-wit. He could only imagine what they would do to Endira and Nera once they were finished with him. Rage lent him the strength needed to control the negative energy and redirect it. Thoughts of escape quickly fled his mind as anger and raw power overtook him. He unleashed a mighty attack on the Pale Lord himself. When the negative energy attack faltered, Malek drew from the power seized from the keep and deep within the fabric of Nexus itself.

He ignored Endira’s plea to get them out of there and pressed his assault, managing to drive the Pale Lord back a step as their magics collided.




***




Nera saw Endira wobble on her feet, obviously drained from using so much energy. The elf placed a hand against the wall to steady herself. 

“You should flee, Nera. I think it likely the path is clear for now. Reinforcements could arrive soon, however.”

The thought of escape was appealing, but Nera refused. Not this time. She was sticking with her friends. “I won’t turn my back on Malek,” she said. “You either,” she hurriedly added at Endira’s surprised look. For some reason, the elf’s surprise irritated her and strengthened her resolve. “We see this through.”

“Very well, although I don’t see a satisfactory outcome for us. He is too powerful. My strength flags, trying to shield Malek from his psionic barrage. Once I fail, he will fall, and we will be executed.”

Executed or something worse. Nera pictured the wasted figures in the horrific mana factory. She shuddered at the thought of the three of them being strapped into those iron chairs. Our only hope is if Malek wins. She scanned the blood-soaked flagstones for her lost dagger but couldn’t see it.

“If Malek somehow wins, Nexus falls, and we all lose,” came Endira’s voice in her head.

Nera jumped in alarm at the intrusion into her thoughts. Get out of my head, elf!

Endira didn’t respond.

Malek was struggling to hold his ground against the Pale Lord, the two of them bathed in magical energy colliding in a roiling mass of black-and-blue flames. Nera gaped at the body parts littering the floor, having just noticed the fate of the remaining Magehunters. Whatever Malek had done had been viciously effective. Rubble littered the area where the chamberlain had been, and she hoped the bastard had been crushed to death.

The skeletal Pale Lord stopped his magical assault, and Malek stumbled back and nearly fell but caught himself. He was obviously winded and likely injured. He looked ill again, and Nera realized he must have absorbed too much of the dark magic, as he had in the mana factory.

The Pale Lord raised his hands and cast a spell, shouting a command word, and suddenly a tremendous concussion reverberated throughout the hall, a deafening shockwave of sound that threw all of them to the ground.

After a moment, Nera groaned and slowly sat up, ears ringing, only to see the Pale Lord extend a hand, and his black flames burst forth anew.

“Nooo!” Nera cried, watching helplessly as Malek was bathed in the Pale Lord’s magical assault. The mage cried out as he was enveloped in the flames of darkness crackling around him. Only the edges of the flames showed any illumination, a sickly glowing green. The flames themselves stole all light, and looking at them was like looking into a void.

Nera snapped back to her own plight as Lassiter lunged back to his feet and stabbed at her. Forced to retreat, she dodged and parried away his blade with Lightslicer. A series of slashes opened a wound on her thigh, another on her forearm. Lassiter smirked, obviously enjoying toying with her. The left side of his face was coated in the pale blood leaking from the deep gash on his head. His blade swept in and scored her rib cage. Nera spun away and slashed him across the wrist. He chopped down and caught Lightslicer, knocking the dagger free from her grasp and sending it spinning away across the floor. Nera stumbled over a severed leg on the floor, twisting her ankle and landing on her backside.

“Savor your last breath.” Lassiter brought his sword up for a final strike.

Nera extended her hand, and Lightslicer appeared in it with a silvery flash of light. She buried it deep in Lassiter’s calf. Shocked by her sudden strike, he awkwardly lurched backward a couple steps.

Nera scooted away, noting her freely bleeding wounds. She knew she didn’t have much fight left before Lassiter would have her head.

Endira gestured at a burly Magehunter who had regained his feet, and the man’s helmet flew off. He gaped at Endira, and his eyes went blank as her nimbus turned red. The man clumsily turned and launched himself at Lassiter just as the commander prepared another strike at Nera. The two went down in a heap, the bigger man on top, raining clumsy blows with his mailed fists at Lassiter’s unprotected face. The commander bucked, trying to throw his man off, but couldn’t. After a moment, Lassiter’s black blade suddenly burst through the side of the other warrior’s neck. Blood poured from the wound, and Lassiter beheaded his own man with a quick sweep of the blade. He shoved the corpse aside, fury on his battered face.

Just then, the burly Magehunter’s loose helmet flew up at Endira’s gesture and slammed Lassiter in the head with a loud thunk. The commander fell back, dazed.

I need to finish the bastard off and avenge Arron, Nera thought desperately.

She reached for her belt but found no remaining throwing daggers. They were all spent. Her long dagger had been lost in the fight, but Lightslicer still lay embedded in Lassiter’s calf. She extended her hand, and the dagger returned to her.

With a cry of fury, she clambered back to her feet. Her wounds pained her greatly, but she was determined to end Arron’s killer.

Before she could finish Lassiter, her attention was drawn to Malek’s battle with the Pale Lord.

Malek had regained his feet, the flames of darkness flowing over him yet not burning him. With a sudden whoosh, the dark flames were extinguished, the negative energy drawn into Malek’s body along with a torrent of ambient magic. He cried out as the corruption ran through him. For a split second, Nera thought his flesh turned translucent, his skeleton momentarily visible as the energy burned through him. The smokeless magelights lining the fortress hall dimmed and were snuffed out.

Nera felt pressure clamping on her eardrums as a tremendous amount of magic was sucked in, and a queer tugging deep within her being as Malek inadvertently tapped into the vitality of those around him. Then he threw his arms forward, bringing his hands together in a mighty clap. A shockwave burst forth, knocking Nera and the others off their feet again. She watched helplessly.

The Pale Lord reeled back, his robes yanked backward as if he stood in a gale, his skeletal limbs standing out. He staggered before being consumed in magical fire, blazing in bright blue flames. The Pale Lord fell upon the stairs, thin arms raised to ward off the power, his glowing lantern eyes wide as he contemplated the unthinkable—his end.

Endira’s voice floated into Nera’s mind again, fearful and anxious. “He has gone too far! Malek must be stopped, Nera. Remember your pledge.”

“Malek—no!” Nera screamed. “Get out of my head, elf. He can still rein it in.” However, even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true.

Malek was on the verge of being consumed with the power. If he was, then all would be lost. She thought of her pledge to Endira and knew what she had to do.

Malek ignored her cry, striding forward resolutely, head hunched forward as if each step pained him. He kept his hands pointed at the Pale Lord, maintaining the stream of fire. The lord of the city was somehow losing the battle, and Nera didn’t know how much longer he could hold up.

I can’t let him do it… Sabyl, don’t make me do this. There’s got to be another way, she thought desperately.

“There’s no other way. You must, else Nexus is doomed.” The elf’s voice was a cool, calming influence in Nera’s mind. “I removed the telepathic shielding I was providing, but the Pale Lord may be too far gone to take advantage and strike.” Endira suddenly slumped down beside Nera, exhausted.

With a prayer to Sabyl, Nera let Lightslicer fly. Her aim was true, and the enchanted dagger passed through the nimbus of energy surrounding Malek, striking him in the back of the thigh. His leg gave out, and he stumbled and fell forward. The stream of energy bathing the Pale Lord was disrupted as he lost concentration.

At the same time, Nera felt a tingling sensation as Endira let loose her psionic energy.

Malek cried and clutched his head, writhing on the ground. Nera’s heart clenched as pain and betrayal passed across her friend’s face. Guilt flooded her. We were supposed to help and defend him, and instead we turn on him.

“He had to be stopped, or all would be lost. Our actions are for the greater good,” Endira said calmly in her mind, but Nera could sense her regret.

Stuff it, bitch. And get out of my head, Nera thought angrily. The elf’s cool thoughts pulled back.

The Pale Lord regained his feet. He seemed weakened, wounded by Malek’s attacks, yet he slowly advanced, looking at Malek as if he were a particularly venomous insect about to be crushed. The wounded mage was oblivious, lying there with head cupped in his hands.

Nera gestured and Lightslicer returned to her hand. She came to her feet and was about to rush to Malek’s side when Endira caught her arm.

“Get off me!” Nera tried to shrug the smaller elf off, but her grip was surprisingly strong.

“It’s too late, Nera. You’ll die too,” Endira said sadly.

The Pale Lord made a crushing motion with his hand, the long, spindly fingers like the legs of a great white spider. Malek seized up and curled into the fetal position, a ragged scream tearing from his throat. The Pale Lord muttered something in arcane speech. The words boomed in Nera’s ears yet made no sense. Her skin crawled at the incantation.

A thunderous crack resonated in the hall, and Malek seemed to fold into himself and was gone. He had disappeared—a momentary blast of icy wind was all that remained.

“What did you do to him?” Nera cried, trying to shrug off Endira’s grasp. The elf was holding both her arms from behind. Nera fought to get free but couldn’t. Her horrified gaze took in the empty space Malek had occupied an instant before. Wisps of smoke curled around the place he had lain before disappearing.

Was he unmade as his master was? Her stomach turned at the thought.

The Pale Lord turned his terrible gaze on Nera and Endira. The amber eyes seemed to peel back Nera’s skin until she felt he could see into her soul. “Foolish one, are you so eager to die too? You are an enigma that I will solve before I destroy you.” He took a step forward and raised a hand toward her. 

Nera could sense him drawing his power and knew she was dead. Malek had been a serious threat to him, but the Pale Lord likely considered her a nuisance, dangerous in the manner an ember knocked free of a hearth could be if left to smolder.

“I ilvil ithie o lielh i ves, slisieli ih flersihi,” the Pale Lord intoned.

Nera screamed as the black flames shot from his hands and crackled around her.




















Chapter 32

Nera turned to flee, but her muscles seized up, wracked from pain as the pitch-colored flames clung to her. They generated no heat that she could feel, perhaps a result of her fire resistance, yet the agony was paralyzing. She convulsed momentarily then pitched forward, the flagstone floor filling her vision.

After a brief moment of vertigo, suddenly Nera was in the floor. A cool rush of energy flowed through her, and the wracking pain of the Pale Lord’s assault vanished. She didn’t know what was happening as pitch blackness smothered her. Her stomach twisted, and she struggled to breathe, panic and dizziness threatening to make her retch.

Balor’s balls, I must be on my way to the Abyss!

“Easy—don’t fight it. You’re safe.” Endira’s calming voice spoke in her mind.

Nera flailed around in panic, but the blackness was absolute. After a moment, she realized that somehow her ragged breaths were still taking in air. After a moment, she forced herself to relax. She could feel Endira’s arms gripping her in an embrace and the cool flow of her psionic power around them. Nera distinctly sensed she was falling.

After a couple minutes, they passed out of the stone and into an open space. Contrary to her sensation of falling earlier, they came out sideways into a passageway. Endira released her grasp, and Nera stumbled forward, catching herself against the rough-hewn wall on the far side of the passage. Her stomach flipped, and she lost her hold on what was left of her dinner, falling to her knees and retching.

After a minute, Endira spoke. “Nera, we need to go now. The Pale Lord will locate us here.” The elf looked pale and drawn from the strain of expending so much power during the battle.

Standing back up was a chore, but Nera managed. How does one hide from the Pale Lord? He sees all in Nexus. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she thought of the silver ring Malek had given her, which she was still wearing on her horn. Grasping it gave her a small amount of comfort. Protection from magical scrying… I might make it out of this, yet. The thought seemed foolish given the circumstances, but she was able to take heart in it. Her survival instincts, honed by a life on the streets, took over, and she tried to avoid thinking about Malek’s fate.

She became aware of a bludgeoning of her eardrums, a tremendous racket, almost like at the foundry but greater, more powerful with a deep bass resonance. The ground itself thrummed in time to the noise. The air was thick with dust and the smell of hot oil.

“The Machine of Nexus,” Nera said. “We must be near it.”

“Yes, we are beneath Nexus. Come, we mustn’t tarry.” Endira walked down the corridor.

Nera followed the elf, assuming she knew where she was going. Despite her cuts and bloodstained clothes, she suddenly realized her injuries didn’t pain her as badly as before.

“Earlier, I could barely think straight from the pain, but now I feel much better. Did you do something?”

Endira shook her head. “That was part of the Pale Lord’s mental assault, causing pain and fatigue. He is unique in that he wields arcane magic as well as psionic. I’m truly surprised Malek held up as long as he did, even with my aid.”

Nera shot her a glare. “He’d have had that pale, fish-bellied bastard if we hadn’t betrayed him like that.” She knew it had been necessary, but it didn’t feel right.

Endira elected not to respond, but guilt was evident on her face as well. They continued along the tunnel, the floor ascending as they walked for several minutes until fresher air greeted them. Soon, they came to the end of the tunnel and a metal gate barring their way. On the other side of the gate, a wide view of the city stretched out before them. Across the way, the foundry belched its steady stream of smoke into the air.

“We must be under the hillside beneath the Pale Lord’s keep,” Nera said.

Endira nodded and suddenly looked wobbly on her feet. She braced herself against the wall of the tunnel. “I fear I exerted myself too much. Can you get us through that gate?”

Nera scoffed at the clunky lock securing the gate. “Aye, should be a breeze. Whoever put that here had no business being in charge of securing the fortress.” Nera set to the lock and made quick work of it with her picks. The gate squealed loudly as she kicked it open and stepped out onto a narrow path that led down to another gate in the base of the curtain wall. The Noble District lay on the other side of the wall, the large manors and villas surrounded by rare and expensive imported trees and greenery. Endira steadied herself against the wall for a moment as a drunk would, before following her down the path.

A flash drew Nera’s attention. The massive foundry shuddered and then erupted into an enormous fireball. A moment later, the shockwave hit them, throwing the two of them back against the hillside. Loosened dirt and pebbles tumbled down around them. The thunderous boom pealed over the entire city. Thick smoke billowed from the foundry, and its walls looked to have shattered much like an egg trying to contain a hatching dragon.

“Oh gods.” Nera gasped in horror.

Endira was speechless beside her, eyes wide like a frightened animal’s.

“How… Surely that couldn’t have happened as a result of our battle with the Pale Lord?” Nera asked.

“I fear this is the end of Nexus, as the Seer predicted. Malek didn’t bring about the downfall of Nexus directly but merely heralded it.”




***




Waresh tilted back the tankard of ale, intent on getting fully piss-drunk. The trail for Neratiri had grown cold, and he was undecided as to where he should pick it up. With the coin he had taken from the rogue, he thought he might have enough to pay a diviner to scry her location, but magical services were notoriously expensive, and he preferred to find her on his own if he could. With a loud sigh, he put his head in his hands.

Why can’t my damned luck change for once?

The conversation of a couple locals at the next table caught his attention. They were chattering about strange occurrences near the Nexus Fortress.

“Whatcha mean there was some explosions there, Cole?”

Cole shook his head. “Alls I know is what I seen. A blast of fire shot out one of them gates that the Magehunters guard up past the slums at the base oʼ the curtain wall. Ya know the one?”

“Aye, I think I know it. That’s the one across the square from Scurvy Gashes whorehouse, ain’t it?”

Waresh grunted in amusement. The establishment was named Curvy Nasha’s, but most called it Scurvy Gashes on account of the low-class whores found there. Waresh wouldn’t dip his stick there for his weight in gold.

“Aye, that’s it.”

“Well, what happened then?”

“The Magehunters ran outta there like a dragon shot a blast o’ fire up their arses.” The men chuckled nervously at that. “When the smoke cleared, they went running back in there. It was all quiet after that. I didn’t stick around long enough for them to come outta there all pissed off and lookin’ for someone to take their mood off on, ya know?”

Waresh’s attention turned to the pretty barmaid as she appeared at his table with his bowl of stew and trencher of bread. She also produced a fresh tankard of ale, which brought a smile to the dwarf’s face.

“Thanks, lass.” He downed the remainder of his first tankard and dug into the stew with a vengeance. 

He wondered what was going on in Nexus. Things hadn’t been the same lately, due to a number of bizarre occurrences. First had been the horror he had battled in the Magelight Market. Then, the plane-cursed thief, Neratiri, and her half-elf friend had managed to slip their collars, which was nearly unheard of without assistance. Very few individuals were foolish enough, or had the stones, to cross the Special Judiciary by removing others’ collars, for fear they’d end up with some clamped around their own necks. To think the pair had remained in Nexus and not skipped off plane was almost inconceivable. Then, the Magehunters showed up looking for them along with a mysterious human mage. An elven sorceress had fought him off and put him to sleep. Then, after he reacquired Neratiri’s trail, the plane-cursed wench had wounded him and knocked him off the roof, leaving him with a shattered leg and a foul mood.

“String of shite luck I’m having… Maybe the gods are tryin’ to tell me something,” he grumbled into his stew. “Its time I got out of this retrieval business.” If only I didn’t have a hundred and ninety-eight more thrice-cursed retrievals to go.

Rumors of a prison break had been floating around for a couple days, and now the talk of strange explosions up at the fortress. Normally, the Pale Lord ruled the city with an iron fist, and any challenge to his authority was crushed swiftly and mercilessly. Waresh couldn’t remember ever hearing of such blatant assaults on the Nexus establishment in all the time he’d lived in the city. I’m not liking the turn of events of late… Bad omens, if ever I’ve seen any.

His memories of the past few days and his pursuit of Neratiri made him think of his own collar. He absently scratched at it where it chafed his thick neck. Wish I could slip me collar and get off this damned place… I could disappear and try to earn an honest wage for once. Mayhap I’d become a stonemason like I wanted as a lad before I knew about nobility and princely duties and all that shite. And before I cursed myself to this fate.

Waresh raised his tankard to take a large draught when the ground shook violently beneath him, sending the ale cascading down the front of his tunic. Many others nearby were also unnerved and shouted in panic.

Gods… what next?

He carefully placed his ale back on the table and, forgetting about his food and drink, he followed the crowd streaming outside into the packed street.

Fingers pointed toward the center of Nexus and Foundry Hill, and voices were hushed in shock and worry. A huge column of black smoke stained the sky—not the gray smoke of industry, but the black of burning material.

Pushing farther into the press of taller people, Waresh jostled them until he got a clear view. A blackened shell remained where the foundry had stood, flames licking at the skeleton of the great building.

Waresh’s jaw sagged open. Reiktir’s bloody beard… Things just took a turn for the worse.




***




The crowds seemed skittish, nervous, as if something was afoot in Nexus. Perhaps it was. Rumors were spreading like a plague. People spoke in hushed whispers of an unknown faction battling the Magehunters and fighting at the fortress.

Idrimel and her brother had followed Yosrick through the city, the gnome holding a charm in hand and whispering to it. They wended their way through the Industrial District and walked up the busy street that culminated at the monstrous foundry atop the hill.

“I think that evil bastard was plotting something at the foundry.” Yosrick gestured excitedly ahead of them. “Mayhap we can—”

He was cut off by a massive explosion. One moment, the foundry was a dark blot in the twilight ahead of them, its bulk barely illuminated along the massive base by the magelights along the street. The next, it turned into a massive fireball that seared the eyes.

Idrimel gasped and shielded her face with a hand. A moment later, the shockwave hit them. She was thrown from her feet and flung against the wall of a building, the breath driven from her lungs, her head ringing from the concussive blast.

She must have blacked out for a moment, for she became aware of shouts of alarm and the cries of the wounded. Her legs were numb from a weight atop them, and she was unable to move for a moment. She couldn’t tear her eyes from the burning remains of the foundry.

Fire raged through the skeleton of the foundry, licking out of the opening where the roof had once been. A huge piece of blackened stone the size of an oxcart lay in the street where the three of them had stood moments before.

“What in the Abyss…” Athyzon’s stunned voice came from nearby. Her brother weakly staggered to his feet a few paces away.

With a nearby groan, something moved, relieving the pressure on Idrimel’s legs. Yosrick had been thrown atop her. The armored gnome rolled over onto hands and knees with a muttered curse.

“Balor’s balls, but that bastard really did do something to the foundry,” Yosrick said.

“Not just something, but something terrible. We need to aid the wounded.” Idrimel unsteadily climbed to her feet. She helped the gnome up.

“Sol bless us, for this is the work of Shaol.” Athyzon made a sign to ward off evil.

“May Sol bless us all, Brother,” Idrimel replied.




***




Moments after the explosion, the hillside shuddered beneath Nera and Endira as if some distant earthquake reverberated through it before going still—completely still.

The sudden silence that had overcome Nexus was an ill thing, smothering the city beneath it under a dark pall. The ground lay silent and calm beneath Nera’s feet for the first time in her life. The entire city seemed frozen in stunned anticipation and dread, and throngs of people crowded the streets below, all staring at the ominous pillar of smoke rising from the ruined foundry.

Nera didn’t know who might be behind such a shocking attack, but she had a suspicion. She couldn’t help but think of the fiend in the sand-colored cloak that had once accosted her. Later, she had glimpsed the boy Osric speaking with the creature. She made a sign of warding against evil.

She looked around in confusion, not knowing what to do. Her whole world had changed in the past several days. Arron was dead, and she had been betrayed by her guild and was now a penniless fugitive. Her newfound friend, a man she had come to care about, had disappeared, likely dead. Her options were extremely limited.

All the talk of Nexus’ impending doom had come to pass. The Machine had stopped.

Nera sat on the side of the hill overlooking the smoking shell that had been the heart of the city, head in hands, ears ringing in the oppressive silence, and fought back despair.

Dark times ahead… Sabyl help us.
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