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PART 1
Through Woods Deep and Dungeons Dark
 



 
 
 
"I wish it were only my paranoia making me say this, but I believe the 
 world is on the cusp of its final age. The Order of Mages isn't the problem. 
 They've destroyed themselves which is unfortunate, as they may 
 have otherwise offered a source of hope."
The Great Secrets, Tibsenth Avalon

 
Prologue
Death Has Come
"Hey, what are you doing here? This wood is private. How'd you get through the gate?" Stahlt's hand was resting on the hilt of his sword, but he hadn't yet drawn his weapon. Behind him he could hear the sounds of his men getting up from their places by the fire and drawing their weapons as they came to join him. This gave Stahlt a boost of confidence. Whoever this stranger was, the guard captain wouldn't need to deal with him alone. Between him and his fifteen men, one trespasser wouldn't pose much of a threat. 
The man didn’t respond immediately. He was dressed in a strange black outfit that was made of a thin fabric banded with straps that held it tight to his body, a strange outfit to be certain, and one not entirely suited to the frigid cold of the north. He was looking all around him as though confused about where he was and how he'd come to be there. Stahlt took a step towards him and spoke up again, this time strengthening the authority in his voice. 
"How did you get in here? This is Dawnsend Keep, and unless you have a writ from Lord Camber this area is off limits. Do you hear me?" Stahlt made sure his tone was calm but firm. He had no desire to bring this incident to a direct conflict. Whoever the stranger was, if he could be ushered away without bloodshed it would be best for everyone. It would be even better if Stahlt didn't have to report to Lord Camber that someone had breached the walls without being caught. Lord Camber was already paranoid enough about the plague without needing to know that random crazy men were walking around through his private woods. 
The stranger seemed to notice Stahlt for the first time, his haunted eyes coming to rest on the captain with a seemingly vacant incomprehension. There was something distinctly wrong about the man in black. He felt out of place and inhuman, dangerous even, but Stahlt couldn’t figure out why he felt that way. Stahlt's eyes poured over the newcomer. He was wearing a long knife at each hip, but no sword. He had dark hair and a beard that hung in a braid from his chin. His eyes were a light color, but it was hard to tell the exact shade beneath the light of the three moons. His outfit was certainly strange for the climate, but he appeared to be nothing more than a man. Then what was causing the sense of unease Stahlt felt rising around him?
"If you tell us how you got in here and let my men escort you out, there doesn't need to be any trouble tonight. Sounds good, doesn't it? No bloodshed, no trips to the prison?" Stahlt tried again. Was the man drunk, insane, or a little bit of both?
"They're going to kill you." The stranger spoke, and then snapped his mouth shut as if surprised that he'd done so. 
"We don't want to have to kill anyone." Stahlt said, taking his hand away from his sword and showing that his palms were empty. "Do we, guys?" Stahlt directed the last at his own men who were now standing around with their weapons drawn, equally bewildered by the intruder. There was a general consensus of nods and agreement, and some few weapons were returned to their scabbards. "We're reasonable people. We just need to know how you got in here, and then we'll turn you free at the gate."
"Wake up!" The stranger yelled suddenly, startling Stahlt and his men. A moment later he whispered more quietly. "Where are you?" 
"He's crazy." One of Stahlt's men spoke up. "I think we're going to have to restrain him and boot him out the gate."
Stahlt shook his head. "Not unless he tells us how he got in. We can't have him wondering back in later. If Camber hears about this, he'll have us all working double shifts around the clock." This was met with a groan of disapproval from the surrounding men. They were already on extended hours. 
"If you don't turn yourself over now, I'm going to have to have my men collect you. You don't want that, do you? Don't make us resort to violence." Stahlt warned. He'd been more than fair with the man, and it was his job that was on the line. Stahlt put his hand back on the hilt of his sword. "What do you say stranger? Can we handle this as civilized men?"
The stranger was whispering to himself but he stopped as Stahlt stopped speaking. "Where are we?" His voice was sharp and dark. 
"You are on my Lord's land. This is Dawnsend Keep, and I'm afraid you're trespassing. If you cooperate we'll take you to the gate and let you be on your way. If you resist, well, things won't go so smoothly for you." Stahlt reiterated again, hoping this time the man would see reason. 
"Where is Dawnsend Keep? Are we near Terrial? What day is it?" The stranger threw questions like daggers, fast and cutting. He wasn't waiting for answers, but it was clear he expected them. Stahlt was almost positive the man was under the influence of something more than strong cider.
"Isn't Terrial a port city down south?" One of Stahlt's men asked. 
"This guys brains are addled. Great. Why does the weird shit have to happen on my shifts?" Another replied. 
Stahlt was just shaking his head. It was obvious that things weren't going to go smoothly. He'd have to file a report later, and then he'd have to deal with his Lord's unhinged temper. "Alright, get him and restrain him for now. We'll hold him until morning and see if he's cleared his head enough to talk straight by then. Make sure you get those knives off of him. I don't want any extra injuries on the books." 
The stranger took a step back and straightened defensively, though he didn't reach for his knives. His eyes glimmered in the darkness like those of a nocturnal animal caught at the edge of torchlight. Stahlt felt a deepening sense of unease settle on him, but it was too late to take his words back. He didn't really have any desire to confront this stranger, but his options were limited. The man wasn't cooperating and his men were eager to see the business done. Two of Stahlt's men went forward, both held a sword in one hand and reached towards the stranger with their other hands. The captain found himself holding his breath, but he wasn't sure why.
"Now put down them knives, real slow like, and we'll see that you get them back before we set you free, alright?" The man on the right spoke. Kirim was an old hand of the guard, having served nearly ten years alongside Stahlt. He wasn't a hot head, and he was good in a fight. The other was one of the younger recruits. Pellin was full of bravado and fight, but if he could live through his formative years he'd probably be a great guardsman some day. He had sharp eyes and a good sense of duty. The calm way they were handling their strange work made Stahlt proud to be in charge of them. Even Pellin was keeping level headed and going about things the proper way. They were a force to be proud of. 
 One of them was dead. Stahlt had only blinked for a fraction of a second, but as his eyes came back into focus Pellin's head turned into a ball of roaring liquid flames that splashed over his body and burned away the cloth of his uniform. Kirim was frozen in horror and staring at the mess that remained of his recently alive squad mate, but the figure in black wasn't hesitating. He stepped forward towards the distracted Kirim and placed a hand on the man's chest. 
"Run!" Stahlt screamed at the man, but he knew it was too late. Kirim's head turned back to look at the stranger. Before he even realized the mistake he'd made in taking his eyes off of the man to begin with there was a concussive thud in the air that knocked Stahlt backwards from his feet. For Kirim the result was far worse. The front of the man's ribcage exploded out of his back, dragging pieces of organs and flesh with it in a gory spray of destroyed humanity. The hard leather armor he'd been wearing hadn't done anything to stop the damage. There was screaming and chaos as some men ran away and others drew their weapons and charged the black clad stranger. Stahlt tried to gather his breath to command a retreat, but his words wouldn't come to him. The force of the blow and his impact with the ground had knocked the wind from him. He flailed in the dirt trying to pull himself up and to find his breath all at once. He felt weak and lethargic. The stranger stood his ground, radiating menace. Stahlt watched in stunned silence as the black clad man tore through the men who had been foolish enough to charge him. He never drew his knives. Stahlt had heard men say in whispers around the campfire that death was a man who walked the world as any other, but until that moment the guard captain had never believed it was true. If he survived, he would never again doubt those stories. Death was a man dressed in black. 
Stahlt's men were dead in seconds and only the shade of Death stood. All others were corpses or had fled the scene as Stahlt lay on the ground still gasping for breath and trying to gather his wits. Death stepped towards him, stirring dust with his boots. He strode forward calmly, as though he hadn't just dispatched half a dozen men in a less than a minute. He stopped above the captain, looking down at him. 
"Is this Central Appox?" Death asked, and this time Stahlt no longer looked at the man like he was crazy. This monster, this force of nature, had obviously arisen from its slumber confused, and it had been Stahlt's mistake to interfere with it to begin with. Whatever it wanted to know, he was more than willing to tell it. He felt his breath return to him as though it were the will of this monster alone. It was still difficult to get a full breath, so he spoke quickly. 
"Yes, sir. This is Central Appox. This is Dawnsend Keep, sir, just off the northwestern coast. We're about two days trek south of Dandivar, three south of the lower hills of the Ragged." Stahlt tried to be as clear as possible. His voice was ragged and strained. 
Death sighed in reply, looking exasperated and angry at the answer. "What have you done to us?" He asked, his voice full of acid and rage, but Stahlt felt that the question wasn't directed at him. "I know you're still here. I can feel you." He said to himself as he began to pace. "I need to know what you've done to us!" His every word echoed with violence that made Stahlt only too happy to not be the focus of his maddened ranting. Eventually Stahlt's luck ran out though. The stranger's cold eyes fell on Stahlt again. "Get up. I need a horse, provisions."
"Sir, I don't have access to those kinds of things. We were out here on foot." Stahlt said as he dragged himself to his feet. "Please don't kill me, sir." 
"Would your Lord have access to those things?" The man in black asked. 
Stahlt nodded. "Yes, sir, he'd have all the provisions you'd need. I will take you to him if you'd like."
"That won't be necessary." Death replied, and drew one of his daggers from his hip. In that moment Stahlt knew that his time was done. He could see the certainty of his demise in the inhuman man's eyes. "I can't let you live now, not having seen what you've seen." Death hesitated. "You ...understand what I must do? And the others, they had to die. It was their own fault. You should never have stood in my way." He took a step forward, and then just as fast as it had all begun the murderous look fled from the stranger's gaze. He looked down at his knife as if surprised to find it in his open hand. "No." He said loudly. He put the blade back in its scabbard, turned his back, and walked away into the night. The guardsman watched him vanish into the black of the woods before he fell to the ground and wept for the loss of his friends, and for the relief of being alive, and for the fear of having been so very close to the incarnation of Death. He didn't even care that he'd have to write the damned report in the morning. In fact, he didn't even plan on staying in the keep until morning. He would take his belongings and move as far away from that place as he possibly could, plague be damned. 
 



 
 
Chapter 1
Cabin in the Fog
Haley's fist passed within an inch of the impassive face before her. Not close enough. Her opponent dropped a shoulder and swept a leg out between Haley's wide stance before she could do anything about it. Haley went down hard, hitting the ground with a loud expulsion of breath. A split second later the outer edge of a foot was resting against her throat. Haley grabbed the offending foot and kicked and spun her legs, using the twisting momentum to turn her attacker's weight off of her throat and to the side. For a brief second she was at an advantage as the other stumbled off to the side. Haley pushed herself back to her feet. She'd bought herself a moment, but it was clear that she was fighting a losing battle. Most people would have retreated at that point, but Haley wasn't most people. She was Xan's apprentice and she wasn't going to let him down so easily. Instead of falling back on the defensive, Haley leapt forward and lashed out with a particularly aggressive set of combat forms. They were newer forms that she wasn't yet comfortably familiar with, but she buffered her lack of style with an extra burst of ferocity. 
Her opponent retreated a full two steps but never lost control of their form. Every executed block and slide of their feet was precise, smooth, and executed with the grace of one who'd lived or died by the strength their fight. These were the exacting skills of a trained assassin. Xan's precision movements and tried battle tactics were undeniably perfect. Haley's flailing blows were turned to the side effortlessly and before she saw it coming, she was struck four times quickly along her right shoulder and side. Each blow drove the assassin's apprentice further and further from her own center of balance. Haley was still trying to correct herself when her attacker closed to grappling distance. In desperation Haley dropped her head to use her forehead as a weapon, but that action was far too predictable. A strong left arm wrapped around her neck and with a solid kick to the back of Haley's leg, the young woman went down fast. There was no hope for recovery. She was pinned down in a tight hold. The fight was over. The blistering fast, perfect technique she was attempting to overcome was far too much for her. Her opponent was a killer, and Haley was just a killer in training.
Haley pounded her fist on the ground to signal that she was done and the pressure around her neck finally eased up. She stood up and dusted herself off. She was dressed in her work outfit, a set of gray and black leather clothing that were secured tight to her body with a crisscrossing set of belts and buckles. The clothes fit her like a second skin and gave her all the freedom of motion she could ever want while still providing a nice layer of protection from the rigors of abrasive physical labor. Xan had insisted the clothing be designed for her based on his own outfit, and Haley had to admit that it was the most comfortable suit she'd ever owned. Even with all the range of motion in the world, she'd been bested yet again. Her opponent was older than her, but was also shorter and less physically powerful. The fact that Haley was repeatedly bested during every encounter was frustrating to the younger woman, but it was also an important lesson on the importance of form over brute force. Xandrith would have found the lesson amusing, Haley was certain. Haley frowned. Kassa was everything she wanted to be now that she'd taken Xan's skills as her own. She was fast, deadly, precise, and still feminine and attractive. Haley was just a little burnt girl, and her continued losses only served to remind her of that. 
"Winter Wind was shaky, and the transition into Pounding Rain was poorly executed. You need to spend more time on your forms." Kassa said, not even breathing hard from their practice. "I won't be teaching you any new techniques until you've at least become proficient with the ones I've already given you."
Haley stifled a groan. It was terribly unfair. Kassa had literally woken up one morning with an entire library of combat forms trained into her body and mind as though she'd spent an entire life working on them. Whatever Xandrith had done to bring her back from the void had also imparted her with his lifetime of combat expertise. She didn't have his hard earned strength to back up all that she suddenly knew, but her technique was flawless and she certainly wasn't weak.
"When you switch from technique to force, that's when you really defeat yourself. You don't need to prove that you're stronger than me, Haley. I'm aware of that. These fighting techniques don't rely entirely upon power to make them effective. They are two-tenths power and eight-tenths technique. Having our weight and balance in just the right place at just the right time is what makes this kind of fighting so effective." Kassa explained, as she had many times prior, and Haley stifled another groan. She sounded so much like Xandrith at times that it was painful to listen to her. Kassa constantly reminded Haley of just how much she missed the dry-humored assassin. It wasn't really her fault. Kassa hadn't adapted to the changes in herself with ease. There had been a week after her recovery in which she'd been a confused mess as she tried to pick pieces of herself out of the jumble that Xandrith had left of her mind. 
 At twenty-nine years of age, Kassa wasn't exactly a young woman any longer. Before she'd become involved with Xandrith she'd been a captain of the watch, an expert swordsman, and an upstanding citizen who prized herself on being a pillar of justice. She wasn't gorgeous, but she had warm brown eyes and long dark brown hair that framed her somewhat angular face in a pretty fashion. Her body was generously curved, but not overtly so, and she was leanly muscled and strong. Haley was actually somewhat jealous of the captain's looks. Kassa might not have been gorgeous, but in comparison to Haley's scarred visage she was doing quite well. Haley was only thirteen, but she was exceedingly tall for her age and the feminine curves she did have were slight. Worse yet, beneath her fine leather outfit those signs of femininity were a scarred mess of burned and mutilated flesh. Haley would never be alluring. She'd decided not to bother trying. Her dark brown hair was cut short, though slightly longer on the top. She kept what little of her chest that existed bound back so that it wouldn't interfere with her fighting. On top of that, Haley was strong. Even without her cursed axe to aid her strength she could pull herself up onto a ledge with just one hand and climb a tree as easily as she walked down the road. Xandrith had been insistent that she learn how to move with ease and grace, and she'd taken that to heart. Haley was proud of the muscle definition that lined her body and the lithe way she could move through any environment. Beauty be damned, she felt as though she could fly.
"Your favoring offensive strikes, but your defensive recovery is being under emphasized. That kind of barrage might work on an untrained opponent, but anyone who can keep their head through your initial flurry of attacks is going to be in a position to deliver a deadly repose. After you finish with Shawl tomorrow we'll run through your forms again. This time we won't quit until you either perfect them, or the sun closes the day." Kassa grabbed her pack from the ground and replaced her sword on her hip. She still insisted upon wearing the long steel despite the fact that she was more effective without it. The sun was hanging low in the sky and the day was just about out.
Haley sighed, too exasperated to groan. She understood the importance of forms, but there was little that was more dull than repeating the same motions over and over again as someone pointed out that your hip was a finger's width too far to the right, or that your foot wasn't turned out at quite the correct angle. It had been three months since Xandrith's disappearance, and Haley's life had devolved from an epic adventure to a non-stop barrage of training and tedium. Her mornings were spent with Johndin Shawl learning the secrets that would let her tap the latent magic abilities she possessed. These were stressful hours spent in quiet study and meditation reaching for intangible goals. She'd finally gotten to the point where her talents were fully awake and she could see the glow of magic when it was being used, but that felt like a very small step forward. Haley had made what Shawl assured her was incredible progress, but it didn't feel like it to the young girl. Worse, Haley was only too aware of the cost of her lessons with Shawl every morning. Every time she tapped into her magical talents, she was draining Shawl's already well advanced years. He insisted it was necessary for her to understand how to grasp the power and control the flow of her magic. He wouldn't let Kassa take any of the burden, so his own life was the price paid for Haley's lessons. Shawl assured her that they weren't doing anything that would significantly impact his lifespan, but Haley's conscience worried at her.
Sometimes she wondered if her constant rush of activity wasn't intentional. Since Xan's disappearance the others kept her in a nonstop cycle of training, never giving her time to sit idle and grow bored. Her work was tedious, but it kept her engaged. Did the others think that she was truly distracted from thinking about Xandrith and what had happened to him? Shawl wouldn't say what he believed had occurred on the night Xan vanished, and Kassa honestly didn't seem to remember much. Haley couldn't stop thinking about it. Somewhere her friend was out there, possibly fighting for his life, and there was nothing she could do to help him. Perhaps her training was supposed to distract her from that fact, but it didn't. Haley lay awake for hours after the others had fallen asleep at night thinking about Xan and what he could possibly be doing. How had he gotten off Dreamer's Isle? Where had he gone? Shawl seemed to know something, but he wouldn't say. Kassa seemed just as lost as Haley, but she was so difficult to talk to. It wasn't that Kassa refused to talk to Haley, or was tight-lipped, or anything like that. Haley just couldn't bring herself to really talk to the other woman. There was an unspoken tension between them. It sometimes burst out in their sparring matches, and things would become exceedingly heated, but they never spoke of it. 
"Let's go get some supper." Kassa said as she started off down the path that would take them to Shawl's cabin. Haley gathered up her own gear, fastening on her axe and the dagger Xandrith had given her, and followed the older woman down the winding trail back to the cabin. Haley wasn't looking forward to stew again, but it seemed to be the only thing that the old mage cooked. It made Haley wish she'd spent more time with her mother learning the basics of running a kitchen, anything for a mild chance of pace. At least they had fresh supplies coming again. It had taken Kassa some time to find a captain willing to deliver food to the isle. Shawl's previous provider refused to help because he steadfastly believed Shawl was some kind of evil wraith risen from the dead, which hadn't helped Kassa's cause as she argued on his behalf. If the people of Terrial weren't already superstitious enough, Kassa's insistence that Shawl was in fact still residing on the island and had not been eaten by the fairies seemed only to convince the people of Terrial that Shawl was indeed some kind of undead demon. Now he wasn't simply the crazy hermit who lived among the fairies, but the haunt of the crazy hermit who had once lived among the fairies. Kassa had returned home many nights completely furious. Johndin Shawl seemed to find the whole matter hilarious, but he always declined to take the boat to shore himself to handle the problem. Haley didn't always understand the old man's sense of humor. It was a little more difficult to read than Xan's dry, dark jokes that she'd come to be quite fond of. 
Haley slipped through the door behind Kassa and headed for the stew pot simmering over the fire place. It was definitely another stew, but she was hungry and so it would suffice. Kassa was already spooning out a dish for herself by the time Haley had recovered a bowl from the cupboard and made her way to the pot. Johndin had eaten already and was seated in his rocking chair, smoking a strange mix of herbs from his hand crafted wooden pipe. He lit the material in the bowl with a piece of wick, took a draw from his pipe, and then covered the herb again with a wooden stopper before letting the smoke out in a deep, slow exhale of puffy white smoke. The old man sighed and Haley scrunched her nose, which tugged at the ugly burn on her face. Haley wasn't certain what benefit the old man got from his smoke, but the stuff didn't exactly smell pleasant. 
"How was the day's training?" He asked as the women took their seats and began to eat. 
"Haley's getting better every day." Kassa said the same thing just about every time she was asked. It was all part of the repeating routine that Haley was becoming fed up with. 
"Good, good! She's a clever girl." Shawl replied with a smile before taking another puff from his pipe. Silence fell for a few minutes with the only sound being that of Haley and Kassa finishing up their stew. It was far too quiet. Haley cleared her throat. 
"It has been nearly four months now since Xan left. I think we should go after him." It had taken a lot of nerve to build up to this topic again, but Haley thought it was long overdue. They couldn't wait forever for the assassin to return. What if something had happened to him? Xandrith was incredibly skilled, but he was only human. 
The smile fled from Shawl's face in a rush and he sat up straighter in his seat. "I don't think that's such a good idea. It's dangerous out beyond the isle. The plague has spread and the Drayid have moved further south. I've received word from some of my contacts that they're wearing plague masks as far south as Rewolla. No, Xan asked me to look after you, and I think it's best that we stay here." He went to light his pipe again as if the discussion was finished, but Haley wasn't having it. 
"Do you really think Xan can save the entire world on his own? He's just one man. He needs his friends. I've been training constantly for months. What is the point in all of this work if I can't use what I've learned to help Xan?" Haley growled, trying to keep the anger burning in the back of her mind at bay. Lately that had been getting more and more difficult.
It was Kassa who spoke up next. "We have nowhere to start looking, Haley. Don't you think I'd want to go help him as well? Things aren't that easy."
Haley turned to face Kassa, that spark of anger flaring to life. "Yes, you should want to help him as well. After what he's done for you, you should be fighting harder than I am to go after him! I don't understand how you can just sit here day after day like nothing is wrong! The world is dying out there and we're not doing anything to help." Kassa looked away, as if unable to meet Haley's angry gaze. Not for the first time, the younger woman had the distinct impression that something was being kept from her. 
"You're both cowards!" Haley snapped, regretting the words as they slipped from her lips. She'd let her anger get ahead of her there. She knew that neither of them were actually cowards. They were brave and strong people, but that was what frustrated her the most. Why did they refuse to help Xandrith if they were so capable? Regardless, the words had come out of her mouth and Haley wasn’t one to abandon her commitments easily, not even when she knew she was wrong. "I'm not going to just sit around here forever, not while he's out there fighting for us!"
Kassa had lowered her face to her hands. She raised her head and Haley thought she caught a glimpse of a tear streaking the woman's face. "You have to tell her, Johndin. You can't keep this secret forever."
Haley's eyes leapt back and forth between the old mage and the woman who'd become her trainer. "What secret? I'm tired of not knowing what's going on." Even as she pushed for answers a sense of trepidation crept over her. 
Shawl set down his pipe with a shaky hand. His rosy cheeks had gone pale, and any cheer his herb provided had long since fled his face. "Haley, this isn't easy for me to tell you, but I've kept it from you for your own good. I didn't want you to harbor resentment, and I'd hoped with time it would be easier for you to understand. It's clear to me now that I should have come forward much sooner with this information. Time has not helped you, and your dedication to Xan is admirable." Haley was frozen in her seat and her heart hammered away in her chest as her stomach churned uncomfortably. It was as if she knew what Johndin was going to tell her. Perhaps she had even suspected it on some level. 
"Xan did not leave the island the night he brought back Kassa. He was consumed by the mists." The old mage shifted uncomfortably in his chair, looking at his pipe longingly. "I warned him about the mists and the nature of the island at night. At first I hoped that he'd gotten off the island, but I checked the boat I have and it's still in its normal place. Swimming to shore is possible, but there was no evidence that he ever left the clearing. Then there were Kassa's words when we found her. 'Shade walked into shadows.' Xandrith was swept up by the mists of Dreamer's Isle. I hoped for a while that he would return - some people do - but as time went on I knew it wasn't to be. Xandrith is gone, Haley."
Haley sat in stunned silence. She was caught between horror and anguish, but a great wall of rage was welling up deep inside of her too. "That's not even possible." She said quietly as her emotions thrashed out of control inside of her. "Xan couldn't be killed by some stupid mist. You don't know that, Johndin. You can't! You're just guessing!"
Shawl shook his head slowly. "It's more than a guess, I'm afraid. I've used my magic to divine the connections. I know he went into the mist, and it is clear that he never came back out, Haley. I'm sorry child, but Xandrith is gone."
"That's a damned lie!" Haley shouted. "If Xandrith is gone then what have we been doing here all this time? Why would I be wasting my time training while the world is dying out there? Xan is out there right now, trying to save us, and we need to find him and help. You're a liar, Johndin Shawl!" Haley stood up, throwing her chair back with enough force to send it careening off the nearby wall. Johndin had gone quiet. He was looking tired and sad.
A hand touched Haley's shoulder and she jumped. She hadn't even seen Kassa move. "It's not a lie, Haley. After the confusion finally fled, I remembered Xan walking away into the mist and just vanishing. It was the first clear memory I had."
Haley shrugged the hand from her shoulder and stepped away. She didn't like to be touched. She allowed it during training, but Kassa was no friend of hers. Haley didn't want the woman thinking they were close, especially not now. "Did you think I would just forget him? Why have we been wasting all of this time training? What did you hope to achieve?" She wasn't sure who she was talking to, Kassa or Shawl, but someone needed to answer her questions. 
"It was my fault." Shawl said quietly. "I'd hoped if we kept you working and training that you might begin to forget about Xan. I just wanted you to find some happiness in your life."
"Xandrith saved me!" Haley spat, her fists balled until her knuckles turned white. "How am I supposed to just forget about him? He's dead and you let me just keep hoping that he would come back. What kind of monsters are you?" Haley began to walk towards the front door. "I'm going after him."
Shawl jumped up from his chair. "You can't!"
Kassa was around the room and blocking the exit in a flash. "Haley, please, going out into the mist isn't going to help Xandrith. It's only going to end with another lost life. Do you think Xan would want you to kill yourself?"
Haley drew her dagger. "Do you think Xan would want me to stay here on this island while the world dies and do nothing? I'm not ready to accept that he's gone. Mist be damned, I don't believe Xan would die so easily. He is stronger than that. He's stronger than either of you know. Now I'm going out there to find him, and you can't stop me."
Kassa stood her ground. "You know that's not true, Haley. I can stop you. Put the knife away and think about what you're doing. You're angry and distraught, and that isn't the best frame of mind in which to make big decisions. Xandrith would have told you the same."
Death will not get us any closer to saving Xan. Haley's inner voice spoke to her as if of its own volition. He must be alive out there somewhere, but we shouldn't rush into the unknown. Not yet. Haley let out a long sigh and returned her knife to its scabbard. Kassa was right, as much as Haley didn't want to admit it. A troubled emotional state was not conducive to making good decisions. Xan wasn't gone. Haley would find him, but she needed to plan. 
Kassa looked relieved and maybe a little surprised. "We should talk about this. We can decide what to do next together. You don't need to be alone just because Xan is gone. I miss him too. Every day."
Haley frowned, stifling the desire to cry. She told herself she wouldn't allow that to happen. Xandrith wasn't dead, so there was no reason to cry. He just needed help, and she would find some way to give it to him. "I don't want to talk about any of this. Not yet, anyway. I need to be alone." She told the older woman. Kassa looked hurt for a moment, but she nodded and stepped away from the door, heading back to her seat at the table. There was really nowhere for Haley to go to be alone at night, so she simply slipped into a chair and closed her eyes, finding privacy internally if she couldn't externally. Relax. Everything will be fine. We'll make sense of this all tomorrow. She let out a shaky sigh, so upset that she didn't even notice that those thoughts hadn't originated from her own mind. 
 
If Haley had hoped that morning would bring her more clarity, she was sadly mistaken. She awoke with a start before the sun had even risen with a cold sweat clinging to her body. She'd dreamt that she was chasing Xandrith through a dense fog. When she'd finally been able to catch him it hadn't been him at all, but instead an imposter dressed in his clothing. That's when the dream had gotten really disturbing. The Xan imposter had turned the chase on her. He'd come after her through the fog, his hands with fingers like steel claws chasing her through the void and reaching out to snag her and hold her down. His face had been locked in an evil grin that promised a poisonous lust, and his eyes had been aflame with a will to break and devour her. Haley stood up and shook her head as though the physical act might dispel the remainders of her dream. The fear and the sense of violation still clung to her. She felt a great welling of self-loathing roll through her. Since the murder of her family and her subsequent rape she'd battled with that inner hatred, and sometimes it threatened to consume her. She may have killed the bastard who ruined her life, but the things he'd done to her had left her feeling worthless. She fought every day to rebuild her confidence, but nightmares like the one she'd just had made all the shame at her violation and guilt over having survived when her family had died resurface as though it had only happened a few moments before. 
Haley went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. The drink washed away some of the night's fog, but could do nothing for the heavy weight of shame that still sat upon her shoulders. I'm ruined. Why do I even try? She thought, but she immediately gave a low growl and pushed those negativities away. What would Xan say if he knew she was thinking like that? Xan was gone. Haley took another swallow of her water before heading to the front windows. The barest hint of color was touching the horizon. The sun would be rising soon. Haley squinted out the window, her eyes trying to find the tree line. For some reason she couldn't make it out at all, and it wasn't purely darkness that cloaked it. A heavy fog had settled into the clearing around Shawl's cabin. That was strange. The morning fog never came beyond the trees, or maybe she'd never been up early enough to notice it before?
As Haley watched, something large and darker than the night moved through the mist away from the cabin. The young woman started, her eyes going wide as she tried desperately to see what had moved with more clarity. There was something in the mists. The events of her nightmare flooded back through her mind and her heart began to beat fiercely in her chest. Could her nightmare have been some kind of portent of things to come? She didn't know, but the thought scared her more than she wanted to admit. She went immediately to Shawl.
"Johndin!" She called out, and was answered by a grumble. "Johndin Shawl, get up! There is something in the mist outside!" The mage almost jumped out of his bed. 
"Something in the mist?" He said hazily as he slid his feet into his shoes and staggered his way towards her. "What did you see?"
"I was just looking out the front window and I saw something really large move through the fog away from the cabin." Haley explained. 
"And you're sure you really saw it? It wasn't just your imagination?" He made his way to the front window as waking clarity began to dawn on him. A second later, as though he'd just realized something horrible, he added to his list of questions. "Wait, did you say there was fog around the cabin?"
"Yes." Haley said, feeling somewhat exasperated. Johndin wasn't particularly functional in the mornings. The mage almost ran the last few feet to the window. He pressed his face against the thick glass and looked out with an unpleasant expression on his face.
"This isn't right. This fog shouldn't be here. We're surrounded by fairyroot trees. I built my cabin here specifically because this clearing was surrounded. The glimmer mist can't come here!" Shawl was explaining things, but Haley wasn't entirely certain what he was talking about. She knew that the glimmer mist was some kind of fae weapon, and that it wasn't good for people. She wasn't certain what fairyroot trees were, or why Shawl was so upset about the fog. Certainly the glimmer mist couldn't get into the cabin? Fog didn't come inside. 
Haley voiced her reasoning. "We're inside, so it's not really a problem. Fog doesn't come inside."
Shawl was shaking his head. "This isn't just a fog. This is glimmer mist, it's a type of fae magic. The cabin may keep it out for a time, but only because the walls are made from wood of the fairyroot tree, and even then I don't know how long that'll help. This is a very dangerous situation. The mists are not to be trifled with."
"Can you cast a barrier like you did to keep the sciarwolf away?" Haley's concern was rising. 
"It would be like pitting my magic against the entirety of the fae magic in the area. It might hold for a second or two, if we were lucky. No, I'm afraid there is very little we can do but wait and hope the sun dispels the mist." Johndin was pushing his bed mangled hair back out of his face. "This is a very bad sign." He mumbled this last bit to himself. 
Kassa approached, yawning and stretching as she came near the windows. "What's going on out there?" 
"The glimmer mist is acting strangely, and I think there is something out there in it." Haley explained briefly.
This seemed to snap Kassa into a state of full wakefulness. "Something? What kind of something? What would be wandering around in that mist?"
Shawl answered the question. "If you saw something in the mist it's either the mist playing tricks on your mind, or the fae. It might have been an animal. They don't seem to have anything to fear from the glimmer mist, but it would be unusual for one to be wandering around like that."
"It wasn't an animal." Haley said quickly, not willing to let what she'd seen be passed off as some wild imagining or simply a mistaken deer. "Whatever it was, it was walking on two legs, and it was big. Taller and bigger than any man I've ever seen."
A shadow of worry passed over Kassa's face. "That sounds like it could be an Enforcer. I thought the Fae didn't live on this island."
Shawl was worrying at his lower lip with his teeth. "They never have before, but the mists have also never come into my clearing. If we make it to morning I'm afraid it may be time for you two to leave this place." 
Haley looked at the mage in shock. "What do you mean 'you two?' If it's dangerous for us it's equally dangerous for you. You'll have to come with us."
Shawl shook his head. "I've never told you my story, but perhaps it's time that I do. There is little else we can do other than sit here and wait for the sun to clear the haze. There is a good reason I can't go with you when it's time to leave. Beyond Dreamer's Isle I'm dead."
 



 
 
Chapter 2
The Raft to Nowhere
"I came here because I felt certain the Order of Mages would never be willing to follow me to this place." Shawl began his story as he, Haley, and Kassa sat huddled around the window. None for them were completely willing to take their eyes from the glimmer mist and the skyline they hoped would soon be lit with morning's brilliance. "I hadn't left under the nicest of circumstances and I knew there would be trackers on my trail quickly enough. My magical gift was valuable enough to them that simply letting me go wasn't an option. I, however, did not leave without first making plans. I had friends outside the Order that were willing to see to it that I could have the bindings of silence removed, and they were also willing to provide for me so long as I applied my talents to helping bring down the Order. I was more than willing to help. In fact, I considered the removal of the Order of Mages from power to be my life's work. I hoped it would be my legacy. I was a younger man then, and still full of dreams and big plans. Ambition is the disease of the naive and young.


 "My connections amidst the rebellion had prepared a place for me in the north amidst the high reaches of The Ragged, but I'd done my own research and had other things in mind. After the procedure that removed the bindings on my tongue, I began a two year process of recovery. In my day, the process wasn't as easy to recover from as it was for Xandrith. I could barely walk with a cane in the first year. During my recovery I lived in the north as my contacts had intended. They had prepared a wonderful place for me, a large home with an entire staff of servants to do my chores for me and to coddle me while I grew stronger, but I didn't want a life of complete ease. Nor did I wish to live in a land of constant ice and snow where the winters flowed into the spring only briefly, and the spring flowed directly back into the winter. 
"While I recovered I bade my new compatriots to let me move south to Dreamer's Isle. I knew it was a place feared by men, but I also knew that men were superstitious and often feared things they didn't understand. I believed that the isle was a challenge I could overcome. My new allies had no intention of making a prisoner of me, so they let me go as I would. I kept in touch via bird and letter as I began my trek south. It was a difficult trip, but it helped strengthen my body. I think if I had stayed in the north I would hardly be walking at all now. I still keep my cane, but I rarely feel the need for it. The trick to remaining spry is to keep moving, but I digress."
Beyond the window something hulking and dark moved through the fog between the cabin and the woods, and it was followed a moment later by something of equal mass. The old mage's eyes tracked the movement until both figures vanished back into the tree line. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly and calmly. Haley thought for a moment that Shawl would address what he'd seen, but instead he went on with his story as though unperturbed by the terrifying sights beyond his window.
"Getting so far south was hard on my body, in a good way, but it wasn't truly difficult. Getting to Dreamer's Isle was a little more challenging. Even asking about booking passage had most people labeling me as mad. Those who didn't laugh me off their ships had me thrown from the docks rather unceremoniously. I tried booking passage with the hunters who travel even further south to capture queens for the wealthy and foolish, but they weren't interested in stopping on Dreamer's Isle or in helping a strange young man who, by their consideration, was fulfilling some kind of death wish. So I lived in Terrial for some time. I spent my months there researching the fae, or at least attempting to research the fae. We've lived side by side with them for a long time, but very little has been written down about their nature, and most of what has been written is just hear-say. Legends and tall tales get mixed in with actual information and it becomes quite difficult to know exactly what one should expect. Of course, I'd hoped that Dreamer's Isle would put me in a position where I wouldn't be dealing directly with the fae. However, I knew I would still need to figure out how to deal with the glimmer mist. Dreamer's Isle had been swallowing up people for years, which made it the perfect place for me to vanish, but I also had no intention of actually vanishing. I wasn't actually insane, even if the people of Terrial believed it was so.
"Eventually, my solution came to me. Teremy Lihn showed up at my door one day and asked me how much I'd be willing to pay for transport to Dreamer's Isle. He said he'd be willing to make the trip as long as he didn't have to stay at port for any great length of time, and as long as we made the trip early in the day. That worked for me and I jumped on the opportunity. The very next day we set off for the isle. I left Teremy my belongings in Terrial and started to make a life for myself on the island. I was nervous, of course, but I was confident that I could handle anything the island had to throw at me. True to his word, Teremy dropped me off and even agreed to come back in one week's time to pick me up if I were still there. He didn't believe I'd survive the week, and I wasn't sure I would either, but it seemed like a good idea to have an escape plan in place. Once Teremy was gone, I set out into the woods looking for a place to make the sight of what would be my new home.
"I knew from my reading that wherever one found glimmer mist, one could also find fairyroot trees, and that's what I went looking for. Fairyroot trees were said to feed on glimmer mist, and so I knew that if I could find a grove of those trees I could use them as a protective circle in which to insert myself. At least that was my theory at the time. In hindsight I was taking a huge risk with this idea. I had a few different books that agreed on the effectiveness of fairyroot, but I hadn't actually seen the trees work myself. I was younger then though, and the risk didn't really concern me as much as it should have. I had visions in my head of becoming the master of the forbidden isle. It was all very romantic and full of adventure in my mind. Well, my idea worked. I found this grove which was completely full of fairyroot trees. Once I cleared the trees I could use them to build my cabin, and then I'd leave a parameter a few trees wide to keep the mist at bay and a home built of the same protective wood. I'd never built a cabin at that point, and I had grand plans. The whole structure was to be three stories tall, and nearly twice as large per floor as it is in total now. As I said, I'd never built a cabin from scratch before. For one man it is a monumental task.
"I tried on several occasions to get men to come in and help me, and for a few months I had a whole team willing to do just that. Eventually though, one of the fools wondered out into the woods and became lost just before nightfall. When we could not find him the work crew refused to come back. Luckily they'd built most of what you see here. I finished the rest myself, though it took me another eight years to do. A more experienced man might have done it faster, but I had other concerns with which to deal. I still had my research and my work for the allies, so I couldn't dedicate every hour of daylight to building. Have you ever tried to move a tree by yourself? It is no easy task.
"The entire time I worked on the house I constantly kept in mind just how dangerous the mists were that crept up to my clearing every single night. Sometimes I'd stand outside and watch them, trying to understand what they were, but the damn mists confounded any reason. They came whether or not the night was calm or stormy, and regardless of the season. Always they rolled in with the coming of night, and burned off with the dawn. It was as though they were so fragile that sunlight tore them asunder. I quickly learned that spending the night staring into the mists was a bad idea. If you look long enough, you begin to see things out there in the dark. At first I saw only shapes and insubstantial shadows, but the longer you search the twisting glimmer mist, the more substantial those things become.
"One particular night I thought I saw a woman I'd known many, many years ago. It wasn't some fleeting image of her either, but a full, solid apparition of her smiling at me from just beyond the tree line. I could even move closer and still see her beckoning with one hand for me to join her in the mists. In that moment I wanted to go to her. It had been so long, and she had been very dear to me, but I wasn't a complete fool. I knew it couldn't be her. She'd died long before, and there was no way she could be waiting for me in the mists. I returned to my cabin and decided I'd spent enough time gazing into the glimmer. Perhaps the promise of finding lost companions would lure some, I thought, but it wasn't going to be my undoing. I was smarter than that. I had determination."
Beyond the cabin window a deep clicking and grinding moan dragged through the air, so loud that the walls of Shawl's cabin and the windows rattled their frames in protest. The sound was so low that it seemed to grab at the bottom of Haley's stomach like it was trying to shake her apart from the inside. It stopped after nearly a half a minute, and then a silence that was too deep followed. No one spoke as the seconds passed. Shawl looked as though he were about to say something, and then another bass declaration sounded, similar to the first but further away. It seemed to go on for a shorter time, and then silence fell over the companions again. 
"What in the deep-hells was that?" Kassa asked, looking troubled. 
"It sounds like fae heralds." Johndin answered quickly.
"Heralds? Like at a noble's court?" It was Haley's turn to get a question in.
"Something like that. The heralds of the fae are used to communicate across long distances, usually between different queens. A queen can send thoughts to her underlings, but separate queens still have to transmit messages aurally." Johndin explained. 
"That first one sounded really close." She hated to point out the obvious, but Haley felt it needed to be said just to be certain they were all thinking along the same lines.
Kassa nodded her agreement. "Yes, really close. I thought the fae weren't on Dreamer's Isle?"
"Well, there isn't anything stopping them from crossing the ocean to this isle, other than the water. I don't really think it's a deterrent. They've just never had a reason to move this far north before." Johndin noted. "Apparently that has changed."
"Well, that explains why the mists are heavier than normal." Kassa added. "Do you think they pose a threat?"
Johndin shrugged. "That’s difficult to say. The mist certainly poses a direct threat, and if the fae decide that this is their territory they will most certainly pose a threat to us. It's almost impossible to judge their motives. They don't really think the way we do. The most we can do now is hold our own until the morning clears the glimmer mist. We can't go outside now."
"You might as well finish your story, then. We've nothing else to do." Haley prompted, deciding she'd prefer to take solace in a story of past events than in the turmoil of the fear she was currently feeling. 
Johndin nodded. "Of course. Where was I? Ah, yes. I returned to my cabin and decided that I wouldn't spend my nights staring out into the mists anymore, at least not from outside the safety of my walls. It's one thing to watch them through glass, but quite another to experience what they can do to your mind when you're outside. They don't speak, yet they can convince you to do things you wouldn't normally do, or to believe things you know you shouldn't. They have a subtle method of changing your thoughts without you noticing. Honestly, after years of living on this island, sometimes I wonder if I am the same man I might have otherwise been. What has living out here in the mists done to me?" He paused for a moment, looking off into the distance blankly. Haley was about to try and call him back from wherever he'd gone when he suddenly shook his head. "Sorry, I'm getting distracted."
"With my house built, and my work coming along quiet efficiently, I found myself with a surprising amount of free time. For the first time in my life there wasn't something necessary occupying every moment of my life, so I actually became quite bored. I won't bore you with all of the distractions I discovered to occupy the quiet time, but I did start cataloguing the local plant life. Dreamer's Isle hosts an incredible array of different plant specimens, some I'd never seen or heard of before. When I wasn't busy working with the alliance, I spent time seeking out these new species of plants and studying their effects under controlled conditions. I had a great many books sent here to make sure I wasn't wasting time on specimens I had merely never heard of. Through these I soon discovered that Dreamer's Isle was home to many previously unstudied and unclassified plants, probably because of the island’s proximity to the fae lands. While I'm sure that's very dull for you ..."
Haley nodded sincerely, which earned her a frown from the old mage.
"I was enthralled by my discoveries. I fancied myself a famous botanist for some time, imagining that my findings would be published in some of the updated books I had done my own research in. So it was that I found myself deep in the woods one evening, cataloguing a particularly impressive specimen of bark-growing shade flowers, when I began to feel exhausted. It had been a busy day. I'd spent much of it climbing trees and sketching flowers in uncomfortable positions. I was getting older by this time, and this sort of work really did take a toll on me even if I enjoyed it far too much to quit. I checked the time and judged it to be about three hours until nightfall and time to start heading back to the cabin. The walk back would take me at least an hour. 
“As I was collecting my equipment and preparing to return home I caught sight of a variation of the flower I'd been cataloguing that I hadn't yet recorded. This was the first such variation I'd ever seen and I realized that if I didn't take a moment to write down the details, I might not be able to find the exact same plant again later. I knew I should just make note of where I was and try and return on the morrow, but I was compelled to try and get this last group of information jotted down. Before long I was deep into my notebook, making detailed descriptions of leaf patterns, color variation in the pedals, and length and width of stem growth. It should have only taken me a half an hour, maybe a little more, but when I next checked the time I knew I'd stayed too long. The sun had dropped in the sky, seemingly far faster than it should. Night was less than an hour away, and some of the darker corners of the woods were already becoming very, very dark indeed. I gathered my gear and started back for the cabin, moving as quickly as I dared, cursing myself the entire time. I was maybe half way home when the mists began to sweep through the woods.
"I allowed myself to believe that I was going to make it back to the cabin at first, but as the mists grew thicker I realized I was in trouble. It wasn't that I was becoming lost, because I still knew which direction I was traveling. I knew the layout of the island quite well by this time, but the mist wasn't letting me go. I passed the same landmark three times in a row, and then I passed a hill topped by a massive stone pillar that I knew did not exist anywhere on Dreamer's Isle. That's when I stopped trying to find my way back to the cabin. I knew it wasn't going to be that easy. I tried to figure out what others had done once they discovered they were lost in the mists. Most who were lost never came back, and those who did were never the same afterwards. I was convinced that I could escape if I didn't fall into the same patterns that the other victims had. I sat down to think and tried to calm my impulse to run and scream. I refused to just give up, but I needed some kind of plan. 
"As I was trying to gather my thoughts and put forth a solution, a voice I'd longed to hear for years called to me from further ahead in the woods. I knew who it was immediately without needing to see her, but I also knew that she was dead. She'd been dead when I'd first seen her in the mists, and she was still dead. That couldn't be changed. I tried to ignore her, but her voice kept beckoning me. She wouldn't go away. I cursed and swore at her, though it broke my heart to do so, and then I pleaded with her to leave me alone. I knew she wasn't real. She couldn't be real. My Melody was gone.
"Then she came for me. She came out of the woods before me, striding as though death couldn't hold her back. She walked right up to me as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 'Come, Johni, let's go for a stroll through the mists.' She said, holding a hand forward in invitation. She was exactly as I remembered her. Her hair was pale blond, her eyes sparkling green, and her smile as warm and welcoming as it'd ever been. I wanted to go with her so badly, but I knew that she couldn't be there. It wasn't possible. 'You're dead, Melody.' I told her, as though informing her of the obvious would set things right. 'I can't go with you.' She smiled at me, looked me straight in the eyes, and replied, 'My poor Johni, of course I'm dead, but so are you now. Please, come walk with me.' It would have been so easy to take her hand at that moment. She was familiar, comfortable, and it was so wonderful to be seeing her again.
“Still, a part of me refused to accept what was happening. Melody was dead, and even if she hadn't been, I'd loved her but she had never felt the same for me. Should an afterlife exist, and should it hold our loved ones, I very much doubted I would be so lucky as to have Melody in mine. I'd been her friend, and I'd stayed with her as the Withering Lung consumed her, but she'd never loved me. 'You're not really her. You can't be.' I said, and I turned my back on the image of the person I'd once loved. I held my gaze away as long as my heart would allow me, and when I finally couldn't look away any longer she was gone. I remember breathing a sigh of relief, but not being sure why I was relieved. Would death in a dream where Melody was alive and cared for me have really been so bad? You may think me a fool for almost giving in to an illusion, but that illusion was so very real. Reality seemed lesser next to that which the mist presented to me. 
"The next image to come at me from the dark wasn't as pleasant. I heard them before I saw them, but hearing them wasn't enough for me to recognize exactly what was happening. If you've ever struck a hollowed piece of wood with a mossy stone, or if you can imagine what that might sound like, that is what I heard coming from the woods around me. It was a deep and dull thump, with a woody warmth to it that sounded almost like some kind of man-made drum. The first one stepped out of the woods in front of me, staggering as though its joints wouldn’t quite respond the way it wanted them to. I realized quickly why that was. It had a human torso, but its arms, legs, and head were made of wood that looked like it had been pieced together from scrap found on the forest floor. As it moved its knees cracked and split like the dry twigs they were composed of. Its head was a piece of hollow log wedged into the stump of flesh that had been the neck. As it creaked and groaned in my direction it would twitch its head quickly to one side occasionally, which let out another of those ghastly hollow drumming sounds. It had no eyes that I could make out, but still it shambled in my direction with an unerring accuracy that was all I needed to get me moving. What I wouldn’t do for the memory of Melody, I was doing out of fear. 
“More of the creatures began to emerge from the woods, all of them slightly different, but each equally horrifying. My instincts told me to run away from them, but I forced myself to do the opposite. I ran directly towards two of them, passing between them, just out of their reach. The one on my right side scraped me with its branch-like fingers, ripping the fabric of my shirt, but I didn't slow. I didn't know what would happen to me if they caught me, or if I ran the way they were trying to chase me, but I'd already decided I wasn't going to let that happen. It only took me a few minutes to run out of breath. I was leaning heavily on a tree, gasping and trying to listen for the hollow drumming between ragged intakes of air. I didn't hear those things behind me, but I hardly believed I'd so easily avoided all of them. I wasn't sure where to go next. The woods around me were almost entirely black. Between the mists and the darkness of the night there was very little for me to see. For all I knew I could be running into more danger than I was trying to avoid. I took a moment to consider my situation. I was, after all, a mage of some ability. I thought that I should perhaps start thinking like one.
"The first thing I did was establish a strong barrier, not to keep the mist out since that would have been a lost cause, but to keep anything physical from assailing me. At the very least a physical attacker would have to force my barrier, which would give me some time to react. Whether this summoned the things within the mist, or it was merely coincidence, a new shape slipped out of the shadows. It was an indistinct thing of roughly human shape and size, but as it drew nearer its form seemed to solidify and shift until what stood before me was something that looked vaguely like a mirror image. It moved forward, floating, its feet dragging through the underbrush as though it was being hoisted by the shoulders. It slid right to the edge of my barrier and peered in with eyes that looked hauntingly like my own. 
"I stood my ground and refused to move, though the thing that was pretending to be me was only a few steps away. 'I'm not afraid of you.' I told it, trying to hide the fear that I was most certainly feeling. It was impossible not to see this thing that was me, but clearly wasn't, and not feel some shade of fear. 'Not afraid of you.' It parroted in a voice that was nothing like mine. If a man was drowned and resurrected after a hundred years, it may have spoken with a voice like the one this thing possessed. It gurgled and groaned, clearly articulate, but awful and inhuman. I wanted to yell at it, to scream and make it flee, but I was afraid that it would mimic me again and its voice was terrifying. The thing smiled, revealing terrible black teeth. This was the rotted mouth of a drowned corpse, a horror to go with the voice. It was me on the outside, but inside it was all rot and corruption. 'I'm not afraid.' It spoke again, reaching a hand out and placing it against the barrier. Was it simply parroting again, or was it telling me that it wasn't afraid of me?
"My magic flared to life attempting to dissipate the threat, and the things hand burst apart like a barrel that has been too tightly sealed with fermenting beer. Black decay splattered away from it but the thing, whatever it was, hardly seemed bothered. It charged forward. The barrier took the blow, but I watched as my own visage tore apart explosively and splattered all through the woods in a horrifying mockery of my own death. There was no power in the barrier that should have caused such a violent reaction, but the spray of blood, bone, and all too familiar bits of tattered skin was beyond denial. Seeing oneself completely destroyed is an experience that really staggers the mind. I knew that thing hadn't actually been me, or anything like me, but it had looked like me. It triggered a primal fear, and I'm ashamed to say that I dropped my barrier and ran without clear direction. I was already exhausted, but the flood of terror that washed over me was more than enough to propel me onward. I was moving so quickly I couldn't even see the forest in front of me through the mist and darkness. I slammed face first into one of those wood-headed monstrosities and knocked myself to the ground. 
"I was still trying to gather what was left of my wits and figure out exactly what I'd hit when it reached down and grabbed me with its branch arms and twig fingers. I let out a scream and tried to break away, but the thing was far stronger than I could have imagined. Its wooden fingers seemed to twine around my wrists as though it were growing itself into a cuff from which I couldn't claw my way free. If you've ever tried to rip the bark from a branch with your bare fingers, you'll know it's a difficult task. Then once you're through the bark itself, the branch beneath simply can't be penetrated. I tore my nails ragged trying, but the hollow-headed thing just twitched its empty skull, sending that bass drum beat signal off through the woods. Then it began to drag me away. Steel would have been less restrictive than its grip.
“I tried to get to my feet a few times, but each time I'd get as far as my knees the wretched thing would yank hard on my arm and I’d be thrown back to the ground. It moved onward quickly, faster than I would have thought it could possibly carry itself on those stiff wooden legs. It seemed to have a destination in mind. I struggled as long as my strength would hold, certain that I was at the end of my existence. I'm not certain how long it dragged me, but by the end of the experience I had long since given up fighting. I simply had nothing left to give the effort. I couldn't cast a barrier while being dragged, and I am ashamed to say I had never learned offensive spells. Well, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that I simply have no ability for offensive spells. I can't cast them at all. I'd never felt quite so helpless.
"After what felt like hours I found myself being hauled up the side of the hill with the giant stone on top. I don't believe that distances or direction are consistent within the mists. The distance traveled back to the stone seemed longer, but it was impossible to say for sure. It may have only been the pain of being dragged across the forest floor that made me think we'd come further. All that seemed certain to me in that moment was that whatever lay ahead for me wasn't good. I almost welcomed death, and I certainly regretted not having taken Melody's hand when it was offered. These creatures constructed of dead flesh and wood seemed to offer a far more horrific fate than whatever might have met me at Melody's side. The monster that had dragged me through the woods released my arm just long enough to grab me by the neck and hoist me from the ground. I was slammed backward against the cold stone pillar with bone rattling force. The air was knocked from my lungs, not that I had much fight left in me anyway. From all around the hill I could hear the hollow knocking of more of the creatures as they shook their awful wooden heads. They were drawing nearer. 
"It wasn't long before dozens of the creatures were pouring from the woods and climbing the hills. They were taking up positions all around me, drumming their heads in some form of macabre communication. I thought the terrible sound would drive me crazy, and just then it suddenly ceased. Not one of the creatures so much as stirred, and that was when real fear set in. The silence was unnatural. It seemed to stifle even the wind and the crunch of the fallen leaves on the ground. It was as though my ears had stopped working for a moment, and when next I heard something it was a set of lone footsteps coming towards me up the hill. 
"I couldn't turn my head, but I could move my eyes far enough to see a figure clad in shadows walking up the hill with an unnatural gate. I recognized it immediately. It was me. More accurately, it was the thing that looked like me but wasn't. Apparently it hadn't actually died before, or if it had, this was another one. It strode up the hill with its inhuman gate, smiling with an expression I hoped was never actually found on my face. It cocked its head as it approached and opened its terrible mouth. "Of you, I'm not afraid." It croaked, and then it reached for me. I thought all fight was gone, but I screamed and kicked as it took a grip with hands that looked somewhat like mine, but the fingers were far too long and they ended in sharp points as though someone had filed down the ends of those overly long fingers and sharpened the bone beneath. 
"It began to rip into my shoulder through the cloth and into the flesh. I tried to struggled, but I was pinned by my throat. A moment later two more of the wooden-limbed torsos grabbed my arm and held it steady as the broken version of me ripped through my skin and muscle towards my bone. They began to pull and bend on my arm, and I was suddenly too keenly aware that they were trying to rip it off. In that moment I knew what they intended to do. They were going to turn me into one of them. They were going to rip off my arms and legs, probably saving my head for last, and then I would be another one of the torso-beasts wandering through the world within the glimmer mist. I fought back with renewed vigor, screaming, kicking, and struggling to break free. I might as well have tried to take down the largest tree in the woods with my bare hands. My assailants did not relent, and soon there was a burst of blinding pain as my first arm tore free of my body. They started on the second immediately after.
"I wanted to pass out, or to bleed out and die, but somehow I stayed awake as they removed both of my arms, and then my legs. Horror and fear were pulling my mind apart as readily as the creatures of the mist were pulling my body apart. They started on my head next, and I could feel them ripping at the skin on my neck, and tugging at my head. I thought I felt my spine splitting and, as if it all were a nightmare that could be broken by the dawn, I suddenly took a huge gasp of air and sat up. I was laying on the forest floor with the newly risen sun shining down on me. I was just ten feet from the clearing and my cabin. It was over. I checked my body and found myself intact, but not entirely whole." Shawl unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt and exposed his collar as well as one of his shoulders. There was a partial line of puckered, scarred flesh circling part of his neck, and his shoulder had a similar scar that circled all the way around the joint where his shoulder connected his arm to his torso. "I have one of those around every leg and every arm." He added gravely. 
"I did what any sane man would do at that point. I ran. I headed not for my cabin, but for the dock. I grabbed the boat I'd built for myself, put it in the water, and started to row my way for the mainland. I didn’t care what I left behind. I was never going back to Dreamer's Isle again. I'm not sure how far I made it, but it wasn't far. I blacked out, and when I woke up I was on the porch of my cabin. I was still terrified, so I did the exact same thing. I ran for the dock and found my boat in the exact same place it had been stowed before as though I'd never pulled it out. I quickly pulled it to the water, settled in, and began to row for the mainland. Again, I blacked out and woke on the porch of my cabin. Three more times I repeated the attempt to escape, and each time I woke back on the porch to my cabin. By that point it was too late in the day to risk another trip out to the boat. I wasn't going out into the woods after dark. I locked myself in my cabin and stayed there until the next day, upon which I tried to escape three more times. I couldn't leave. Over the next few years I tried to escape on a few occasions, but the result is always the same. As long as I stay here and continue my life as normal there is nothing wrong. The minute I try to leave, I am again returned to the cabin. I cannot escape this island. I don't think I truly survived my night out in the mists, but neither did I completely die. I think the mists are keeping me here, hoping someday to finish what they began."
"Under other circumstances I might find that difficult to believe." Kassa commented. Haley had been thinking something very similar herself. Before starting her adventure with Xandrith, everything that had happened to her recently would have felt like some kind of twisted fairy tale.
"Even retelling it from memory doesn't make it any more believable." Shawl said with a shrug. "I'm not sure how much of it really happened and how much was just some madness inflicted by the mists, but the memories are clear. Even after years of time I can still see the events as though they happened only last week. One thing I know is true, however. I cannot leave this island. I don't know how my boat gets back to shore, or how I end up back at the cabin, but it's always the same."
"Maybe it's a delusion?" Kassa spoke up suddenly. "Maybe you only believe you're trying to exit the island, but in reality you're just sitting down on the porch and blacking out? That would explain why your boat is always back on shore."
Johndin shook his head. "No, I considered that possibility as well. One of the times I tried to escape I took some floating fishing lures with me and dropped them in the water with lead sinkers attached to hold them in place. I managed to drop four of them before I blacked out, and when I came back to check after waking up on the porch, the lures were floating in a straight line out from shore. I had started across that stretch of water, but the island won't let me go."


 Haley wasn't certain why Johndin was giving up on the idea of escape so easily. "We have to try anyway. It would be stupid not to try. With Kassa and I to watch you, we'll find a way to get you off the island." 
Kassa was already nodding her agreement. "For all you know you could be blacking out and paddling yourself back here, Johndin. With us along, we won't let you do that. You would be a fool to not try and escape with us, and I don't believe for a moment that you're a fool."
Shawl blinked. "Paddling myself back?" He blinked again. "I've never considered that."
Kassa frowned. "You mean you've been trying to escape for years and haven't thought of the fact that maybe the island is using you against yourself?" 
It was Shawl's turn to frown. "I'm a mage, Kassa. I live in a world of magical wonder. You can hardly hold it against me for suspecting some form of dark magic as the culprit."
"Having your mind controlled by the island isn't dark enough magic?" Kassa added with a grin. 
Shawl smiled despite himself. "If it's really something so simple I might actually be able to get off this damned island. I mean, it's a nice place to live for a while, but I miss the rest of the world. Do you know that I've ..."
Haley lost track of the conversation as something beyond the window caught her eye as it moved quickly towards the cabin. The sun was halfway over the horizon, and the mists were starting to burn off, but they were still thick enough that the apprentice assassin couldn't make out the exact shape of what she'd seen. It had seemed small but humanoid, shorter than a grown person. Was it a child in the mists? 
A moment later two much larger figures came hulking out of the woods, and these two were easy enough to make out. Each one stood nearly twice as tall as Haley did. They were massive and hulking forms that looked like humanoid giants incased in armor made form impossibly large bugs. The first was jet black with four sets of bulbous red eyes protruding from its oddly shaped head. It had wings that looked like dragon fly wings, but they were dark, barely translucent, and they looked both fragile and powerful at once. The second creature was a brownish green color with only two sets of eyes. It was larger than the first, but had smaller wings and a second set of arms protruding from midway down its torso. These other arms were smaller, but they had more articulate looking hands at their ends. 
"Bug things!" Haley shouted to the others, which broke up their conversation quickly. "Bug things, I think they’re fae enforcers." She shouted again. Kassa and Shawl pushed at each other to get closer to the window. A loud, solid knock sounded at the front door of the cabin and their struggled for a viewing position faltered. 
"Oh no." Shawl said quietly.
"Shit." Kassa's curse felt more appropriate to Haley. The knock sounded again.
 



 
 
Chapter 3
Hungry Like A Wolf
There was no third round of knocking. The front door collapsed inward, folding like paper as one of the massive enforcers beyond pushed its way through the opening and ripped the door frame out in the process. The creature walked into the relatively small space, destroying anything that might stand in its way. Behind it a smaller creature darted into the cabin, moving in fast spurts of energy. Its movement reminded Haley of a hummingbird, but the creature looked somewhat like a small human. Its skin was a pale blue and its hands only had three fingers, but it had two arms, two legs, and a relatively humanoid face. The creature was naked and clearly female. She had intensely purple hair, the color one might see on an exotic wild flower. The strands seemed to drift on an ethereal breeze, almost as though she was swimming through the air. Her eyes were the same intense shade of bright purple, but they had no pupil so it was impossible to judge exactly in which direction she was looking at any given moment. She had wings like the enforcers, but they were small and the same shade as her skin. Her eyes were large and round, but her nose was little more than a slight bump and her lips were thin almost to the point of nonexistence. When she opened her mouth a soft churring sound slipped free, rippling out from between her long and needle-like teeth. It wasn't a threatening sound, really, but the teeth immediately put Haley on edge. Those were clearly teeth meant for biting.
Kassa stepped in front of Haley, her hands reaching uselessly for the two knives that would have been on Xan's belt, but had never been on hers. Haley grabbed for the hilt of her axe, but Shawl was quietly clicking his tongue and gesturing with one hand for the others to not draw weapons. 
"It's a queen. Don't draw weapons, and don't make any hostile movements or we'll be fighting those enforcers. Believe me, we won't survive that." Shawl whispered quickly and quietly. Kassa let her hands fall in response, but Haley couldn't make herself pull her hand from the neck of her axe. She hadn't released the clasp on its holster yet, but neither was she willing to let it go. Every nerve in her body told her to attack, to strike fast and hard, and to get away as quickly as possible.
The queen moved slowly through the room and stopped in front of Shawl for a moment. Her purple eyes reflected his face back at him as he looked down upon her. She lifted a cautious hand up towards the old man's neck, stretching her legs to do so. Haley tensed. If the queen attacked Shawl, she wasn't just going to stand by and let it happen. She was angry with Shawl for keeping secrets about Xan, but the old man had been nice to her, and he didn't mean any harm. Her hand tightened on the cool hilt of her black axe. A wave of confidence flooded through her, calming the nervous butterflies in her stomach and steeling her nerve for whatever might come next. The axe always did that. It seemed to know when she needed to be calm, and it gave her that steady edge. It was easy to take comfort in that sensation. Too easy. Haley still remembered Xandrith's warning about the dark nature of the bonesteel weapons. It was hard to believe that something that felt so right could be dangerous, but she always kept his warning close to heart.
One of the fae queen's long and strangely articulate fingers reached up and forward to touch Shawl's neck before she drew her hand away quickly as though burned. A low chirr slipped from between her lips and was immediately echoed by the two enforcers. The sound was strangely unsettling, but it ended not long after it began, and then the queen was moving through the room again. It wasn't a large space, so she reached Kassa in a few darting steps. She stopped before the woman as she had before Shawl.
"Don't move. Just let her do what she wants. She isn't hostile at the moment and it would be better for us to keep matters that way." The old mage said quietly and calmly. Haley could hear the tension behind his voice. He was worried. If Shawl was worried, there was good reason to be nervous. The old man was almost too laid back for his own good. While the queen stood in front of Kassa, Haley took a moment to look at the enforcer that had crammed its way into Shawl's home. She'd heard about the enforcers from Xan, but she'd never actually seen one in person. It was a terrifying monster, the kind of horror that a little kid might imagine was lurking in the shadows of their room at night. The part of Haley that was still a child wanted to scream and cry, and the part of her that Xan had trained to fight wanted to scream and hit it repeatedly with her axe. Doing neither of those things was an active exercise of will.
The queen’s inspection of Kassa seemed to take far longer than its inspection of Johndin. It didn't reach out to touch her as it had the mage, but it seemed to be considering her very carefully, as though by merely by looking at her it was seeing some aspect of the woman's character that the fae creature was judging. After a moment that seemed to stretch on forever, it moved away from Kassa and flitted across the room towards Haley. It moved through a combination of walking and a thrumming beat of its wings so that its cloven feet barely touched the ground. She suddenly found herself overcome with nervous energy. She was trying to hold still, but she could feel every twitch and tick in her body. It was as though her muscles were shaking beneath her skin. She struggled not to fidget as the strange purple gaze fell on her. Haley could make out a strong floral smell coming from the queen, like the crushed pedals of a rose. It was almost overpowering. 
Through the haze of that sickly sweet smell Haley found her eyes drawn to the deep purple spheres of the queen's gaze. The color that she had taken to be solid was actually a slowly swirling whirlpool of different glistening shades of purple and pink. There was an intense light at the center of her eyes that seemed to slowly pulse. It was hypnotic and inviting. The queen reached forward with her three fingered hand and Haley flinched away. This caused the queen to freeze in place for a second and her enforcer to shift closer to her. It hulked over both the tiny queen and Haley. The girl took a deep breath and steadied herself before the queen’s hand moved forward again, reaching for the burnt side of Haley's face. 
Haley didn't let anyone touch her burns. Her instinct to fight flared up inside of her, but the look of terror in the eyes of Johndin and Kassa held her in check. If she let her anger rule her, they would all die and it would be her fault. The queen's blue tinged fingers touched her cheek gently. They were surprisingly warm, almost hot. Her purple eyes seemed to churn even more quickly for a moment, and then she drew her hand away and stepped back towards her enforcer. 
"Cruelty marks the face of humanity. Their sleeping brothers wake for war, and we must away, to the north." The queen spoke, her words clear and perfectly formed, though confusing and nonsensical. Her voice was musical and bright like a young woman singing a song, but there was an inhuman trill to the way she spoke that made it clear she was mimicking the sound, but using an entirely different method of vocalization to do so. 
The three companions looked from one to the other, each trying to see if the other knew what was being conveyed by the queen. The returned looks of confusion made it clear that they were all equally unclear as to the nature of the message. The queen cocked her head to one side looking at the three humans as though she expected something. She opened her mouth and let lose a quiet churring sound, almost like a sigh. 
"Dreaming has ended, the messenger must sleep in the land of his choosing. The sister and the shadow's shadow will go into the north to chase the darkness and bring it light. Without light there is only chaos and madness. We must away." The queen gestured towards the door. "We must away."
"I think she wants us to follow her." Shawl said, though Haley had hardly needed the old mage's translation to figure that out. The gesturing for the door seemed clear enough. 
"Where is she going to take us?" Haley asked, not sure if she was ready to follow this strange creature anywhere. "I don't think I want to walk out there into that mist."
"I'm not sure we have much of a choice. With two enforcers, the queen can pretty much make sure we do anything she wants us to. We're lucky she didn't just rip us from this cabin and leave. For the fae this is a very civil turn of communication. They even sent someone who could speak our language. Very uncommon." Shawl seemed less on edge than Haley felt and Kassa looked. 
"Should we really be questioning her orders right in front of her?" Kassa asked, frowning.
"She can hear us, and she knows our words, but I'm sure she has a difficult time following the lines of our communication. Just like her words seemed nonsensical to us, the way we formulate our thoughts is also confusing to her. Humans and fae do not reason in the same fashion." Shawl said with a shrug. 
The little queen stamped her little cloven foot. She gestured for the door again. "We must away. The glimmer sets with dawn and the doorways of the stars will sleep until the churning world weeps our lost cousins up from whence they've broiled with hate, with sword and steel, with war. We must away." 
"I get that she wants us to go with her, into the mist, but what did the rest of that mean?" Haley asked, still not ready to follow the strange little creature. 
"I'm not sure, but it doesn't bode well. Her words are wrapped in meaning, thick with threads of knowledge. My divining skill can see the connections, but I'd need time to understand it." Shawl shrugged helplessly. 
The queen darted forward and took Haley's hand, the one that she'd had clutching her weapon. Haley was startled by just how fast the little woman could move when she wanted to. To the assassin's apprentice she had been nothing more than a blur. The queen pulled on her arm with a surprising amount of strength. "We must away." She said again. 
Haley wasn't exactly sure why, but she let herself be drawn forward towards the door. There was a desperate and hidden urgency to the way the queen was acting. She didn't show it outwardly, but Haley was suddenly caught up in the idea that an event of great importance was unfolding. She'd taken the first three steps before she was even fully aware she was doing it. 
"Haley!" Kassa called, coming forward to grab her other hand. "We shouldn't…"
"No," Shawl interrupted. "We should. We need to go." 
Kassa looked back and forth between Haley and the old man as though trying to decide what had come over them. She gave a hesitant sigh and fell in at the younger woman's side. "I think this is a bad idea." 
Haley gave a half smile to the older woman. "I know this is a bad idea. It feels like following Xan all over again." The three of them fell in behind the queen and began to follow her out the door, but she stopped just before they crossed the threshold. She let go of Haley's hand and darted in front of Johndin. She reached a hand up and pushed against his chest. 
"The messenger must sleep in the land of his choosing." She said, and pushed him again, more softly this time. 
Haley watched the exchange in confusion. "What does that mean?"
Kassa frowned, her dissatisfaction with the turns events were taking seeming to deepen. 
Shawl sighed. "I think it's obvious. I'm not coming along."
The queen gave a single nod. "When the world weeps war upon its children, the messenger must speak to the wind before the night. He sleeps in the land of his choosing." She touched Shawl once more, as though this should all make sense to everyone. "He sleeps in the land of his choosing."
"I don't know what's going on, but we can't just leave you here. What about my training? I still have a lot to learn, and you know so much. We still need you." Haley was suddenly angry at the whole situation. "We won't go without you. We don't even know where they want to take us! I'm not leaving anyone behind."
The old mage just shook his head. "This is important. Whatever the fae queen wants from you, it's necessary. I don't know where her knowledge comes from, but her words are heavy with some kind of incite that I can't fathom. You need to go on, and I need to stay here. Apparently I still have work to do before ... Well, before whatever it is that is going to happen, happens." Before anyone could say anything else, Johndin held up a hand. "One moment."
He turned and trudged quickly back into his room. He came out only a moment later carrying something wrapped in blanket. "I procured these items in case we ever needed to travel north into the plague lands. They're masks that were made by the mages during the original plague. Unlike the traditional plague masks, these will be comfortable, will allow you to eat and drink while wearing them, and they won't interfere with your normal senses. These are very, very special. They cost a fortune to obtain, but I want you two to have them."
The queen churred loudly. "We must away." She said, and this time there was a very clear impatience in the tone of her voice. 
Kassa took the parcel with the masks in it. "I don't know about any of this."
"That's why it's so much fun, dear." Shawl said with a half-smile. "When this is all over, be sure to come back and tell me your story."
The older woman hesitated for a moment before she spoke. "We will." Kassa nodded. "I promise."
Haley felt a sense of foreboding. She was overcome by a doubt that she would ever see the old mage again. Everything was happening so fast, and she felt like she didn't have control of the situation at all. The loss of control aggravated her. "I don't want to leave you here." She snapped ineffectively. She was aware of just how childish those words sounded as she said them, but in that moment she didn't care. Generally she would be angry with herself for acting like a little kid, but she was too concerned for Johndin to care. She'd been the one to try and force the others to do something and now that something was happening she was terrified. 
"I'll be fine, Haley. Go with Kassa now, and I'll see you again when this is all over." Johndin said with a warm, reassuring smile. 
Haley clenched her fists until her knuckles went white. "Alright. Fine, when this is over. Goodbye, Johndin." She forced herself to acquiesce to the situation. Events were out of her hands and the only thing she could do to try and remain in some semblance of control was to allow herself to willingly be swept up. She turned her back on the old mage and fell in behind the queen who was already heading out the door. She didn't allow herself even one look back for she feared she might cry and seem like even more of a child. 
Haley followed the fae queen through the wrecked entry way and into the mists beyond. Every hair on the back of her neck stood up as she entered the glimmer mist. Johndin's story was still fresh in her mind. Kassa was close at her back, but that did little to shake the fear she felt as she followed the little and decidedly alien woman into the unknown. The two enforcers didn't follow. They stayed with Shawl as their queen and her newly acquired companions walked off into the fading mist. 
"We must away." The fae woman said softly. 
 
***
 
Johndin Shawl sat down at the table feeling as though he had leaden weights tied around his shoulders. He'd known he wouldn't be able to go with the women when it was time for them to leave, but he hadn't imagined he would have to watch them walk off into the mists. It had taken an immense exercise of will not to scream and yell for them not to walk into the glimmer. With the queen they will be fine, he forced himself to repeat in his mind. This was meant to happen. The two enforcers had stayed with him, standing watch over his hut, and he was only too aware of exactly why. Johndin hadn't been completely honest with Kassa and Haley. Certainly some of the queen's words had been confusing, but others had been only too clear to the divining abilities of the old mage. The connecting strands of knowledge were clear for him to see, even if the others had been confused. Johndin knew what was coming, and he knew what he had to do with his remaining time. He'd already prepared his supplies. 
He set to work immediately on crafting the messages that he would send out via bird. He'd send a message to anyone that might listen. That was, after all, to be his task in this unraveling drama. He was the messenger that would deliver humanity's final warning. Would his words be heeded? It really didn't matter. He had nothing else left to do. He would send the message to all of his contacts, and to the Order of Mages as well. He'd send birds to the spy networks, and to those who bred birds for sending messages. From there birds could be dispatched all over the world. Hopefully someone would listen. Perhaps some defense could be managed. He finished the first message and scanned over it to make sure it was written exactly right. He would need to make many more, so he had to be certain that it was concise, poignant, and dire. 
"The trolls rise to war. Prepare or die.
Johndin Shawl"
He didn't need to write a long message. He just needed to write a message that, when in the correct hands, would give people some small warning before the end. It was impossible to know exactly where the creatures would emerge, but when they did they would destroy everything in their path. Millions of people were on the cusp of death. Chaos was poised to consume the world. The end times had come. Those not destroyed by the plague would fall to the rigors of war. Even if the world survived, humanity might not.
Johndin looked at the red eyes of the enforcer that sat hunched in his front doorway. "I wish I could have told them what was coming, but they would have never left if I had. They're good girls, strong. I'm glad they're the ones carrying our hope forward." The enforcer didn't answer of course, but Shawl felt better when he had someone to talk to. He looked longingly at his pipe, and then at the pile of work he still had ahead of him. The pipe would have to wait. He started writing the next message.
***
 
Haley had convinced herself that she wasn't going to look back at the hut as she left, but only a dozen steps out into the mist she caught herself peering over her shoulder to grab one last glimpse at the place she'd been calling home for so many months. She nearly stumbled in shock when she looked backwards to find that the hut, the clearing, and everything recognizable had vanished from behind her. It wasn't that it had faded into the mist, she could still see far enough behind her that she should have been looking at the hut. Instead everything she’d known was simply missing from the landscape, as though it had been erased from reality and replaced with another section of the woods. 
"The hut is gone!" Haley whispered urgently to Kassa. When she looked over at the woman she noticed that she too was looking over her shoulder in apparent bewilderment. 
"I know." The older woman replied, a slight nervous edge to her voice. She sounded like she was trying to hide her fear, but Haley could sense it in her voice. She was no more comfortable with the situation than Haley was. Strangely the girl found some comfort in that. At least she wasn't the only one alarmed at the fact that they’d lost an entire house. 
The queen chittered and Haley turned to look at her. She'd stopped and seemed to be waiting impatiently for the two women to follow her. "Close. Keep with." She snapped in something that might have been agitation. Kassa and Haley turned back to the strange blue skinned woman and made a point of staying close to her as she trod steadily through the mists as though she knew exactly where she was going. She didn't walk in a straight line. She'd walk a few feet and then turn abruptly in a different direction and walk a few feet more. Once she even turned entirely back on herself and started walking back the way they'd come as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Strangely enough, the scenery around them seemed different as they marched back the way they'd just come. Haley was at a loss, the glimmer mist seemed to have its own set of rules. She just hoped that the queen understood them as well as she seemed to. By Haley's reckoning, the group was already lost beyond redemption. 
"I've got a fairly keen sense of direction," Kassa said. "But I'm not sure where we are anymore. I was keeping track of the direction of travel for a while. I think the sun is the bright spot in the sky, but it keeps changing locations. It's appearing in places that it just couldn't be, but it only seems to move when I'm not looking at it. If I take my eyes off of it for a second it's in a completely different place. This entire place is a nightmare."
Haley frowned. "We better not lose sight of Queeny then. I don't have any desire to get lost alone here, and I don't want to run into those things Johndin told us about." Whether the queen heard them talking or not, she didn't say anything, and she didn't turn around to address them. They continued to walk for what felt like hours. Haley was just growing footsore when the mist began to clear and a bitter-cold wind swept across her skin. It wasn't a subtle change of temperature, instead it was like stepping out of a fire-warmed room into a snow storm. A flake of snow drifted by her face, and then several more. In a few steps she was standing in blizzard, the gusts of snow blowing past her and nipping at her exposed skin. She wasn't appropriately dressed for such freezing weather, but with her axe at her side the cold was only an inconvenience. The cursed blade gave Haley a resistance to pain, discomfort, and injury on top of making her stronger. Kassa was shivering fiercely without the axe’s protections. The fae queen didn't seem to notice the cold even though she was still completely naked.
The forest terrain turned rocky, and the trees cleared as the three travelers emerged onto a wind-swept, open pass covered in foot-deep snow. Haley looked back over her shoulder to see that the forest had vanished to be replaced by a bleak, wintery landscape nothing like the one they'd left that morning. To her left, cold gray and black stone stretched into the sky, reaching up through the storm like the jagged tooth of some immeasurably large monster. Mountains. She'd heard of them, but she'd never been so close to them before. 
"Where are we?" She asked loudly, speaking over the screaming wind. She wasn't sure whether she was asking Kassa or the queen, but she hoped someone knew the answer. 
"The ragged claws of earth reached for the stars, forever seeking what they can never have." The queen's voice carried over the wind, though she didn't seem to be speaking loudly. "Here passed the shadow. Here passed death." She looked at both the women that had accompanied her as though they should know exactly what she was saying. When it was clear they weren't going to respond, the queen spoke again. "Here passed the shadow. Here passed death."
Kassa spoke up hesitantly. "Is she talking about Xandrith?" 
Haley was about to respond, but the queen interjected quickly. "Xandrith. Here passed the shadow. Here passed death."
Haley's heart nearly skipped a beat. "Are you saying Xan is alive, and that he's near here?"
The queen pointed along the edge of the mountains in what appeared to be an easterly direction. "Here passed the shadow. Bring the shadow light." As her words ended a sharp gust of wind kicked up and threw massive amounts of snow into the air. The world vanished in a rush of white for a moment. When it cleared, the queen was gone. Not even her footprints remained. Kassa and Haley stood alone in the bitter cold shadow of the great mountains, the Ragged. Their guide had vanished, leaving them with little more to follow than a cryptic message that they were to search for a friend they thought was dead. Still, Haley felt more alive than she had in ages. Hope had rekindled in her heart, and so she began to walk east. 
"Where are you going?" Kassa asked, falling in at her back. "Do you have any idea where we are?"
Haley shrugged. "I'm going after Xan."
"For all we know we might have misunderstood the queen. We don't know that Xandrith is really out there." Kassa’s voice was tight and accented by the slight shivering that was causing her jaw to rattle. 
"Xan is too much of a bastard to die." Haley said confidently. "Do you really think he'd die with unfinished business? He's an assassin. He always gets the job done." Hope. It would have been so easy to fall into despair at their situation, but Xandrith wouldn't have wanted that. 
Kassa trudged forward, walking up beside Haley. She was quiet for a few moments, but finally she spoke. "He is one hell-of-a bastard."
They trudged on in silence for a time, but it wasn't long before Kassa's skin began to take on an unhealthy blue tinge and her shivering became almost violent. Haley wasn't sure what to do for the other woman. Other than the weapons they had strapped to their hips and the clothes on their backs, they didn't really have supplies. Haley stopped in her tracks.
"The masks!" She said with a sudden realization. Kassa just looked at her numbly, the blanket with the valuable masks slung over her shoulder with indifference. "If we put the masks on, you can use the blanket to try and keep warm." Haley explained. Realization settled on Kassa's face, and in a moment she was working at the knot in the blanket where the ends were tied together. Her fingers moved stiffly in the cold, and after a few seconds of watching her struggle Haley took the blanket from her and untied the knot herself. Her fingers weren't suffering the effects of the chill nearly as badly. The blanket came open and even before Haley could remove the two boxes within Kassa had tossed them to the ground and wrapped herself in the newly liberated blanket. It wasn't a winter weight blanket, but it was far warmer than the light shirt she'd been wearing. Kassa managed to wrap it entirely around herself twice, using part of it to create a hood. She was still shivering badly. 
Haley was looking to the boxes that had been haphazardly tossed on the ground. Each box was of plain wooden construction with a single word etched across the front. One said ‘wolf’ and the other said ‘fox.’ Her hands sought out the container with the word ‘fox’ on the front, and she removed the lid carefully. The inside of the box was lined with a fabric that was so soft on her fingers it felt as though she couldn't even tell it was made of individual threads. Sitting in the middle of the pile of cloth was what looked like a hand carved animal mask in the guise of a fox. 
The mask had clearly been designed to cover the entire face. It even seemed to have some kind of mechanism built in to allow the jaw to move freely, though it was quite difficult to determine exactly how it all worked. The structure was made of some type of wood, but the styling was very lifelike. Haley picked it up and turned it over. The inside looked as though it had been layered in the same soft fabric that lay inside the box. The edges of the mask would wrap all the way around her ears, but there was no clear indication of how it would all fasten on the back of her head. Out of curiosity Haley pushed the mask to her face so she could get an idea of what it would be like to wear it. 
Haley gave a sharp shriek as the mask seemed to grab hold of her face and pull itself against her skin. It moved of its own accord, seeming to shift, stretch, and twist against her flesh. For a moment she struggled to try and pull it free to no avail.
"What's wrong?" Kassa called, moving around Haley to get a better angle on what the younger woman was doing. 
"The mask just grabbed me!" Haley shouted, but her panic was quickly dwindling. Shawl wouldn't have given them anything that would hurt them. She knew that. Still, that had been a shock. "I'm alright. It just scared me." She explained as rationality took over. As her fear fled, it was replaced by a sense of wonder. She knew she was wearing the mask, but it didn't feel the least bit uncomfortable. After its initial adjusting it seemed to fit perfectly, and when she spoke, the bottom jaw on the mask moved with her face as though they were one. 
"Wow, that mask is amazing." Kassa said, her voice still shaking badly despite the added protection of the blanket. "I can see all the expressions of your face through it. If I didn't know better, I might think you really were a fox dressed up like a human."
Haley smiled and pointed to the other box. "You get to be the wolf. I'd recommend putting it on. It seems to keep the wind off your face."
With that endorsement Kassa was clawing into the box in no time. She picked up the mask and slid it onto her face. Despite Haley's warning that the initial moments of putting on the mask were strange, Kassa gave a little gasp as the mask adjusted to her features. Haley wanted to see what her own face looked like beneath the mask, but seeing Kassa would have to be good enough. The wolf mask gave the woman a fierce and canine scowl, yet it also seemed to reflect Kassa's facial expressions as well. Beneath the wolfish features was the look of amused wonderment that Kassa no doubt had on her face. 
"How do I look?" She asked with a grin. 
"Like a grinning wolf." Haley replied. "It's a little unnerving."
"Well, at least my nose isn't freezing anymore." Kassa sighed. "Let's get going. I'm not sure how much longer I can survive out here."
Haley gave a single nod for a reply and then they set off looking for some place to take shelter and get warmed up. As they traveled Haley gathered the makings of a fire. The terrain was mostly treeless and rocky, but there was some occasional foliage and she took what she could find and carried it along with them. They would need every scrap of wood they could gather if they were going to burn a fire long enough to make a difference. 
It had been a long time since Haley had been so cold. The last time was when Xandrith had come for her, appearing out of nowhere like a ghost in the woods. He had come with his half loaded smile and his hands raised as though that made him less dangerous, and the moment she'd seen him Haley had known that he wasn't like other men. He hadn’t seemed real then. He was strong and determined, and his eyes were filled with a compassion that he would never admit to having. When Haley had been at her lowest point, Xan had effortlessly lifted her and carried her against his chest, holding her safely sheltered from the world. She'd felt so safe with him. He'd been warm, solid, masculine, and caring. It had been that moment when she'd really started to feel her attachment to the assassin. 
All the while she'd traveled with him he'd remained cloaked in an otherworldly nature. Haley knew that he was just a mortal man like so many others, but it was as though Xandrith didn't know that about himself. No one had ever told Xandrith that some things were impossible, and so he lived his life as though nothing was. Haley had seen that in him, and she'd immediately wanted to learn to live the same way. Besides, he was kind of roguishly good looking in his own way, and he didn't flinch away every time he saw Haley's face. 
Haley found herself blushing despite the frigid cold. What was she even thinking? Xandrith was old enough to be her father, and he was a killer, an assassin, and her tutor. Besides, he had Kassa. Haley wasn't exactly certain what existed between her mentor and the woman he cared for, but it seemed like more than a simple friendship. Xandrith had given up everything and risked his very life in order to bring Kassa back from the brink of death. He'd even given her a piece of himself. He'd left Haley behind so that he could save Kassa, and no matter how many times Haley tried to justify that to herself it still hurt. 
Haley wasn't angry with Xan for saving Kassa, but she was madly jealous of the other woman even if she would never admit to that fact outside of her thoughts. Haley had gone out of her way to be friendly and to treat Kassa the way she knew Xan would want her to, but sometimes the older woman infuriated her. Kassa had all of Xan's skills and she'd never had to work for them, and she'd obviously been the most important person to the assassin. It wasn't fair. Haley had worked hard to get as good as she was, and she wasn't even close to Kassa's proficiency in fighting. Kassa was given Xandrith's last moments and affection, but she professed to only think of the man as her friend. If Xandrith had chosen her instead, Haley wouldn't have been afraid to say that she loved him. But he hadn't chosen her. He'd left her behind and chosen to save Kassa, and why wouldn't he? She wasn't burned and deformed, and she wasn’t just a child in his eyes. Kassa hadn't been broken and abused by a hateful man, spoiled so that no other would ever love her. Haley could accept that she wasn't desirable as a woman. 
It hadn't been easy, but she'd finally convinced herself that she didn't need to be Xandrith's love. She would be happy just being his apprentice. She would make the assassin proud of her. Even if he couldn't love her, he would respect her. When they finally found Xandrith - and they would find him, of this Haley was certain - he would be amazed at how far she'd come in her training even without his help. Haley was already physically more powerful than Kassa, and she was trying desperately to master the combat forms she knew. It wasn't as easy as simply memorizing them, she had to train her body to accept the forms as natural movement. Her muscles needed to know how to use them even if her mind wasn't completely clear. The trick to mastering combat was to teach her body to fight and her mind to strategize. If her mind had to do the fighting, then her technique would be slow and forced. The body needed to know its own way and only take cues from the mind. 
Haley was determined to become as skilled as Xandrith. If she couldn't be loved by him, she would at least have his respect and friendship. Someday she would be the one to save him from the cold and the dark. On that day she would finally feel that her training had all been worth the effort. 
They walked for nearly another hour before luck finally did them a favor. They found a small traveler's shack near the entrance to a cave in the mountainside. The cave was probably some type of mine, and the shack was probably a temporary cabin for when whoever worked the mine was on site. To Haley's relief the single roomed shack was empty and there was already a small pile of wood stacked at the ready outside. By the time they reached the shelter Kassa was shivering fiercely and her speech was becoming somewhat incoherent. The last thing Haley wanted to do was handle all the camp arrangements for the day by herself, but there was little choice. Kassa was in no condition to do anything. 
Haley led the older woman inside and sat her down in front of the fireplace before setting to work on getting a fire going. It didn't take her long since the cabin was well stocked. There were even cooking supplies, trapping gear, and some basic travel equipment. Unfortunately, other than a few long-life spices there was nothing to actually eat. Still they weren't starving yet, and having a fire and some shelter from the wind was better than nothing. Haley set the fire roaring and then went about preparing a warm tea from some herbs she’d identified amongst the supplies in the cabin. The tea wouldn't exactly be filling, but it would help warm them both from the inside. 
Kassa sat numbly in front of the fire, shivering fiercely. Haley located some fur blankets and threw them over her shoulders before returning to her efforts to scavenge the hut. The people working the mine wouldn't be happy to come back and find their camp ransacked, but there was no way Haley and Kassa were leaving without taking everything that they could use on their journey. They didn't even have travel packs with them. It was a good thing they'd gotten out of Johndin's house with the masks and their weapons. Xan would have probably remembered to grab their packs before leaving, he never went anywhere without his. He was stubbornly attached to his gear. 
"I should be the one taking care of you.” Kassa said, breaking the silence that had settled heavily upon the empty cabin. 
Haley looked over at the older woman and frowned at the thought. “Just because I'm young doesn't mean I can't take care of myself, and you if I need to. I'm not a little girl.” Her reply came off more prickly than she'd meant it. 
"Whether you know it or not, you are still a little girl Haley. Maybe in some backwards places you'd be getting married and starting a family soon, but the truth is you're still young and you're missing out on your youth because of all of this.” Kassa said with a sigh. 
Haley’s frown deepened and she knew her tongue was going to go places it shouldn't. It had a mind of its own. “I'm not missing out on anything. This is what I want out of my life. You know what I don't want? I don't want people feeling sorry for me. I'm not the same little girl that cried while her family was murdered and laid helpless while she was abused and tortured. I'm not that girl anymore. I'm strong, and I can take care of myself. So stop feeling sorry for me.” 
Kassa seemed taken aback. “I don't feel sorry for you, I just ...” She seemed uncertain what to say next. Haley would have been just as happy to let the conversation end there.” Listen Not Daisy, I ...” 
"Don't call me that!” Haley snapped with a venomous hiss. She flinched from her own anger before she forced herself to speak more calmly. “That was Xan's thing.” She said in the way of a half-formed explanation. “I never really liked it.” That wasn't true. She'd liked it when Xandrith called her that, but it just agitated her to hear it from Kassa. 
"I'm sorry. Sometimes the parts of Xandrith left inside my head get the better of me.” She said quietly. “I know where I stop and he starts, but it's so close. The memories are layered, but nothing is clear. It's all strange fragments, impressions.” 
"Yeah, well, at least you've got something left of him.” Haley replied bitterly. 
Kassa's brow furrowed. “What exactly does that mean?” Haley had gone too far. She was embarrassed and more than a little angry with herself. 
She stood up and walked to the door. “I'm going out to gather some more wood. I'll be back in a bit.” She exited the hut without another word, eager to be away from the older woman. She hated the way that conversation had gone. She had fought and helped kill a sciarwolf. It had been terrifying, but she'd never felt as vulnerable as she did when the topic of conversation came around to Xandrith. This was especially true with Kassa. Her strange bond to the assassin was infuriating. Kassa sometimes even acted exactly like Xan, which was unnerving on top of being infuriating. 
Xandrith had given parts of himself to the woman in order to piece her fragmented spirit back together and return her to life. Kassa was still herself, but those parts of Xandrith came out far too often. Haley wasn't sure if she should have taken solace in the familiarity of those moments or not, but the exact opposite usually occurred. Kassa's casual use of Xandrith's familiar ways only served to make the younger woman miss him more, and missing him made her angry on several levels. 
The assassin's apprentice made an attempt to gather a few pieces of scrap wood even though there was no real need to do so. She'd only really left the hut to get away from anymore awkward conversations with Kassa. Wood was sparse and difficult to find, but Haley made herself stay out in the cold until she had an arm full of spindly sticks to bring back in. She was just turning to make her way back to the hut when a deep howl sounded in the darkness, like a wolf but with far more depth to the call. Haley had never heard anything quite like it before. It sent a chill down her spine. She increased her pace back to the hut. She was suddenly acutely aware of just how dark the day was getting, and how difficult it was to see far ahead through the snow. 
By the time she reached the hut she was moving at a steady run. She'd lost a few bits of wood on the way, but she hardly cared. When she came through the front door of the cabin Kassa was sitting at the far end of the room with her sword drawn and sitting across her lap. She looked relieved as Haley entered. Lines of worry eased from her face and she let out a long sigh. 
"Did you hear them?” She asked, and Haley answered with a quick nod. 
"I heard them, or one of them, or whatever ...” She wasn't sure exactly what she'd heard. “What was it?” 
"It sounded like werewolves. I've heard a couple calls over the last few minutes. One of them is close, the others are really far away, but it's not good. This hut might be their camp. We could be right in the middle of their territory.”  Kassa stood up and walked to the door. She dropped a heavy crossbar in place across the gap between the jam and door itself, locking it closed. 
"Don't you think we should get out of here?” Haley asked, suddenly eager to be back out in the cold and moving as far away from this place as she could get that night. 
Wolf-masked-Kassa tilted her head to one side quizzically. “Do you really want to run through unfamiliar territory at night when it's full of were-creatures who are familiar with the area?” 
Haley felt a wave of embarrassment flash through her. Kassa was right. Running out into the woods at night was suicide, even if they were prepared for traveling through snow and ice. All normal risks aside, were-creatures were stronger beneath the light of the moon. Of course, if the hut they were stealing the use of belonged to the werewolves they were in danger either way. The building didn't have any windows they could have used to keep watch to see if something was coming, and there was only one door. Everything Haley knew about tactics told her that the hut was not a safe place to be. 
"No, I don't, but we're trapped here. If they come for us we have nowhere to run.” Haley answered only half plaintively. They were in a situation with no clear solutions. 
"We're not going to run.” Kassa answered nonchalantly. “If they attack, we'll fight and kill them. You and Xandrith killed a sciarwolf by yourselves. Werewolves are dangerous, but not that dangerous. The two of us should be able to fight off anything that attacks.” 
Haley wasn't convinced. “What if one of us is bitten or scratched?” 
Kassa shrugged. “We patch it up when the fight is done.” 
"I don't want to end up a werewolf!” Haley snapped, deciding that Kassa wasn't taking the hint. To the younger girl’s surprise, Kassa just broke out in amused laughter. 
"That's not how it works, Haley. I thought you were above old superstitions.” She finally got the words out as the laughter subsided. 
Haley frowned. “Then where do were-creatures come from?” 
Kassa raised an eyebrow. “Do I really need to explain to you the mating rituals of werewolves?” 
Haley's jaw dropped. “Mating ... then they, wait, but ...” 
Kassa just shook her head in amusement. “Is it really that surprising? Humans are born from humans, and werewolves, bears, panthers and the other cursed blood creature are born from their fellows. The blood tends to run weak in them. If they mate with a human, generally the human blood runs true, but occasionally a half-breed ends up cursed with the were-blood.” 
Haley scrunched up her face in consternation. “You know an awful lot about this.” 
"I was a watch captain. Were-creatures were one of the threats we faced sometimes. I've talked to quite a few of them over the years. In their human form they're just like any of us, though I think you can always see their feral side shining through a bit. Some of them wish they didn't have the blood, but others are prideful and arrogant about their curse. When they're under the influence of the change they can't restrain their base instincts, and were-creatures consider all other life fair prey. King's law demands their blood upon identification. If you have the misfortune of being born to two cursed parents, then your life is forfeit automatically.” 
Haley thought about that for a moment, and then her eyes opened wide in shock. “Does that mean you killed babies, children?” 
Kassa stiffened, her eyes looking anywhere but at Haley. “I had a job to do.” Her expression was pained. “Xan always said I was a good person. He never knew the truth.” 
The younger woman wasn't sure what to say. Before Xan had vanished she'd been training to be an assassin, so how could she judge Kassa for doing a job that might have saved the lives of several people in the long run? There was no cure for the cursed blood of were-creatures. Those children would have grown up to be dangerous to society at some point, and Haley might very well find herself in the same position if she followed through in becoming an assassin. Xandrith had tried to explain to her the cost of an assassin's life on a few different occasions, but this was the first time the implications of what she might be called on to do in the future really sank in. Haley had always envisioned herself putting an end to bad men and corrupt senators, but that wasn't the whole truth of what an assassin really was. There would be times when she would need to take the lives of innocent people, maybe even women and children. Those children might mean the world no more harm than had her own brother and sister before they were murdered by the man who'd stolen Haley's life and honor. 
You've worked so hard to come this far. Are you really going to begin doubting your choices now? Her internal voice quipped. What kind of future does a girl like you have if you're not strong? You're ugly and used up. No one can ever love you as you are now. You owe it to yourself to become as strong as you can so you are able to cut out your own place in this world. You can be shunned, or you can be feared. They were dark thoughts, but could Haley really deny their truth? Who would ever accept her as she was now? Even Xandrith didn't feel for her the way she felt for him. No, Haley shook her head fiercely. That was no way to think. Xandrith would have been angry at her for that entire line of reasoning. But he abandoned you. That voice inside her head pressed forth again, and immediately her attempted surge of optimism faltered. He abandoned me after he'd promised he would be there. She thought, and her heart fell, feeling like a leaden weight in her chest. That was the hardest truth to accept. Xandrith had promised he'd take care of her, but he'd left her behind. 
Kassa seemed to notice the void in the conversation. “I didn't mean to darken the conversation so much. I just ... I have regrets. I think everyone does.” 
Haley turned her back on the older woman. “Let's not talk anymore tonight.” Kassa probably thought that Haley didn't want to speak to her anymore because of what she'd done to the were-creatures in the past, but the younger woman simply couldn't bring herself to continue any conversation. Her own musings had brought her to a dark emotional place and she was afraid that if she spoke anymore her pain would get away from her. She wasn't going to cry in front of Kassa. She wasn't going to cry in front of anyone anymore. The last time she'd cried had been when Xandrith had vanished, and she wasn't going to do it again. No one was ever allowed to see her that vulnerable again. 
The hut fell into a state of uneasy silence punctuated only by the steadily increasing wind beyond the rickety wooden walls pulling at the tiny building and making it creak and groan in protest. Kassa eventually fell asleep with her sword across her lap, but Haley couldn't make herself drift off. Her mind ran in unending circles and her body felt tense and sore. Her burns seemed to ache more than normal as well. 
The burns didn't bleed constantly anymore like they had a few months before, but they never stopped hurting. Pain was a part of life for Haley. Suffering was a daily chore. While she kept her axe close at hand the pain was lessened, but when she put it aside to train without it, which she tried to do every day, the burns covering most of her body flared back up viciously. The taunt skin pulled with every twist and turn, and the damaged nerves protested against her every motion. The trick to dealing with it was simply to push it from her mind. When she was training she would concentrate on her technique and her style. Pain was only a limiting factor if Haley let it become so, and she had no intention of being defeated by her own body. 
A particularly strong gust of wind tore around the hut, it shook the wooden walls and setting the pots, pans, and tools to rattling where they hung along the walls. The sudden cacophony of noise put Haley on edge. What outside sounds might be covered up by the noise from inside? It was a frightening thought. The wind passed and the world went quiet again. At least the hut was well enough designed that some of the wind didn't come through the walls. It wasn't quite as bad as sleeping outside. 
A scratching sound from the rear of the cabin snapped Haley's thoughts from where they’d strayed. She spun around immediately to face the back wall as the sound dragged along the outside of the cabin, sliding along the wall as though someone was walking the perimeter of the hut with their dagger scraping along next to them. The sound trailed it’s way all the way around the cabin from the back wall and stopped just before the door. Something heavy pressed against the door. The door leaned into the cabin, pushing against the crossbar, and then the pressure was gone. 
Haley leaned down next to Kassa. “Something's here.” She whispered quietly, shaking the older woman's shoulder. Kassa snapped awake as though she'd never been fully asleep, her eyes looking immediately alert and awake. 
"What is it?” She asked in a barely audible whispered as she stood up carefully and brought her sword to bear. 
Haley very quickly and quietly explained what she'd heard and seen. 
"They might be teasing us, trying to see if we'll come outside on our own.” Kassa said, but she didn't seem sure of herself. 
Silence was upon them again. It lasted so long that Haley was afraid Kassa might be beginning to doubt what she'd been told, but just as Haley was about to open her mouth to insist she'd really seen and heard what she'd reported to Kassa, the scratching sound started again. This time it came from two distinct places on the exterior wall, and both traced around to the front door. There was no gentle pressure on the door this time. Instead, something with an amazing amount of strength smashed into the wooden frame. The wood groaned and partially splintered in protest, and then the cabin was wrapped in silence. 
The sudden slam on the door nearly caused Haley to jump out of her skin. She hadn't been expecting that at all. She was holding her axe in one hand and the knife that Xan had given her in the other, though she could hardly remember exactly when she'd drawn her weapons. 
"Can they break the door down?” Haley asked as quietly as she could. 
Kassa's answer came in the form of a noncommittal shrug that did little to ease Haley's nerves. The scratching and the banging stopped as quickly as it had begun and a terrible quiet seeped into the tiny hut. Neither of the women dared move lest they make some noise that would stir the threat outside, and other than the sound of the wind no noise came from beyond the walls. 
"They're probably trying to lure us into coming out to see if they're still out there.” Kassa whispered softly. “I think we should just remain in here until ...” She didn't get a chance to finish that thought. The rear wall of the hut exploded inward as though struck by a battering ram. Wood shrapnel and a terrifyingly large and black object crashed into the room, throwing furniture and supplies in every single direction. Kassa dodged to one side of the small space and Haley attempted to do the same in the opposite direction, but she'd misgauged the amount of space to the wall and she slammed into it as she attempted to stand clear of the sudden chaos. She hit her left shoulder hard against the wall and dropped the knife Xandrith had given her before stumbling to the ground awkwardly. She panicked as she heard the dagger hit the floor. Everything else was forgotten as she crawled across the floor trying to find her knife. 
As Haley sought her fallen blade the massive black object that had shattered the wall was righting itself, uncoiling into a terrifying dark-furred werewolf. At full height the top of its head touched what remained of the ceiling and its bulk filled a surprising amount of the room. Its golden eyes looked down at the small girl crawling around the floor with an unmistakable hunger. It lunged for Haley. 
She spotted the knife just ahead of her and was crawling quickly towards it when things went wrong. Haley didn't see the werewolf coming for her until it was too late. The massive monster grabbed onto her right shoulder with its teeth and shook her hard, pulling her away from the hilt of the knife just as her fingers were about to close on it. Bone, sinew, and flesh tore as the creature thrashed her from side to side and Haley cried out in pain and anger. She hadn't gotten to Xan's knife in time. He'd bought it just for her. A loud pop sounded in her shoulder as the socket connecting her arm to her body snapped free and a strangled gurgle of agony split from between her lips. 
Kill it!Kill it before it kills you!Her voice, or what sort of sounded like her own voice, yelled through her head. It had a strangely bestial edge to it, but she hardly had time to consider that. She let the axe slip from the fingers of her right hand into her empty left hand. With all the considerable strength she could muster she swung the axe at the creature that seemed to be attempting to rip her arm from her body. Her left hand wasn't as coordinated as her right, but what she lacked in coordination she made up for in brute force. The axe tore into the beast's torso and ripped out a surprisingly large piece of furry flesh. A deep growl rose up from between its clenched jaws, but instead of letting go it bit down even harder. Blackness rose up around the edges of Haley's vision. Fear came with it. She knew that if she let herself lose consciousness she was dead. 
The werewolf grabbed her left leg with one of its claws and the wickedly sharp digits ripped through the fabric of her pants and into her flesh with surprising ease. Haley swung her axe again, desperation driving her. She hit the creature's hip and the blade sunk in deep. It still wouldn't release her, so she swung again and again as the monster tore at her small body. As her strength began to falter she took one final swing. Her blade connected with the creature’s ribs and finally the beast gasped and its mouth dropped open. Haley toppled most of the way to the ground, but her leg was still caught up in the demon's claws. Free of its mouth, Haley swung herself around and chopped at the elbow joint with her axe and was finally able to land a controlled blow. The werewolf's arm split at the joint tobe held on only by a small fragment of remaining flesh. It howled in agony with frothy pink blood pouring from its mouth. Her axe blow to its chest must have hit a lung. It was dying. 
Haley swung her axe once more and severed the last of the creature's arm. She fell the rest of the way to the ground with the dying thing's claws still hooked into her leg. She fastened her axe back onto her belt. The floor was slick with blood, hers and the wolf's, but she pulled herself across it anyway. She couldn't stand. She could barely move. Where was Kassa? It didn't take her long to reach her destination. Xandrith's knife was just beyond the chaos sitting unused and clean on the hut floor. She grabbed it with her good hand and held it close to her chest like a child might do with a favored doll. Xan would be angry with her. Not about almost losing the knife, she knew. He'd be angry that she'd spent so much time worrying about the knife that she'd let herself be taken completely by surprise. That was stupid. Haley knew that was stupid. It was just a piece of metal. It was also the most valuable gift anyone had ever given her. The edges of her vision were getting darker. She looked down at herself and she could see the pool of blood forming around her. 
"I'm bleeding out.”  She said quietly to herself. “Kassa!?” She called for the older woman, looking for help. There was no reply but for the wind and a cacophony of other sounds she couldn't identify. “Kassa!” She called again, her voice weaker. It was difficult to get up the energy to call out again. Her heart felt like it was beating far too fast in her chest. Darkness thickened around her. “Xan, I don't want to die.” She gasped into the cold air. Black nothingness devoured her whole. 
 



 
 
Chapter 4
Footprints
As the world swam slowly back into focus Haley sprang to her feet and drew her dagger before she was even halfway upright. Something touched her shoulder and she struck out at it instantly, the knife diving forward like a snake striking to deliver its venom. Her strike was knocked off center and turned to the side and then a familiar face was at her side. It was Kassa. 
"Whoa, relax. You're alright Haley.” Kassa said, waiting for the light of recognition to fully flicker in the girl’s eyes before releasing her wrist and the knife. 
"Where are we? The werewolves?” Haley asked, trying to fit together the last of her memories and her current situation. 
"The werewolves are dead. You killed one, and I dispatched the other two. You were badly injured in the fight. I had to carry you to the nearest town. Luckily they had an Order of Mages healer, and she has repaired most of the damage to your body. It took a few days for you to come out of the sleep though. How are you feeling?” Kassa spoke slowly and calmly. 
Days? Haley thought with frustration. I've already lost days on Xan's trail. She forced herself to take a deep breath and stretch her limbs. She felt almost like normal, but her right shoulder had a strange kink in it that seemed to offer a little bit of an ache when she rolled the cuff. It wasn't bad and it wouldn't interfere with her movement, but it was noticeable. Her old burns tugged and pulled as she stretched, but she’d become accustomed that discomfort.  "I'm alright.” She answered Kassa, though in truth she actually felt terrible and not from the physical injuries either. She was ashamed to have been carried into town, and she was angry to have slowed down their progress.
"Good. We should be moving on then. I've already got a lead on where we should go next.” Kassa said. The older woman wore a guarded expression on her face. There was something she wasn't saying, and whatever it was it was clear that it was behind her desire for haste. Haley wasn't certain whether she should ask about it or not. Was it any of her business? Did it have something to do with Xandrith? If it was about their friend then Haley decided it was her business. 
"Is something wrong?” Haley finally asked. 
"It's nothing.” Kassa replied too quickly, not meeting Haley's eyes. “I just don't want to be here any longer than we have to be. I'm eager to be back on the road.” 
Haley frowned, certain that something was being omitted, but what was she going to say? She didn't even have a clue what could be bothering the older woman. “Alright. Let's get going then. Is there ... do we have any bills to settle before leave?” Haley asked, only too aware that they had no money and nothing of any value other than the masks they'd been given by Johndin, and there was no way they would part with those. 
Kassa's lips tightened for a moment and she shook her head tersely before replying. “I've already paid.” With those three words she turned on her heals and grabbed a couple of packs and some new, winter weighted cloaks that were on the ground by the door to the room. She tossed one of the packs and one of the cloaks to Haley, and quickly fitted the others to herself. 
"Get dressed and come on. We need to move. Your mask is in your pack. Put it on before you leave the room. I've seen a lot of people wearing plague protection, and we're not taking any chances.” Kassa ordered coldly as she slid her own mask over her face as if to hide her features behind the wolfish ones of the mask. However, the magical mask still seemed to convey her considerable unease through its surface. Kassa was already heading out of the room. 
Haley jumped to follow her and pulled on the pack and cloak as she went, suddenly worried that Kassa would leave her behind in her haste to depart. She slid her mask into place just as she reached the door and shivered a little as the mask seemed to crawl against her face. How had Kassa settled their bill without any money, and why was she in such a hurry to leave? It didn't make any sense to Haley, but she felt like she couldn't ask for Kassa to explain. It was obvious that her companion didn't want to share the details. 
On the way out of the healer's clinic an attractive woman maybe a few years older than Kassa dressed in a thin silk brown robe waved after them and called out. “Leaving so soon, girls?” She took a few steps in their direction, but Kassa didn't even slow down. “Shame you couldn't stay longer!” She called as Kassa pushed out the door and into the street without even turning her head. Haley gave a look back over her shoulder to see the woman teasing at her lower lip with her teeth. She gave a mischievous wink to Haley just before the door closed in their wake, which did little but confuse the girl even more. 
"That was kind of rude, wasn't it?” Haley asked as they marched down the road at a much faster pace than seemed reasonable. 
Kassa didn't reply. She didn't even look at Haley. The scowl of the wolf mask had deepened and there seemed to be a feint red tinge coming from the insides of the carved ears. Was that a blush through the mask? Seeing she wasn't going to get an answer out of her travel companion, Haley set about adjusting the straps on the travel pack Kassa had thrown to her. It was a good quality pack, and its weight and heft told the girl that it had been stocked with supplies. “How did you get the money to buy all of this?” 
Kassa looked over at Haley, some of the grimness fleeing her features. “I didn't steal them, if that's what you're implying.” 
Haley hadn't really thought she did, and she told the older woman as much. “Xandrith might have stolen them, or the money to buy them, but I didn't think you would.” 
"I skinned the werewolves before making my way here. I needed the furs to keep you bundled, warm, and in one piece while I made the journey. I wasn't sure how far I'd have to go, but I knew we'd need to be warmer. I sold the hides after I made arrangements for your healing. They still needed to be properly tanned, but werewolf hide is quite valuable. I bought us supplies with that money while I searched for information about Xan.” 
"You said you had a lead. What did you find out?” Haley asked, suddenly only too willing to let the subject of their finances drop. 
"Rumors mostly. South of here about three days march there is a permanent tradesmen's camp. Traders stop there to do some internal trading in order to vary their goods before heading off to their final destinations to sell. About two weeks ago someone claims that a stranger came into camp, ranting, raving, and talking to himself. Everyone just assumed he was some crazy man, but apparently he got into a fight with one of the traders and when things escalated the stranger lit all of the trader’s wagons on fire.” 
Haley frowned. “That doesn't necessarily sound like Xan.” 
"That's what I thought too.” Kassa said with a sigh. “But he described the stranger as a man dressed in black with a braded beard and skin covered in strange black tattoos. He was wearing a knife on both his hips, and he lit the fires like a mage by simply creating the fire from nowhere. Maybe none of those things on their own would specifically point towards Xan, but all of them together ...” 
Haley nodded. “It would almost have to be him, but I didn't think he could really use magic because of ... well, you know.” She held up her hands with her pinkies tucked in. 
Kassa shrugged. “Me being here at all is an indicator that maybe he isn't as limited by his fingers as the Order might believe. At any rate, it's the best lead we have right now. We'll travel south and see if we can learn anymore from the traders’ camp. With any luck there will be someone in residence who was there when the events happened that might know where we should go next.” 
Haley smiled. It seemed a slim hope, but at the same time Xan felt like he was within reach. It infused her with a sense of purpose, and that put her in a strangely agreeable mood. She took a deep breath, preparing to do something else she didn't normally do. 
"Kassa, thank you for working so hard to save my life. I would be dead if it wasn't for you.” She thanked the older woman, though it wasn't easy to do. It felt a little like admitting defeat. 
Kassa seemed unsure what to say in reply. “It's nothing.” She said, though there was that same shadow of unease over her features. Together they crossed through the town gate and out onto the road, an awkward silence settling between them. 
"It is something.” Haley said, unwilling to let the matter drop this time. The secret settling between them was stifling. “You don't owe me anything. We don't even really know each other that well. That you were willing to carry me all the way from out in the wilderness to this town, even when you didn't know how long or how far that would be, that was far more than you needed to do. It would be wrong of me not to repay you in some way. At least let me pay back whatever it was it cost you to get me healed. If it's coin, I can earn coin. If it's a possession, I will find you a replacement. If it's a service, then I will serve you until we are even again.” 
Kassa stopped in her tracks, her wolf ears bright red as she looked down at Haley, a look somewhere between amusement and anger shaping the features of the mask.  The mask showed a half snarl expression that might have been quite intimidating on an actual wolf. “You're not going to let this go, are you?” She asked, obviously flustered. 
"I don't like feeling as though I owe you something.”  Haley replied, proud of herself for pushing the issue. 
Kassa closed her eyes for a moment, but when she opened them again there was a look of determination on her face. “We'll talk about this once, and then never again so listen closely. The mage running that shop, the woman in the brown robes you saw as we left?” Kassa waited for Haley to nod before going on. “She has been lonely for a very long time. You see, she doesn't find men attractive the way most women do. Instead, she wants to be with women but there are no women in the town that feel the same way. I didn't have nearly enough coin to pay for your healing, but she promised to give you her best treatment if I agreed to spend the nights with her and fulfill those desires that she has been unable to satisfy. Do you understand?” 
"No, I mean ... what?” Haley was confused. 
Kassa sighed in exasperation. “I shared her bed as a man would with a woman. We made love.” 
Haley's jaw had dropped and it was her turn to blush. She'd never even heard of such a thing. “But how does ... what do you ... I don't ...” 
Kassa shook her head. “That's not important, and there is nothing wrong with her having the desires that she does. The part of this that upsets me, the reason I don't want to talk about it, is because I did not want to be with her like that. I did it out of necessity, and it makes me feel ashamed. So you see, there is nothing you can do to repay me. I just don't want to discuss it any further, alright?” 
Haley nodded her head once, all pride she'd had on pushing the topic suddenly gone. Sometimes she fooled herself into believing that she was worldly and adult, but something like that was so far beyond her understanding that she suddenly felt very young and confused. Haley was willing to let the subject drop as they resumed their normal walking pace, but she realized that even though Kassa wanted nothing in return other than to put it all behind them she really owed the older woman a large personal debt. Kassa had paid for Haley's healing with her body and her shame, and those were costs that far outweighed any amount of gold. Even though Haley didn't understand it all, she knew about the agony of living in the shadow of a deep shame. 
"Where do you think Xandrith is going?” She asked Kassa, attempting to push away the discomfort of their previous conversation. 
Kassa didn't answer immediately, and when she did so it was with some hesitance. “I think he's headed for Yillan Reach.” 
A chill passed down Haley's spine. She'd never been to the Reach herself, but she knew of the place from Xandrith's retelling of the events that had taken place there. Yillan Reach had been a prosperous city until the mages’ dabbling with powers beyond their understanding had backfired and drawn an old enemy of theirs back from the void to which that enemy had been cast. Haley had seen one of the Drayid monsters. It had come for Xan in the night, a horrible blending of metal and decaying flesh. The thing had almost killed Xan, but luckily Haley had been able to catch it unaware. Yillan Reach was also the place where Kassa had been killed. It was a city of nightmares. 
"I don't think he'd go back there.” Haley offered. “Why would he want to after all that’s happened?” 
"I think he's after the Great Vault, the object that created the mechanna monsters that ... that killed me.” Kassa was obviously ill at ease discussing that particular topic. 
The Great Vault had been mentioned in passing on several occasions by Shawl in regards to Xandrith's possible final goal, but Haley wasn't entirely certain what exactly the vault was or what was inside of it. Xan had once explained to her that the mages had trapped their enemies inside of the vault, and it had driven those people mad and made them turn into creatures like the monster that Haley had saved Xan from. She'd also heard Xan's history with the mage Tibsenth and how the old mage had believed that there was an evil god trapped inside the vault. None of that, though, gave any indication as to why Xan would be seeking the Great Vault. It seemed to Haley that it was an object of evil and something to be avoided. 
"What does he want with it?” Haley finally asked, her curiosity getting the better of her. 
"Johndin believed that the Great Vault was actually a prison, and that there might have been something trapped inside of it that could help us. I know he tried to convince Xan to look into it before he left, and it's possible that he's doing exactly that now.” 
The younger woman frowned, skeptical. “Xandrith said there was an evil god inside the vault. It wanted the world to fall into chaos or something.” 
Kassa nodded once. “When he first arrived at Shawl's cabin that is exactly what he believed. Johndin seemed to believe differently. He believed when the two gods fought it wasn't the one who desired chaos that was locked away. Instead he thought that the one who wanted chaos had proven stronger and trapped the other inside of the prison of his own making. The fight between them exhausted the chaos god, though, and he ended up sinking into the earth to rest while the magical energies of the world rebuilt. Johndin believed that the god of chaos was stirring and getting ready to make his move on our world's magic, and that the only solution was to free the other god who'd been trapped inside the Great Vault for all these years. He hoped that the trapped god would fight his counterpart and preserve our world.” 
Haley still wasn't certain. That seemed like a dangerous course of action. What if the old mage was wrong? Shawl was a clever man, and he knew an awful lot, but the risk if he was wrong was phenomenal. 
Kassa wasn't quite done with her story yet. “To make matters worse, there is a chance that the god of creation, the one who might be trapped in the Great Vault, could be completely insane. The prison was corrupted when the god of chaos closed it improperly, and then later it was further corrupted when the mages used it to destroy the Drayid. Shawl believed it was quite possible that even if the god of creation was still alive inside the prison, it may have gone mad like the Drayid have.” 
Haley just shook her head. “Xan definitely shouldn't open that thing. What will happen to the Drayid if they get out? And what if the thing inside simply destroys him before decimating the world? Opening that vault is a terrible idea.” She said firmly, deciding beyond a shadow of a doubt that they would have to stop Xandrith if that was what he intended. 
Kassa shrugged her shoulders, looking tired. “I don't think Shawl is wrong, though. I think the Trolls are rising up, and I think they're bringing something terrible for the world with them. If the god of chaos has been sleeping down there, biding its time all these centuries, we could be on the cusp of the end of the world. Xan might be doing the only thing that offers us even the slightest glimmer of hope.” 
The box mustn't be opened at any cost. A corner of Haley's mind stated with a demanding urgency, and she was again stricken by the notion that the thought, while mirroring her own, still felt alien. She looked uneasily down at the axe on her hip. Xan had warned her that there would come a time when the blade would awaken, but she'd almost allowed herself to believe that it wasn't going to happen to her. She pushed that notion from her mind for the time being, though she'd have to be more careful going forward. If the axe was starting to have its own say in things Haley needed to be able to differentiate her own thoughts from those implanted by the axe. 
"No matter what Xan is doing," she said after a moment of collecting her thoughts, “we still need to find him. He shouldn't be out there alone. Xandrith isn't as indestructible as he believes himself to be.” 
Kassa looked to Haley. She seemed a little troubled, but finally she replied. “We haven't talked about this yet, but I know we both have to be thinking about it. What if we find Xan and he's not really the Xan we knew anymore?” 
The younger woman looked away, unwilling to meet the older, wiser eyes of her companion. “That's not going to happen.” She said stubbornly. 
"We can't afford to think like that, Haley. Both of our lives may depend on us being ready for the worst. What if we find Xandrith and the last of his humanity is gone from him? Remember what he was like before he left. Shawl said that his troll side had awoken, and we need to be ready in case we come upon him and find that he isn't human anymore, at least not in the ways that matter.” 
"Xan wouldn't let that happen.” It wasn't a good reply, or even a logical one, but it was the only thing Haley could think of to say. 
Kassa just sighed heavily. “You're almost as stubborn as he was.” 
"As he is.” Haley added fiercely. 
Kassa couldn't help but let the barest of smiles touch the corner of her lips at her younger companion's stubborn dedication to her point. “As he is.” Kassa said with a nod. The conversation ceased as they picked up their pace. 
 
They walked for four long days before they reached a hilltop that overlooked the makeshift tradesmen's camp. It wasn't exactly what Haley had been expecting. She'd pictured it as a large collection of carts and craftsman interspersed with tents, almost like a giant market square with all kinds of different traders selling their goods to one another. The reality wasn't a fraction of that. There were maybe a dozen carts rolled up around a wooden long house. The perimeter was surrounded by heavily armed guards, mercenaries by the looks of their equipment. They were all wearing various types of masks that covered at least the bottom halves of their faces. It wasn't difficult to tell that they all looked ill at ease. Other than the guardsmen there was no sign of anyone moving about outside of the long house. There was a large bonfire being managed by more of the mercenaries. The smell coming off the fire made every hair on Haley's body stand on end. She knew that particular stink only too well. Human flesh lent a distinct quality to the air as it smoldered.  
"I don't like this place." She said quietly to Kassa as they looked down upon the trader's camp. 
The other woman nodded. "We'll get our information and be gone as soon as we can." Kassa answered. The expression on her wolf-masked face was one of clear disquiet. With that she started her way down the hillside, trudging through the icy grass and the thin layer of snow above it. The weather was getting warmer as they moved further south from the mountains, but it was still frigid.
Haley pulled her cloak tightly around herself and grabbed her axe beneath it. The cool and comfortable hilt of the weapon sent a surge of calm confidence through her as they drew closer to the camp. The smell of burning human flesh grew thicker in the air and she had to force herself not to gag on it as the stench became almost overpowering. As they drew within range of the outskirts of the camp, two of the mercenaries broke off from their positions and began moving to intercept them. Haley felt a sudden urge to strike them both down as quickly as possible, but she knew that was irrational. These people weren't her enemies yet, but they would be if she attacked them. The temptation was strong, though.  
The first man to approach them was an average looking mercenary. He wasn't tall or short, but he was well muscled and dressed in a flexible set of medium leather armor, the type that allowed for quick movement at the expense of not being able to turn away the blows of the heaviest weapons. He wore a sword at each of his hips, but he carried a large two handed axe as he approached Kassa and Haley. His eyes were cold and impassive. What could be seen of his face was drawn tight with tension. 
"Are you expected?" He asked, though the tone of the question implied that he thought this was doubtful. The second guard approached just as he began speaking. This man was taller than the first and wearing a heavier set of armor. He had only one weapon, a broadsword, but it was drawn and resting easily on his shoulder. His mask was painted red and black like the face of some kind of demon and it covered his entire countenance. He didn't speak. 
"No, but we're not interested in staying long. We're looking for information." Kassa answered smoothly. 
"You won't find any information here. In fact, if you're not a member of the tradesmen's guild, you won't find anything here. I recommend you move along if you don't want any trouble." The guard said, flicking his head towards the trail leading away from the camp and back out into the wilderness.
"That's a cold welcome for someone just looking to ask a few questions." Kassa's voice had taken on a surprising edge of malice. 
"These are cold times. We've had trouble with strangers recently, and so they're not welcome anymore. That includes yourselves." He gestured down the path away again before adding. "I've no desire to cut down a woman and a boy, but I will if I have to." Haley frowned at being called a boy, but she didn't reply. Wrapped in her cloak, with her hair cut short, and wearing the mask, there was really no indication that she was female. Even if she hadn't been wrapped in the cloak her body wasn't particularly curvy. Still, it made her angry. 
"Fair enough. I have no desire to gut a few mercenaries over a couple bits of information, so I guess we're at a standoff." Kassa replied with a half-grin coming through the wolf mask that echoed the kind Xan would have worn in the same situation. It was a dangerous expression. Xan had killed people with that expression still plastered on his face. 
The larger mercenary barked a bit of laughter. "I like her." He chortled. "Doesn't matter, though. We can't let you in. We've had plague walkers," he gestured towards the bonfire. "And before them we had some mages come in and cause problems. Only guild members are allowed in now, and then only if they have trade to be done."
"We're hunting a mage. A fugitive." Kassa jumped on this thread quickly, seeing an opportunity to get the information they needed. "He may have been one of those who caused you trouble. He'd have come through here a few weeks ago, by himself probably. He had strange tattoos over most of his body, was above average height, and probably wore a knife on each hip."
The two mercenaries looked at each other. It was clear they had seen Xandrith, but they weren't convinced they should be sharing any information. 
"Any information you can offer us would be invaluable." Kassa pressed. 
The smaller mercenary shook his head. "We can't go off telling you anything. If the guild heard we were blabbing they'd hire someone else to do our job, and this is a good paying position. I'm not risking losing coin just to spread some rumors around to anyone that cares to ask."
The bigger man shrugged as if helpless. "You should move along before the others get interested and come over. You're going to attract some unwanted notice if you're here much longer."
Haley could see their opportunity to gather information slipping away from them. A moment of inspiration struck her as she remembered some old advice she'd been given by Xan. She reached up and pulled off her mask which drew the attention of both of the guards. The shorter man looked her straight in the eyes before his gaze traced the horrible scars down one side of her face. Then he wouldn't look at her anymore. The taller man's eyes also followed the scars, but they settled on her eyes. 
"He did this to me. Please, you have to help me find him. He needs to pay for what he's done." Haley pleaded, using the pain of her actual past to conjure the emotions she needed to lie believably. Xan had told her that she could use scars to her own advantage, and finally she was doing just that. She slid her mask back over her face to hide the wreckage again.
The men looked at each other again, but this time the shorter nodded to the taller of the two. The larger mercenary took a step forward, speaking quietly and quickly. "Your man came through here a little over a week ago, got into an argument with one of the traders, lit some fires, caused a real ruckus. He was looking for a ride south towards Yillan Reach, but no one was traveling that way. They say the area is overrun by monsters. He left after that, but some few of the traders were pretty angry about the whole affair so they sent messengers out to report the harassment to the mages. The Order of Mages and the guild are on friendly terms. The Order sent some men out later that night and after getting the details they went out in pursuit. They were on horseback and he was on foot, so they probably caught him up the next day. That's all there is to know, now I'd recommend you move along before you attract anymore notice."
Haley gave one quick nod. Startled by the information she'd received and a little worried. Whatever other problems they had, now the mages were involved, and that would only complicate matters. What if they'd already gotten Xandrith? That could be a dangerous situation. He was already wanted for several other crimes. "Thank you." Haley said quietly, not wanting to seem ungrateful. With that she turned and started walking away from the camp. Kassa fell in at her side. 
"That was good thinking." The older woman whispered. 
Haley shrugged. "Xandrith gave me the idea. What are we going to do if the mages have caught him?" 
Kassa returned the shrug. "Xan is pretty resourceful. We shouldn't assume anything before we see evidence that the worst has happened. He's been running from the Order for years, and if anyone can keep hidden from them it's probably him. He's the strongest person I've ever known."
"You think so?" Haley asked, not as certain herself. Xan wasn't exactly acting like himself. 
"Even if they do have him, that just means we'll have to go set him free. It wouldn't be the first time I've pulled him from the Order's clutches." Kassa said with a grin. It was obvious she was trying to brighten Haley's disposition. 
"You're assuming there will be anything left to save. He wasn't exactly on the Order's good side, and who knows what they'll do with him now. If they know he's using magic and his fingers are already clipped they'll probably kill him." Haley refused to return the humor. 
Kassa’s mouth set in a grim line. "Xan has proven difficult for anyone to kill so far. Counting him out before his time is a mistake. Now stop dwelling on the worst possible outcome. It's pissing me off." She seemed angry. "I've feared the worst for so long. I need him to be alive, so shut up about it."
Haley was about to snap back at the older woman, but she closed her mouth as she thought better of it. Worrying really wasn't getting her anywhere. Kassa looked threadbare and morose. The pain just behind her eyes was so intense it made Haley feel uncomfortable. There was a depth of emotion present that Haley wasn't sure she could compete with, and all she could do was fret and worry. She was far too young to be so morose. Xandrith would be indignant if he saw her acting this way. Besides, wasn't she the one who'd been hopeful to find Xandrith alive to begin with? Now that they were so close, after they'd come so far, now her doubts were deciding to set in? She chewed on her own frown and then forced her face into a semblance of a smile. She could feel the mask mimicking the expression. She wasn't sure how she looked, but she forced herself to keep smiling. If Xan could smile through the worst of times, so could she. 
 
They were three days outside of the merchant's camp when they found the first clear signs of some type of struggle. One particular section of road was complete chaos. There were deep hoof prints as though horses had been run hard, and massive gouges in the dirt some large enough to fit half a man in. Some of the trees in the vicinity were scorched, and a small section of the woods was blown over as though struck by some monstrous wind. Kassa and Haley quickly split up to better search the area for signs of passage or some clear indicator of who had won the conflict and which way the survivors had gone. Haley trudged off the left side of the road and into the thick of the woods where there was either a deer trail or someone had recently broken through the winter brush. 
She watched the ground closely and could make out the signs of footprints, but none them matched Xan's boots. Why would anyone have gone off into the woods if they weren't after Xan? Plus, the prints went out and then came back to the road. Haley kept her mouth shut and followed the boot patterns further out. There were at least three sets and they were staggered strangely as though they'd been carrying something heavy between them. After a few minutes, Haley reached a break in the woods that opened into a small open space that wasn't quite a clearing. Haley stopped in her tracks. There were six freshly stacked stone graves lying amidst the trees. The ground had been too frozen to dig deeply. The mages had carried their dead into the woods, dug shallow holes, and covered them over with dirt and rock to protect them from animals. 
"Kassa, I found something!" She called back over her shoulder, hoping the older woman would be within range of her voice. Her heart was beating very quickly in her chest. What did these graves portend? There had been a fight, and after the fight some of the mages had been left alive. Those mages had then taken the time to bury six of their dead. What had become of Xan during all of this? Was he one of the six bodies buried beneath the rocks? Would they have even buried him after he had killed so many of them? If he was still alive, how did the mages find the time to stop and bury their dead? Too many questions. 
The sound of footsteps roused her from her thoughts. She turned to see Kassa approaching, her eyes also settling on the stone graves. "Was there anything to see on the other side of the road?" Haley asked, deciding to take a moment to address that before they tackled what they had in front of them. 
"Dead horses. Four of them. From the looks of the corpses the battle was pretty brutal. I'm surprised the mages had much left to bury after Xan was finished." Kassa said with a nod at the graves. "Six graves, and we can assume Xan isn't in one of them. I don't believe they would have buried him, at least not with their companions. These graves were put in with care. These men obviously were mourning when they constructed these burial mounds." She was circling the graves now, looking more closely at them. "Ah, look." She pointed at a flat stone mounted at the head of one of the graves. 
"What's that?" Haley asked. The stone marker had an unusual symbol marking its surface. 
"It's a warning. It's telling people that a mage is laid to rest here, and anyone who messes with the grave does so at the risk of stirring up trouble with the Order." Kassa was still moving between the graves. "They all have them. That's a good thing. If for some reason they had decided to bury Xan, they wouldn't have bothered to mark his grave like this."
"Then where is he?" Haley wasn't nearly as competent at tracking as Kassa was. Xandrith had taught her some tricks, but this entire situation was far beyond her understanding. It was like trying to read a book that was written in a language she wasn't familiar with. In Haley's case that was most languages. She'd only recently learned to read at all, and she wasn't that adept at the skill. 
"There are a couple of different possibilities." Kassa said with a sigh. "He may have beaten back the mages so badly that they fell back and went to take care of their dead, deciding that it would be better for them not to continue pursuit. I don't think that's the case though, because the remaining horses from their group all leave down the same road they've been traveling this entire time and at a much slower pace. They are obviously not in pursuit anymore, and they're also not headed back the way they came, so it doesn't look like a retreat."
Kassa took a moment as though gathering her thoughts. "I think it's more likely that they subdued him and they're taking him some place. That means they probably know who he is, and they still want something from him. If they'd simply suffered a terrible defeat they would probably not have continued after him. If they'd killed him I believe they would have left him here to rot. There is no reason to drag his body along. Either way, until we know for certain the best thing we can do is to keep following their tracks. They know where Xandrith is, whether he's been captured or not. Our answers are still ahead of us."
The assassin's apprentice sighed heavily. That hadn't exactly been the reassurance she was looking for. "What could they possibly still want from him after all this time? They can't still be worried about their precious secrets, can they?"
"Don't underestimate the mages and their tenacity when it comes to keeping secrets." There was no insincerity in Kassa's voice. She was very serious. "They will go to great lengths to protect themselves, and Xan has come into a great deal of information that would be valuable to them, and some that they would rather he never be allowed to speak of. They're probably intending to torture him to find out what he knows."
Haley flinched. "They wouldn't."
Kassa's expression told her the truth of it even before she spoke. "The first time I rescued Xan from the mages they'd already had at him for a while. Xan managed to piss them off so much that they accidentally knocked him out before they could get anything from him."
Despite herself Haley gave a single, cold laugh. "That sounds about right. Did he go back and kill the person who tortured him?" 
Kassa shook her head. "We were rather pressed for time. Escaping was our top priority."
"Well, he might get his second chance at it then. I don't think he'll let them go again." Discussing any other person, that comment might have seemed absurd. Xan was the one being tortured, after all, but as far as Haley could tell it would be those inflicting the suffering who had the most to worry about. When the assassin was angry, it was a terrible idea to be in his path. The mages had been lucky the first time, but if Xan escaped a second time, Haley doubted he would be so lenient twice. 
"We should get back on the trail. The longer we delay here, the further ahead the mages get. We don't want to risk losing the trail. If it snows or if we get a heavy rain we could lose them entirely." Kassa said, already heading back through the woods towards the road. Haley fell in at her side quickly. 
She ran her hand over the handle of her axe. "If they hurt him, I'm going to tear them apart." She said with determination.
Kassa looked over at her for a second before giving the younger woman a grim smile. "I believe it."
They moved quickly from there, neither able to relax now that Xan seemed so close at hand. Following the trail left by the mages turned out to be easier than either of them could have hoped. Having apparently caught their prey, they were no longer making any attempt to disguise their direction of travel. On the third day along their track they found a clear sign that Xan was, indeed, traveling with the mages. 
One of the assassin's blades was left beside a fire-pit still greasy and messy from being used as an eating utensil. Both Kassa and Haley quickly recognized the familiar weapon, but finding it so carelessly wedged into the ground next to the burnt out fire pit put Haley in a particularly foul mood. She was still working on restoring it to its former glory as they moved on down the road. The mages obviously had no appreciation for the quality of the weapon they were misusing. Xan's weapons weren't the sort you used to pick meat from a rabbit alongside the road. They were the weapons of a fighting man, meant to only be drawn and used once violence was the only solution. Haley finished cleaning the blade and set to honing the edge. Luckily the steel was well crafted and there would probably be no lasting damage to the fine steel. "Fucking horse pricks." She cursed quietly under her breath as she slowly worked a knick from the edge. 
Kassa laughed lightly as they walked with Haley fussing over the steel.
"What?" Haley snapped, not at all amused. 
"Sometimes you remind me of Xan. He used to do the same thing, mutter to himself when he was angry."
Haley blushed as she slid the blade into an empty scabbard along her back. "Well there is just no reason to misuse a fine weapon like that. Good steel is hard to come by, and expensive."
Kassa just nodded. "Oh, I know."
Eager to change the subject Haley pressed on. "Are we making up any ground on Xan?" She asked.
"No, I'm afraid not. They must be carrying him on horseback. They're not setting a hard pace, but the horses move faster than we do no matter how fast we walk. Even pressing as hard as we have we've only just managed to keep pace with them." Kassa sighed. She did a good job at hiding her exhaustion, though it was still evident in her posture. Haley was feeling it herself. They'd only been sleeping a few hours every night, and during the day they'd been pushing at a pace just under a run. It was disheartening to imagine that they were only just keeping up, especially when the mages already had over a week's lead on them. The odds of ever catching up seemed slim. 
"They have to stop eventually." Kassa added, as though that might help. "I can't believe they'd be taking Xan too much further. I don't know how they're restraining him, but if they mess up he'll probably destroy the rest of them. They have to know traveling this way is dangerous."
Haley was about to agree when she caught sight of a large shape off to the side of the road ahead of them. "What's that?" She asked, pointing ahead. 
Kassa's eyes followed Haley's gesture and she squinted. "I don't know." She said. "Maybe a horse, or a cart?"
A small smile touched Haley's lips. "We could use a horse."
Kassa raised an eyebrow and looked over at the girl. "Yes, but we can't just steal someone's horse."
"Maybe you can't, but I'm not a watch captain. I'm an assassin." Haley's grin grew a little darker. "Beside, we're trying to save the world. If we just explain that I'm sure they'd gladly give us their horse." 
Kassa didn't look amused. "Assassins aren't horse thieves."
"Are we really going to argue the details? We need that horse." 
"Let's see what the situation is before we make any rash decisions, Haley. They could be better armed than we are." Kassa's attempt at caution forced Haley to take a moment to consider the situation. They were both exhausted and the road was slowly but surely beating them down. The promise of transport other than their feet was just too sweet to ignore. 
"Alright, we'll get a feel for their defenses, and then take their horses." Haley agreed with her own interpretation of Kassa's answer. The guard captain frowned, but bit her lip before she could protest again. It wasn't going to do any good anyway. Haley had made up her mind. 
A minute later they were drawing close enough to be able to make out the details of the scene at the side of the road. There was indeed a cart and what looked like two horses still affixed to it, but the cart was on its side with one of its wheels was completely destroyed. There were figures sprawled on the ground next to the wagon. A woman in a light blue dress with a rain hood wrapped over her head sat next to the bodies and bobbed back and forth slowly as if in rhythm to some unheard song. Haley's hopeful expression turned to one of concern. It was one thing to boast about stealing horses, but quite another to come by a group of people who'd been in an accident and needed help. 
"Ho' the wagon!" Kassa called as they came in range. "Are you in need of assistance?" The woman in the blue dress stopped her swaying and began to turn towards the new comers. 
"What in the cursed dirt is that?" Haley's profanity rolled out of her unbidden. 
"Shit, shit, shit." Kassa was drawing her sword as the woman in blue staggered to her feet and began running at them and screaming louder than anyone Haley had ever heard scream before. A mist seemed to seep from her lips as she shrieked and it filled the air around her head with a haze. 
"Make sure your mask is fastened tight. Don't let her hurt you or even touch you in any way. Knock her down, strike to kill as fast as you can. She's infected with disease. If you get cut you're dead." With that Kassa charged forward and Haley fell in behind her, drawing her axe. As she came closer to the woman she could see that the haze around her head was actually a cloud of little black insects swarming in and out of her mouth, eyes, ears, nose, and through gaping, raw openings in the flesh of her face. It was terrifying to think that she was still alive and moving of her own accord, but onward she came, raving and screaming as though possessed. The open wounds dripped insect larvae and bloody puss. Haley's stomach churned and writhed. 
Kassa struck quickly, her sword separating one of the woman's arms, and with a twist of her body she produced a knife from nowhere and drove it through the infected girls chin and into her head. Haley was up next. The horror she was experiencing almost stopped her from moving in for a hit, but she forced herself. She swung with all the strength her body could find and slammed her axe into the woman's torso. Bone and flesh ripped apart as her body tumbled to the ground, destroyed by the force of Haley and Kassa's strikes. More of the black bugs were crawling from the fresh wounds and flowing out as though they'd been swimming in the woman's blood just waiting to be set free.  Kassa hadn't stopped her forward motion. She was still moving past it all, and Haley let herself be carried after. 
"The horses?" She asked briefly as they walked past the creatures, but it only took her a second of looking to see that there were little black bugs crawling in and out of their eyes as well. 
"Not a good idea." Kassa replied, but Haley was already convinced. They nearly ran for the better part of an hour before they slowed down. 
"I didn't know it would be like that." Haley said quietly, feeling queasy. She couldn't forget the image of the woman's chest splitting open and erupting with insects. 
"I'd heard about it, but even I didn't expect it to be that awful. I don't think I'm ever going to feel clean again. That's why these masks are so valuable. If even one of those little bugs gets into you and lays eggs, it's all over. They only live about twenty minutes outside of their host, but that's long enough." Kassa looked sick even through the mask. 
Haley ran her fingers over the fox mask she was wearing. She'd only been too happy to wear hers. In a world where everyone was wearing a mask, she could look just like everyone else. Now that she knew exactly how important the mask was, now that she'd seen the plague up close, she was even more thankful to have that fake face hiding her own. A thought occurred to her. "This is pretty far North. Do you think any of the human cities are still uninfected?"
Kassa shrugged. "The bugs are easy enough to avoid if you can keep the infected out and keep people wearing masks. They can't burrow their own way in, so they need to have easy access. I'd like to think the bigger cities are keeping the outbreaks under control. If Johndin was right, this is just a precursor to a full scale troll attack. If the bugs were completely effective, the trolls wouldn't even need to attack."
Haley nodded, not entirely convinced. "That was horrible."
"Yeah. It was." Kassa added. "I thought I was going to throw up in my mask."
"I don't think that's a good idea." Haley replied for lack of a better response.
"Agreed."
 
As short as the next few nights were, they were still filled with nightmares. Every night Haley dreamed of finding Xan only to discover that he'd already contracted the plague. In her dreams Xandrith was huddled in the dark and as Haley approached him with a torch in hand he turned to her and his eyes were crawling with little black bugs, maggots pouring from his nose and out of his mouth. He'd grin wide, his mouth gaping open and dripping with green puss and filth, and then he'd speak in a perfectly normal voice as though he wasn't full of horrors and death. 
"You're too late, Haley. You're too late." He'd tell her, and then Haley would scream herself awake. She woke Kassa as well, and then they'd share a look and Haley didn't need to tell the older woman exactly what had happened. Kassa could see the phantoms of the night in Haley's eyes. It embarrassed the younger woman to be so fragile and exposed, but Kassa had something of that same look in her own eyes. Fear, exhaustion, and eyes that had seen too much horror created that hollow, fragile reflection. In those moments, in the dark and cold, Haley actually felt close to her companion. They both wanted the same thing, and they both felt the same fear. 
 
Between the three horror filled nights, there were three long days of pressing on through the cold weather and biting wind, and then Haley spotted signs of a fire burning somewhere along the trail ahead. Before that there had been no one at all. So far north the roads were desolate, and yet out of nowhere the telltale signs of a fire appeared ahead of the weary travelers. 
"It could be dangerous." Kassa argued, though she seemed to be doing so purely for the point of offering a counter balance to Haley's excitement. "We don't know who set that fire or how many of them there could be. That could be a camp of mages ahead of us."
Haley nodded. "We don't pose any threat to a camp of mages. We're just two tired travelers looking for some warmth and maybe some food that isn't travelers’ rations. We haven't had a bit of warmth since we left that healer's place. You know we both need some heat and some cooked food."
Kassa’s wolf mask blushed through its ears, and Haley realized she probably shouldn’t have brought up the healer so casually. She still owed the older woman for that. “What if they’re hostile?” Kassa remarked as she pushed aside her remembered shame. The guard captain was being reasonable again, but the young assassin was certain Kassa was taking things further than she needed to. There could be no harm in at least investigating the situation.   
"We'll scout out the camp before we approach. There is no point in being caught unaware. We have some coin, so even if it's just some hermit living out here maybe we can buy a warm place to sleep for the night. There’s only the one fire. There can't be that many people." Haley pleaded. 
Kassa looked as though she was on the verge of making another attempt at protest, but instead she just sighed. Haley could see the exhaustion evident on the older woman's face. The journey had been every bit as tiring for her as it had for the young assassin.
Kassa nodded. "Let us see what there is to see."
A smile spread across Haley's fox-featured-face. "Good, let's hurry." She redoubled her pace down the road. Kassa stifled her sigh and followed after. 
Within twenty minutes they'd closed the distance to the fire and could smell the scent of roasting meat and burning wood. The direction of the fire led them from the main road off onto a much smaller trail that wound down a hill and into the woods. Haley was so eager she nearly ran down the path, but Kassa put a restraining hand on her shoulder. 
"We don't know what is down there yet." She reminded in a whispering voice. 
"Food. Food is down there." Haley replied with complete seriousness. 
"Just ... let us be careful about this." Kassa pleaded, and Haley nodded once before starting back down the narrow trail. She did make some small effort to restrain herself as she went. The scent of cooking meat made it difficult to think clearly. She'd been eating nothing but stale tack-bread and dried fruit for days. Her stomach was ready for something more substantial. 
A light ahead of her through the trees told her that she was drawing near her destination. Haley slowed, crouched, and drew her knife. Kassa did the same a little ways behind her. Together they slowly made their way towards the source of light. As they drew near the end of the path a small opening in the woods appeared and in the middle of it was a single room hut. Smoke was rising up from the chimney and bright light was streaming from the windows. Haley and Kassa shared a momentary glance. This obviously wasn't some kind of mage's camp. They both relaxed a bit, though Kassa did not return her knife to its place on her hip. Haley noticed the older woman's hesitation and so also kept her weapon drawn. It was strange seeing Kassa holding a knife, even though she was obviously adept with the weapon. She hadn’t been carrying one long, only since they’d left town. Though the swordswoman was quite capable with a knife, she seldom seemed to want to use one. Of course, a sword was more of a hindrance than anything else when trying to remain stealthy.
"Let's get a look in the window." Kassa spoke softly into Haley's ear. The younger woman nodded and crept towards the wall of the cabin. The open space between the edge of the woods and their destination was narrow enough that Haley was able to cross it in two quick steps. She pressed her back to the rough wooden surface as soon as she was beneath the window. If anyone was watching the cabin she would vanish into the shape of the greater building. She wasn't certain that the amount of caution she was practicing was necessary for approaching a small cabin in the middle of the woods, but it was better to play things safe. She waited quietly next to the wall for several moments to be certain that no one was watching and waiting to jump out at her and attack. When she was certain she was safe, she slowly stood up and looked through the building's single window. 
There was little to be seen. The cabin was nearly empty save for its lone occupant and a few raggedy pieces of furniture. A man wearing heavy winter wear sat hunched over the fireplace watching a large piece of meat roast above the fire. Haley had almost mistaken him for furniture at first because he barely moved but for the occasional rise and fall of his hunched back. Haley could tell little about the man from what she could see through the window. He might have been tall at one point in his life, but his back was bent at such an angle that Haley doubted he would stand as tall as she was anymore. From his back he certainly didn't appear to be a threat. Haley gestured for Kassa to come forward and she also peered through the window. 
The two women looked at each other for a moment before each gave a nod. There didn't appear to be any threat that they couldn't handle if the need arose. They pulled themselves from the shadows and walked around to the front of the cabin to approach the front door with much less weariness. If between the two of them they couldn't handle an old man they were in far worse condition than they had thought. 
Kassa took the lead. She pulled the wolf mask from her face and tucked it into her cloak just before knocking on the wooden door. Greeting a stranger wearing a mask didn't seem appropriate. Haley decided to leave her own mask in place. She feared her actual face would be more horrifying than the mask she wore over it. Kassa's knuckles wrapping on the door seemed incredibly loud in the silence of the frozen night. The knocking was answered by a stirring in the cabin, and then silence. 
Kassa knocked again. "Please, sir, might we trouble you for a bit of warm food and a place by your fire? We have coin and supplies we might barter with." She spoke clearly and loudly enough that her voice would have easily carried through the door. "My companion and I have been long on the road, and we're tired and cold."
Footsteps approached the door and there was a slight commotion as if someone was moving things around beyond the opening. Haley and Kassa waited in anticipation, but silence fell again.
"We mean no harm.  If not a place by the fire, might we trade for some small portion of warm food?" Kassa implored and looked down at Haley with a faltering expression. It was obvious that she didn't think they were going to get anything. Silence answered. 
Kassa sighed and placed a hand on Haley's shoulder. "I'm afraid this side journey was for nothing. Come on, let's get back to the road." Together they turned and began to walk away from the cabin and its wonderful aroma of roasting meat. 
The door to the cabin slammed open with a loud bang and the two women barely had time to turn around and look before a figure dressed in winter clothes dove at them swinging a huge war hammer. The weapon’s head easily weighed as much as an anvil and both sides were covered in ragged spikes. Haley dove aside easily. Kassa saw the incoming weapon a moment later and barely managed to get out of the way of the murderous hunk of steel as it carved a path that would have passed directly through her head. Kassa was drawing her weapons as she finished her dodge.
Haley had immediately fallen back and drawn her axe and the knife Xandrith had given her. She would have immediately gone in for an attack, but the sight of their assailant momentarily froze her in place. She knew exactly what it was the moment she laid eyes on it, but that didn't make it any less startling to see what she was seeing. Hearing stories about them and actually seeing one with her own eyes were very different things. Still, there was no denying what stood in the space between her and Kassa. 
The troll was taller than it had looked while hunched over at the fire. What Haley had mistaken for the hunched back of an old man was actually the long and flexible spine of the troll creature. Totally unfurled it stood a good two feet taller than either Haley or Kassa. It had deep yellow-orange eyes with horizontal black pupils splitting the sickly color. Flesh the color of decaying leaves stretched across its body tightly, highlighting a powerful musculature and unusually heavy bone structure. It wore a hood over its head, but Haley could make out a set of horns curled from the top of its head to two sharp points just under its jaw line. The trolls arms and legs seemed almost too long for its body and its hands were massive, clawed things that gripped the hilt of the battle hammer with ease. As it looked at the two women it swung the weapon up over its shoulder without a care for its weight. If it held any fear there was none displayed in its posture. 
"I thought I'd have to eat venison tonight, but it looks like I'm in luck." The creature spoke with surprising clarity, though there was a rattle and a hiss to its voice. It charged forward violently, ignoring Kassa and coming straight for Haley. Her training took over. The troll swung the battle hammer at her aiming for a powerful blow that would have killed the young woman if it had landed, but the giant weapon moved much slower than any of Kassa's daggers did during training. Haley side stepped and rolled under the incoming blade. This brought her immediately inside the troll's striking range. Haley lashed out violently with her knife knowing she was too close to use her axe. Her blade struck the left side of the troll's rib cage and she drew it back to strike again knowing that she was landing a killing blow. Both strikes should have torn through vital organs. 
To her shock, the troll was still moving as though uninjured. It took one hand from the hilt of its weapon and backhanded Haley across the face. If not for the fox mask the blow might well have torn the good side of her face apart. As it was she was lifted from her feet and tossed backwards across the ground with her head reeling from the blow. Even after she stopped rolling it still felt like the world was tumbling around her. She pushed herself back to her feet and shook her head to clear the fog from her vision. Luckily Kassa had placed herself between the troll and the stunned assassin's apprentice because the creature had advanced as soon as she'd been knocked down. Kassa's sword flashed beneath moonlight, a silver blur as she struck and parried against the troll. She was holding her own, but the troll wasn't losing ground either. Haley dove back into the battle as soon as she was confident her disorientation had cleared. 
"Don't bother to stab him in the chest." Kassa called to her as they moved in for another round of attacks. "Trolls have multiple hearts and only one of them is in a fixed location. You'd have to pin all two or three of them to kill the thing. It's pointless to try. Go for its neck."
The troll laughed. "Two little girls aren't going to be able to hack my head off. Why don't you just surrender now? I'll even kill you both before I start eating." It ended its decidedly bleak offer with more of its dry and papery laughter. 
Haley slid her knife back into its place at her hip and took a two handed grip on her axe. She'd had enough of this creature. "I'm not a little girl!" She yelled and then she charged, swinging her axe with all the strength she could muster. 
The troll's laughter snapped off abruptly as it jumped back in shock, not expecting Haley to move so quickly or so directly against it. It brought its hammer up defensively, but Haley was already over its defenses. There was a heavy thud as her axe struck followed by a surprisingly shrill scream as the troll thrashed around. Haley hadn't hit its neck like she’d wanted, but her axe had taken it full in the shoulder. If she'd hit a human with the same blow the arm would have come clean off, but the troll’s body was far sturdier. Her axe had passed all the way through to the bone and become wedged in deep. Haley recovered from her attack and landed her jump on the creature's left side. The troll’s injured arm fell limply to its side. It took her a considerable twist and pull, but her axe split free from the creature trailing a line of black blood in its wake. As Haley returned the axe to her control she thought Xandrith would have been proud of the way she’d torn her blade free. That was a lesson she'd only needed to learn once.
Kassa wasn't sitting idle either. While the troll was distracted she dove forward with a blow aimed right for the creature's neck. She hit with all of her might behind the blow, but she didn't manage to cut all the way through the troll's stump-like neck. Her sword hit bone and stopped.  The troll’s laughter had stopped and he was now trying to back away from the two women. He lifted his hammer in his one good arm and used it to weakly shove Kassa away so that he could get enough room to swing the deadly weapon. Haley attacked him again before he could get the space he needed. 
With both hands on her axe hilt she swung for the neck. She hit on the opposite side of Kassa's sword and cleaved far deeper than the other woman, but she was still unable to completely sever the creature's head. The wound she'd inflicted on its shoulder was already beginning to mend itself. The jagged edges of flesh seemed to reach for each other and pull themselves back into place. 
"No you don't!" Haley yelled, pulling her axe free and swinging it in a gain. The trolls yellow eyes locked on her just before her axe struck home, hate burning up from somewhere deep inside the horrible monster. It was too late though. The second axe swing finished what the sword and first attempt with the axe hadn’t managed. The troll's head separated from its body and rolled across the snowy ground dripping black ichor in its wake. The body knelt to the ground, still moving as though alive. It even put out an arm as it fell the last few feet, but then it was still. 
"Fucking trolls." Kassa said. 
Haley kicked the body which snapped out at her leg with one arm as though it were reaching for her. She gave a shriek and jumped backwards. "It's dead, isn't it?" She asked and held her axe out in front of herself protectively. 
"Mostly." Kassa nodded, and then after a moment she added. "I think."
"What was it doing out here?" Haley asked, still watching the body as though it might jump up at any moment. 
Kassa's eyes were scanning the area as well as the dead body. "That's a good question. I've never heard of anyone encountering just one troll. They usually travel in hunting parties. It might be some kind of scout, but I can't imagine what it would be scouting. It seems to have been here a while."
"Could there be others around?" Haley asked, suddenly more interested in the surrounding woods than the corpse.
Kassa shrugged. "Possibly, but we probably shouldn't wait around here to see."
Haley nodded her agreement and then frowned. "But what about the meat?" 
Kassa just sadly shook her head. "I don't think we should eat anything a troll was cooking. It said the meat was venison, but it might not be. Besides, who knows what it put on that meat."
"Shit." Haley cursed loudly. "All this work and no meat." 
"Have a travel bread." Kassa offered. 
Haley's expression darkened. "I'd almost rather eat the troll's mystery meat."
Kassa nodded. "I know how you feel."
 



 
 
Chapter 5
Hello Assassin My Old Friend
They'd been marching hard for nearly a week when their trail finally came to an end. The hoof tracks they'd been following had broken off from the main road several days before and followed increasingly smaller and smaller paths northward until they'd split off onto what appeared to be little more than a game trail. Haley and Kassa had debated over whether or not they were being misled for a while, but they'd been cautious at all the branches. If they were being led astray whoever was doing it was better at hiding trails than they were at following them, and Kassa was quite adept at the art of tracking people. Their doubt had abated when the dirt trail they were following led them to a strange building set against the side of a rocky cliff. 
The back of the building seemed to be built directly against the natural stone wall. The entire structure looked like some kind of expensive rural home a rich lord might keep as a hunting lodge, but there were aspects of the design that stood out as strange. The windows were narrow and unusually high up the walls, and the gate surrounding the house was made of heavy stone and stood unusually tall. The mansion looked as though it had been designed to double as a fortress, and that was before the guards were taken into account. The grounds were covered in armed men, and some unarmed men that looked suspiciously like mages. Everyone was wearing a plague mask of the exact same design as though they were part of a uniform. The masks were decorated with an inhuman, grinning mouth that covered the guards' mouths and noses. It served to make them look more intimidating than normal.
"This place is more defended than some of the Order’s towers I've seen. I don't think what we've found here is just some random trader's mansion." Kassa whispered to Haley. 
"If Xan's inside, we need to figure out how to get in too." Haley looked doubtfully at the defenses. "If we take out the guards at the gate without those inside noticing we might be able to get a few of the others before they sounded an alarm."
Kassa looked incredulously at her young companion. "I think you're over estimating our abilities. We might be able to take out a few guardsmen without them raising an alarm, but we're never going to get through all those soldiers in the courtyard. It would only take one mage getting to us before we could disable his magic to stop us dead in our tracks. We need to think like Xandrith on this one." Kassa pointed to the top story of the building where there were some open balconies. "If we can sneak in close to the building we can climb up to those and go in through the top floor. It's a dangerous climb, but I think we can do it."
"There are wards on those balconies." Haley’s magic sensitive vision, awakened by Johndin during their training, showed the faint glow of magic coming from the doors on the balconies. "We can get up to them but we can't get in that way, not without alerting every mage in the entire building." 
Kassa sighed. She'd forgotten about Haley's ability to see magic. It was an invaluable tool in this kind of business. Xandrith had been able to see the glow of spells as well, and Kassa's instincts that she’d inherited from him told her she should be able to see them as well. She couldn't, though. Xan had given her a great deal of his talent when he'd restored her life, but he couldn't give away his magic. "Is there any way to get through a ward without setting it off?"
Haley shrugged. "I don't know much about magic. I can cast a few simple spells, and I can identify a few more on top of that, but I didn't have long to study. I do know that magic and spells are all about maintaining a balance. You need to feed the spell enough power to keep it working, but if you flow too much energy into it then the spell snaps back at the caster. Maybe I could flood the spell with power and send it back to the originator?" She wanted to say that with more certainty, but she was really just guessing. In her head that made perfect sense, but she wasn't certain it worked that way. Shawl had never mentioned anything like that.  
Kassa nodded slowly. "Well, we need to get in there somehow. At least if we're on the top level when things go wrong we won't immediately have to face all the people in the courtyard." She paused for a moment before grinning widely in an expression that looked somewhat hostile through the wolf mask. "This seems like a really bad idea, but for some reason I'm excited."
"Now who sounds like Xan?" Haley asked and returned the inappropriate grin. 
With some semblance of a plan in place the two women made their way towards the outer wall as carefully and as quietly as possible. Haley had to use every skill she'd learned in order to follow Kassa who seemed to move quietly with the same practiced ease Xan had always shown. The younger woman again cursed the unfairness of the fates that had given Kassa all of Xan's skills with none of the necessary work and training to acquire them. They reached the outer wall without any trouble and moved slowly through the underbrush under the cover of the night that had fallen in around them. Kassa attacked the wall like she'd been born to scale. Haley watched her climb the first ten feet with the same ease she'd had when passing silently through the woods, and then it was her turn to try and do the same. 
Haley locked her hands into the gaps on the wall and began to pull herself upward. The stone was like ice against her fingertips, numbingly cold, but she forced herself upward using her legs as much as possible to propel herself along the surface of the wall. After about fifteen feet she found herself catching up to Kassa. She slowed as she came up alongside the older woman who seemed to be breathing heavy. The ears of her mask had taken on a ruddy glow, which Haley was coming to recognize as the outward sign that Kassa's cheeks had reddened beneath. This time, though, it wasn't embarrassment causing the reddening. 
"Are you alright?" Haley whispered to her. 
Kassa nodded. "My body knows what to do, but I really should have worked out my climbing muscles more. I'm not as fit as Xan's memories think I should be. I just need to slow down a little bit."
Haley felt a slight surge of pride. She wasn't even winded yet. Her extensive physical training really had made a difference after all. "I'll meet you at the top." She whispered as she surged up the wall and into the lead.
"Be careful at the top." Kassa whispered after her. Haley heard and heeded the warning. There could be guards along the top of the wall that weren't visible from the ground. Climbing might be the easiest part of this breeching. She climbed the rest of the way up the wall moving as quickly as her freezing fingers would allow. 
Haley stopped just below the lip of the wall and forced herself to listen very carefully. She could hear the telltale tap of footsteps moving along the walkway. They were approaching her at a steady pace. It only took her a couple of seconds to determine that it was one person dressed in what sounded like chain mail. Kassa was just pulling herself up to about Haley's foot when the guardsman passed, completely oblivious to the two people climbing the wall beneath him. Haley waited until he had gone and then pulled herself over the lip of the wall and landed on the walkway in a crouch, drawing her dagger in the same motion. She fastened her eyes on the guard walking away, expecting him to have heard her arrival on the wall walk, but he kept on marching away as though nothing had happened. Haley let out a shaky breath and then reached a hand over the wall to help Kassa over. The older woman took it with a relieved look. 
"Are you going to be alright to climb down?" Haley asked. Kassa was sweating heavily despite the cold and the ears of her mask had turned a brighter red. Her breathing was fast and hard. 
"I just need a minute to catch my breath and rest my arms. That was harder than I thought it would be." She noted as she forced herself to draw deeper and slower breaths. 
"I'm not sure we have a minute. That guard could be back at any moment." Haley said uneasily, looking down the line of the castle wall the way he'd passed. He'd vanished into the obscurity cast by the darkness.
"Alright, alright. I'm good." Kassa whispered, stretching her arms and shoulders before slipping over the other side of the wall. Haley watched her go for a few seconds before joining her on the descent.  At least they were on their way down now. That wouldn't require quite as much upper body strength though it could be hard on the joints. Haley stayed close to Kassa and watched her drop from grip to grip, her knuckles white with the effort of holding herself. Haley didn't say anything, but she was worried. She doubted Kassa would have the strength necessary to climb her way to the landing on the house. It wouldn't be as easy as scaling the rock wall. Handholds would be few and further apart. 
The two women dropped to the ground soundlessly. Kassa's hair was clinging to her sweat moistened brow and her mask was indicating that her cheeks had gone from rosy to pale which was never a good sign. Haley restrained her instinct to worry. Kassa would know her own limits. At least Haley hoped that she would know her own limits. 
They crossed the courtyard quickly and quietly, staying deep in the shadows as they moved. Kassa's motions were perfect, well practiced, and precise. That didn’t stop her shoulders from heaving as she caught her breath, and her arms seemed to hang too stiffly at her sides. If Haley could tell she was exhausted there was a definite problem. They crossed the open space between the wall and the house quickly enough, but it was clear that Kassa wasn't going any further. As they leaned into the wall to hide themselves, Haley noticed that Kassa was leaning entirely onto the wall. It was propping her up more than she was using it for cover. 
"You're not going to make it up this wall." Haley decided it was best to state the obvious as bluntly as possible. 
Kassa looked immediately offended. "I'll be fine, I just need a moment to catch my breath and let my arms recover."
Haley shook her head. "No, we both know that's a bad idea. What if we need to move quickly once we're at the top?” As she spoke Haley was keenly aware of the debt she owed the older woman. Kassa had gone far out of her way to help Haley, even going so far as to put herself in that situation with the healer. If Haley could help her here it was just one more step towards repaying that debt. "You could get killed if you can't keep up. You could get both of us killed. You're going to have to stay here." Haley went on quickly before Kassa could protest, she had no desire to be any harsher than she had to be. "I'll break in and then make my way down a few floors to where there’s a window large enough for me to sneak you through. Then I'll throw a rope down and help you in. We can look for Xandrith after that."
"And where are you going to find a rope? Do you think they'll just have one hanging around for your convenience?" Kassa asked, eyes still angry. 
"Even if I can't find a rope you'll only have to climb half as far if I can open one of those windows." Haley pointed up the house about three stories to where the windows were slightly larger. "And you won't have to climb out and over the balcony."
"I'm not going to let you wander around through this place without me." Kassa insisted stubbornly. 
"Instead you're going to get me killed when I have to defend you while you catch your breath?" Haley wasn't letting this go. She might not be as experienced as Kassa, but even she knew that dragging someone up a wall just to have them completely spent and useless when they needed to be battle ready was a bad idea. Kassa was the better fighter, and they needed her ready to do what she did best. "Climbing is one of the things I do really well. Let's not be stupid about this just because you think you need to protect me all the time."
Kassa sighed in exasperation. "I think it's a bad idea. We don't even know if you can get through the wards up there yet. What if you blow it and alert everyone to your presence?"
"Then I guess I'll need to move really quickly, something you wouldn't be able to do if you were gasping for breath and standing around with your arms hanging limp at your sides." With that, Haley turned and took her first hand hold on the house. 
"Damn it, Haley!" Kassa called quietly. Haley looked over her shoulder. "Just be careful, will you promise me that?" 
Haley smiled. "I'm always careful." With that she leapt for her next hand hold. The front of the house was easy enough to climb, though the good grips were further apart than the ones on the exterior wall. It was really only the distance that made it a challenge. By the time Haley had reached the floor with the larger windows even her well trained arms were getting a little tired. She tried the window quickly from the outside, but the shutters were barred from the other side. She couldn't even see in, though she could tell there were no lights on beyond the closed window. At least she probably wouldn't have to sneak around too much once she was inside. She steadied her current hold and launched herself upward again. 
Above her the light of the balcony was like a beacon towards which she was being drawn. Every small nook and hold brought her another few inches closer to her goal. Haley had no doubt that Xan would have already made the balcony if he were making the ascent, but she knew she was doing well enough. Her pace was steady and her arms were holding out, so it seemed the months of tree climbing were really paying off. At least the wood and tile of the house wasn't as cold to climb as the pure stone of the exterior wall. 
With a final lunge she got her hands over the lip of the balcony rail and pulled herself up just far enough so that she could see over it. She let her weight drop back down immediately. There was a man in robes sitting in a chair playing some kind of game at a table. Obviously he was supposed to be standing watch just beyond the wards that surrounded the entryway into the house. He was doing a poor job of it. Still, she hadn't anticipated they would both have a ward as well as somebody keeping watch. For a few moments she just allowed herself to hang and think. She didn't have a choice. She'd have to kill him. Haley had killed before, but this would be the first time she'd ever killed someone who hadn't attacked first. In a way, this would be the first time she'd ever taken a life of her own volition. 
 As carefully and quietly as she could manage she circled around the rail of the balcony until she was directly behind the sitting man. She took a deep breath and pulled herself up to the top of the railing, moving as slowly and carefully as she could make herself. Every brush of her clothes rubbing together and the barest rustle of her boots hitting the railing sounded like strikes of thunder to her ears. She couldn't believe the man hadn't turned yet. She reached for her weapon, her hand brushing over her axe before going to her knife. Her axe wasn't the right weapon for this, even though it had been her first instinct to grab that one. She drew her blade and winced at the sound it made as it cleared the leather. She slipped down from the banister and landed with a whisper of her boots on the stone of the balcony. Again the man didn't notice, but it had seemed ever so loud to Haley. She stood and took a quiet step towards the mage's back as she watched the lines of his shoulders beneath his robes looking for the spot that she knew would allow her knife to slip quickly into his vitals. She raised the knife, taking a stance that would allow her to put her full force into the blow. 
A bead of sweat dripped down her brow, not from the wall climbing excursion. She looked at the tip of her blade and saw it shaking slightly. This is it. This is how we become like Xan. Her voice spoke confidently from within, but somehow she didn't feel the confidence. She took another deep, steadying breath. We need to do this. Strike fast, strike true. Haley took another step forward and the man's head turned as though he'd felt the eyes penetrating his back in the exact place where Haley intended to slip in the knife. His eyes widened in terror above the top of his mask as he caught sight of Haley behind the facade of the fox. 
Haley sprang forward and her knife slammed into the man's shoulder as he opened his mouth to shriek. Haley's fist smashed into his face, stifling his scream, and then she was slashing with her knife again. She couldn't let him call out for help. She tore a gouge in the side of his neck but missed his carotid artery by a wide margin. This time a strangled scream slipped between his lips and ruptured into the night like the sound of a bell clattering from the top of a tower all the way to the ground. A shiver of terror went down Haley's spine and she struck with her knife again, driving it through the side of the man's temple and into his head. His body gave a massive spasm and his throat rattled with a final exertion of breath as he died. The balcony was covered in blood. Haley was covered in blood. The body was still twitching beneath her. Haley staggered backwards and chewed back the urge to empty her stomach. That hadn't gone at all like she'd imagined it would. 
She backed away from the body and tucked herself into one of the few dark corners of the balcony to wait for someone to come. Certainly the entire house must have heard what she'd done. It had all seemed too loud. She waited, quietly shaking in the corner of the balcony, forcing herself to breathe slower and to count the seconds as they passed. She needed to keep track of time. When things went wrong it was easy to let her sense of time become distorted, and that could cause her to make mistakes. Haley needed to center herself and allow for a reasonable passing of time before she moved on again.
She waited for nearly ten minutes before she broke off from the dark and moved towards the corpse she'd created. She couldn't believe that no one had come to investigate all the sounds, but everything was just as silent and still as before. The corpse had finally stopped moving, but she couldn't bring herself to look at it. She cleaned her dagger blade on the dead man's robes and put it back in its scabbard. This was what it meant to be like Xan. Death was the job. You did fine. You'll get better.
She passed the body and walked to the open double doors leading into the house. The shimmer of magic was still present at the window, so obviously the man on the balcony hadn't been the one creating the ward. That meant she still had to deal with the ward, but how? Where could she find life to power her own magic? Had she been thinking she might have been able to tap the man at the table for his life, but that option was now quite gone. Haley forced her mind to calm and reached out with her senses, looking for someone within range. In a moment she found herself tracing the threads of the ward itself and following the path of the spell back to a woman sitting in a kitchen sipping at a glass of wine and eating a loaf of bread. She was on the bottom floor of the building, running her ward easily from a distance. The conduit of her own magic put her within Haley's range of reach, but what would she do if Haley tried to tap her power? Would she know? There was really no way to be certain, but Haley didn't have a lot of other options. 
She reached for the magic and grasped at it cautiously to start, not entirely certain what she was doing. As she touched it she could sense the intricate seals that had been put in place to form the ward at the door in front of her. Haley wasn't certain what each symbol meant or what it was doing exactly, but she could feel the balance and ebb of the magic as it flowed through the seals. Each symbol was like a letter spelling out a group of words that gave the spell purpose. "Protect, pain, resist, warn." This was more than just a simple warning seal. This was designed to debilitate any who were foolish enough to try and cross it. 
Haley gently worried her lower lip as she considered what to do next. The field had to come down for her to cross it. She took a deep breath and grabbed at the remote woman's magic with all of her strength, unsure of how the distance would affect her attempt. Immediately the young assassin could feel energy surging through her body as the magic flooded her with the need for a release. It was too much. Below her the female mage crumpled to the ground suddenly drained of years of life and possibly even dead. 
"Shit, shit, shit." Haley cursed quietly as blistering power formed in her body, threatening to rip her apart from inside. She needed to create an outlet for the magic before it consumed her, but she only knew a few different seals. Which would accept the most amount of power without breaking? She raced through her limited armament in her head and finally settled on the one she'd used the least. Heat. Fire. She held her hand up pointed at the sky and focused her mind on the necessary seal. 
The result was far more grandiose than she'd intended. A pillar of molten, purple flame burst from her palm and roared into the sky, ripping the air from the world to fuel its rage and leaving Haley gasping for breath as the gargantuan light tore through the gray sky. It burned off the cloud cover in a surge of volcanic heat. When the rush of the flame flickered out there was a circle of undamaged area directly around Haley, but everything else on the balcony had been swallowed by the fire. Even the stone was partially melted in the immediate vicinity of the blast. The corpse of her first intended kill was little more than a blackened skeleton with its grinning face staring up at her in smoldering accusation. For a moment the world seemed too quiet, and then suddenly Haley could hear a high pitched whine. A moment later the sounds of hundreds of calls to alarm reached her. So much for sneaking. 
Haley charged through the now open doorway into the building. The room that had been on the other side of the doorway was mostly destroyed. The burned wreckage resembled what might have been a sitting room. Haley didn't use much time to take in her surroundings. People would be coming. There was no way they wouldn't know where to start looking, and she needed to get down another three floors to open a window without being detected. Haley moved quickly down the hall as if she knew where she was going. From somewhere down the hall behind her someone else emerged from a doorway and called out to her. 
"Did you see that? What they hell happened over there?"
Haley shrugged but didn't answer, keeping herself moving forward. 
"Hey, who are you?" The voice called. "Hey!" He called again as he realized Haley wasn’t stopping. She broke into a run and dove into the next available door, which brought her masked face to masked face with two other mages who had just gotten out of bed and were quickly getting dressed. Both the men stopped and looked at her in shock. 
"Stairs?" Haley asked, hoping that giving less information would be best.
One of the men pointed in the direction further down the hallway. "Five doors down the hall." 
Haley nodded and popped back into the hall, pulling the door shut at her back with a sigh. Her relief was short lived though because the mage from earlier was running down the hallway in her direction. 
"You, what are you doing up here? Are you the one who set off that explosion?" He called out as he came into close range. He had his hands up and his fingers were starting to twitch. Haley reacted on instinct. She lunged forward, her axe rolling into her hand in the same instant she moved. The blade of her weapon took the mage in the wrist and his hand fell away and struck the ground as a blood-curdling scream erupted from his lips. Things were not going exactly according to plan. Haley stepped forward again and her next blow parted the man from his head. Her heart was hammering in her chest now. She turned and ran back down the hall in the direction of the stairs. She hit the first step at the exact same moment a large group of mages were rounding the landing half a floor below. She still had her bloody axe in one hand and she wasn't dressed anything like a mage. 
"There is a madman running the halls with a broadsword!" She yelled, pointing back behind her with the dripping axe blade. The mages looked confused, but as one they suddenly surged up the steps past Haley. Haley let out an uneven breath and continued her run down the stairs. She'd probably only bought herself maybe half a minute. She counted the floors as she descended. When she reached the third floor she exited the stair case and ran back in the direction she hoped that Kassa was still waiting. She finally reached the position she thought was the correct one to find Kassa and she opened the door to what looked like a small study. She closed the door carefully behind her and then walked through the room to the window, which she hastily unlatched and opened. She peered out over the edge but she couldn't see Kassa below the window. Damn it. Unsure what to do next, she swung herself out and over the sill and made her way quickly down the front of the building. The courtyard was busy with activity, but it seemed to be people moving into the house and heading up the stairs to see what had happened on the balcony. 
"Kassa!" Haley called in a whisper. She hadn't come out directly under the balcony like she'd thought she had, but a few windows down. "Kassa!" She called again, moving further back in the direction of the balcony. She was just starting to panic when a voice answered. 
"Be quiet! The guards are everywhere. What are you doing back outside?" Kassa slunk quietly through the shadows at the base of the house. 
"I opened a window, but it's a little further along the wall. Follow me." Haley said, and turned to head back. Kassa fell in at her back.
"What did you do up there? It looked like you lit the entire house on fire from the ground." Kassa whispered angrily.
"Things haven't gone exactly as anticipated. I had to kill a few mages, and I may have messed up the disabling of the barrier. It didn't go like I thought it would. It's not like anyone ever taught me how to do that!" Haley explained without going into too much detail. She wasn't really proud of the way things had happened. 
"Are we still going to be able to sneak in and sneak out?" Kassa asked.
Haley shrugged. "No, probably not. They seem pretty agitated in there. Maybe if we lay low for a little while?"
Kassa didn't say anything, but Haley was pretty certain that she was angry. 
Haley located her window and started the climb back up. Kassa was quickly behind her, though not as quickly up the stretch of wall to the window. Haley leaned back out and helped her cover the last few feet. "They were all investigating the top floor when I came down, but by now they must know I was the intruder. They saw me when we passed on the stairs, but I told them there was some guy with a broadsword up on the sixth floor. Once they figure out I was lying, they'll come looking for me. "
"Great." Kassa snapped. "This is why I shouldn't have let you go alone." 
"Actually, if you'd have gone with me I might have accidentally lit you on fire up there. So, really, things did work out for the best. I mean, we're both still alive. That's pretty good." Haley was trying to salvage the situation as best as possible. 
"Yes, assuming we can keep ourselves that way for a while, I'll be quite surprised. Finding Xan with this place on full alert is going to be a nightmare." Kassa didn't seem particularly amused. Kassa placed a hand on Haley's shoulder and gave her a penetrating look. "Are you alright?" It was clear what she was referring to. She was asking how Haley was handling the lives she'd taken. The side of Haley that wanted to show no weakness and be indestructible wanted to yell out that she was fine, and that it hadn't fazed her at all, but that wasn't exactly true. 
"It wasn't how I thought it would be. I knew what I had to do, but it was hard to do. The first one, he didn't even know anything was wrong. He was scared." Haley tried to explain. She could still see the shock in his eyes when he’d noticed her with her blade drawn and ready. He hadn't even had the time to think about using his magic. "I didn't do a very clean job."
Kassa nodded. "It shouldn't be easy. If you ever kill someone and it's easy for you, you've lost the last of what makes you a good person."
Haley shrugged, not sure how to reply. "Xan always made it look so easy. He was so fast and powerful, and he never wavered for a moment."
"Xandrith was a killer, but don't think that meant he didn't feel anything for those he killed. I once made the mistake of implying that he didn't care about people because he was a murderer and I have never seen him more angry. Xandrith does what he has to, but he still lives with the guilt of every life he takes. If Xan was really a cold emotionless killer, then neither of us would be here trying to free him. We're here because we know that he's a good man who can do the things that need to be done, no matter how much that costs him. We need him." Kassa gave the younger woman's shoulder a strong squeeze before letting go. "Come on, let's find the bearded bastard."
With that they slipped out into the dark house looking for their lost friend. Kassa led the way, passing from corridor to corridor and ducking into rooms when necessary to avoid groups of mages who were searching the inside of the house in parties of four. Haley's single-person siege had put everyone on high alert.  Still, moving without being seen was second nature to Kassa now, and Haley was quite adept when there was someone to lead the way. Kassa was following standard security logic and moving downward through the house. Cells were usually kept in the foundation of such buildings because the walls were secure and below ground a lack of windows wouldn't seem out of place. She was still searching for a way down when she ran into an anomalous passageway. There was a corridor at the back of the house that ran towards the face of the mountain. 
"It has to pass right into the cliff face." Haley said quietly. 
"The house is tight against that wall." Kassa nodded her agreement. The corridor was narrow enough that two men walking side by side would be a tight fit, and it was only just tall enough for Haley to stand fully upright without her head touching the top. It had obviously been designed to be easily defensible. The problem came in the form of the guards standing watch in front of the opening, and what looked like another pair at the opposite end of the tunnel, though it was hard to tell for certain since the walkway seemed to cut quite deeply into the cliff. 
"The house is just a cover for some kind of fortress." Kassa whispered to Haley. 
"Then they're probably keeping Xandrith in the fortress area. We need to find a way in there." Haley answered, her hand resting on her knife. 
"I don't think we can just charge in. We don't know what kind of security is waiting for us at the other end." Though they were reasonable, Kassa's words weren't particularly comforting. "Besides, what do we do once we get inside? We need information. We can't just charge around blindly hoping to stumble upon Xan. This place is obviously far larger than we thought. We're going to have to interrogate one of the mages."
This is something we can do. The voice that was and wasn't Haley's spoke in her mind. No more games, Haley. You know who I am and you need my assistance on this. You've tasted my power, but if you want to truly master me we need to complete our bonding. If you want to find Xan, you're going to need my help.
Haley's hand touched the top of her axe. "No, Xandrith said I shouldn't trust you."
Kassa frowned, looking confused. "What?"
I have always been there for you, Haley. Xan abandoned you after giving you his word. Which one of us has proven the most trust worthy so far? Protecting you is in my best interest. You should listen to me. The voice coaxed, its words seemed reasonable despite the doubts they cast on Xan.
"You're troll made. You'll never serve a good purpose." Haley countered.
"I'm what?" Kassa seemed even more confused. "Haley, what's wrong with you?"
Haley shook her head. "I'm not talking to you, Kassa. The axe is awake. It wants me to form a bond with it. It says it can get us the information we want."
"You can't trust that thing. No matter what it says, it's an evil thing. I've touched upon the darkness it is connected to, and it is not something you want to become entangled with anymore than you already are." Kassa warned. Though parts of her time spent in the veil beyond death were pure blackness, she could remember the terrible grasp of the evil things that had kept her cinched tightly to her own corpse. They'd held her dangling above an abyss so infinitely dark and terrible that madness had been her only mental recourse. She still often had nightmares of that place. 
I am not evil. I am truth, pure, dark, and ugly. I am the root of all existence once the facade of finery is stripped away. I am the heart and the blood that pumps through the veins to power, life, creation, and destruction. You can deny me, but without me you'll never reach your true potential. You want to be as strong as Xan, but how can you do that without embracing the same power that he embraced?
Haley balled her fists up tight. "I won't do it. I'm strong enough to do this on my own."
There was an internal shrug, as if whatever it was that comprised the thought process of the axe had simply given up. As you will, but I will be here waiting when you need me. Call and I will answer. You need not fight every battle alone. With that, the voice went silent. 
Kassa was still watching expectantly, and Haley kept her waiting a moment more in case the voice tried to rise up again, but in her mind all was silence. "I think it's gone." She said quietly. 
"Good." Kassa said, looking relieved. "We have enough problems as is without adding another one."
"We need to take out those two guards. We can find someone to interrogate once we get inside the cliff, but the longer we stay in this hall with guards moving back and forth between the two sections the more dangerous it is to us." It was time to get down to business, and Haley knew that meant they'd have to take more lives. "I wish we had a bow."
Kassa reached to her hip and drew her dagger. "I can probably take one with a knife but we'll need to move on the second as quickly as possible." 
Haley drew her own knife and handed it hesitantly to Kassa. "Can you hit both of them?"
Kassa shrugged. "Probably." Haley watched her test the weight of both knives in her hands and look around the corner at the two men standing guard. Haley could see that neither was wearing any form of heavy armor and the daggers would be very effective if Kassa could hit her targets. Haley had never seen Kassa throw a knife, but the look of absolute confidence on her face was reassuring. That was Xan's confidence shining through. "Still, we should be ready to move in case something goes wrong."
The assassin's apprentice gave one last wistful look at her knife. She'd have it back soon enough, but it had still been difficult to hand it over. "Alright, then let's do this before someone else comes along."
The watch captain gave a sharp nod of her head and then rounded the corner. Haley watched her carefully. As she fell into line with the corridor her arms were already moving, uncoiling like striking snakes. The blades spun from her extended hands in a blur of motion, and then Haley was rounding the corner ready to back up Kassa if it was necessary. Even as she stepped into the hallway it was clear that it wouldn't be. The knives had both found their marks. One was rooted to the hilt in the right eye socket of the guard on the left side, and the other was hanging from the throat of the man on the right. He was clutching at the wound and his throat was making an awful gurgling sound, but the blade had severed the main artery and his wind-pipe. He was moments from death.
"Leave the bodies." Kassa whispered, looking a little shaken by the violence she'd just committed. They gathered their weapons but did nothing else with the corpses. "Let's go." She was slinking quickly down the hall a second later, her dagger held firmly in her right fist. There were still two guards at the opposite end of the passage and there was no telling what was beyond that. Whatever happened though, they didn't want to be caught in the middle of the tunnel with just the two of them and no route of escape. 
Haley followed the older woman's lead, watching and learning as they moved. They reached the other end of the hall quickly. The guards were standing just beyond the opening looking out in the opposite direction. Kassa moved up quietly behind one and gestured for Haley to do the same. She fell into place, the cold anticipation of the next few moments settling heavily upon her shoulders. Kassa nodded once and sprang into action, Haley followed suit. She didn't have time to watch Kassa anymore. She reached around the guards back, catching his mouth in the leather padded arm of her specially designed suit as she rammed the dagger through the back of his ribcage. He didn't have time to yell out. He barely had the time to gasp. He sighed into her arm as she pulled the dagger free and drove it back in once more. It wasn't an act of maliciousness. It was the act of an inexperienced assassin. She needed to be sure he was dead. She let him go and he crumpled to the ground. Kassa was watching her from the side. 
"Be more confident in your first strike, it was very well placed, but you were right to be safe. Also, drop your arm to the neck instead of across the mouth. The arm of your suit might be padded in case of biting, but you can stifle an outcry far more effectively at the neck." Kassa instructed, sounding every bit like Xan in that moment. She seemed to notice this because she frowned slightly at herself. "Sorry, I just ..." She shrugged. 
"It's alright." Haley replied, feeling a little ill as she looked down at the corpse at her feet. "Let's go. We need to find someone to get information from." Killing in the heat of the moment was easier than making a carefully planned strike. There was too much time to think about what she was doing. 
With that they both slipped back into the shadows and began searching. Beyond the tunnel the architecture was completely different. Everything was made of solid stone and all the doors were made of heavy planked wood with secure locks. The facade of the outer house was put aside for the very harsh realities of a secure fortress. It didn't take them long to find more mages. There were groups of guards walking up and down the corridors. Not long after they'd entered the fortress the call to alarm went up. The bodies had been discovered. Activity along the corridors increased as more groups of guards began the search for intruders. Progression was only going to get more difficult. 
Kassa popped her head around a corner and ducked back quickly. She held up a single finger and pointed around the corner. They'd finally found someone standing alone. Kassa gestured for Haley to stay in place, and then she slipped around the corner. A moment later a surge of magic slipped through the air and the sound of two people struggling could be heard. Haley rounded the corner just in time to see a ward spell vanishing and Kassa kneeling on the back of a mage with her blade against his neck. It only took the assassin's apprentice a moment to realize the man had been warded when Kassa had taken him down, but the older woman couldn't see the magic. 
"You set off a ward." Haley warned as she approached her companion and the struggling man on the ground.
"Fuck." Kassa cursed loudly. "The man that was brought here last week with the tattoos all over his skin, where is he being kept?"
The man on the ground groaned as Kassa bent his arm backward at an awkward angle, but he didn't say anything between gasps of pain. 
"Whoever set the ward will be here soon." Haley warned. 
"You think your friends are going to come here and save you, and they may try to do just that, but if you don't tell me what I want to know I will kill you before they ever have the chance, do you understand?" Kassa's voice was heavy and threatening, it sounded nothing like Haley had ever heard it sound like before. 
Haley closed her eyes and sent her magic senses out searching. The trail of the ward was already gone, but it had been tightly focused. They only had a matter of seconds left. She opened her eyes and settled back into the moment. Time was running out very quickly.
"I won't tell you anything." The man groaned. Haley walked over to him and stepped on his free arm at the wrist. She bent over, drew her knife, and slashed off four of his fingers. 
"My friend will kill you, but so help me I will make you wish I'd let her kill you. Where is Xandrith?" Haley shouted. Her voice trembled with a mix of fear and rage. Kassa was looking at her with eyes wide in shock. 
He screamed out, but between stammers he managed to speak. "Oh gods, the north wing! He's locked in the cells in the north wing you fucking bitch!" He spat and his hand threw copious amounts of blood across the hall as he thrashed about trying to tuck it in against himself. "You can't get in there, it's behind a garrison of mages. I hope they fucking kill you, you fucking ..." He didn't get to speak again because Haley kicked him in the head, ending his tirade in a mash of destroyed facial tissue. Footsteps were approaching from down the hall. 
"Let's go." Haley said, not looking back at Kassa as she oriented herself and began to run. She didn't look back for Kassa, but she could hear the woman following after. Those mages would be on their trail fast. They couldn't risk taking any further time for stealth. 
"How do you know we're heading in the right direction?" Kassa asked as they ran. 
"I'm guessing. It feels like the right direction. We'll have to ask for directions as we go." Haley replied, not breaking her pace. 
"Ask for directions?" Kassa didn't sound enthusiastic about the idea. 
Haley slammed through a doorway using her shoulder to propel the door open, and the two women charged into a group of six mages on patrol. There was absolutely no time for hesitation. Both of them launched into attack. Haley remembered the technique for fighting mages and went immediately for any arms or hands she could sink her knife into. Kassa seemed to be doing the same, but with six mages it was impossible to get them all before a spell was readied. A ball of purple fire slashed through the air missing Haley by inches and smashing directly into Kassa's left shoulder. The older woman screamed as the flame flared around her, spreading across her skin like liquid. 
On instinct Haley reached for the spell caster with her own power. She could feel the link between him and the magic flames crawling across Kassa. She grabbed his magic and turned it back against him, pulling the lines of power back into his own body. The fire on Kassa flickered out and suddenly the man's eyes bulged with purple light as his blood burst into flames. His body tore itself apart. The fire split him at the seams and sent him crumpling to the ground in hissing, crackling flames. Haley couldn't turn it off. The fire kept burning until the man stopped moving and then it flickered out as though it were a flow of water that had been blocked. The few mages still standing were looking on in horror, but Haley knew she didn't have time to be shocked. She struck quickly at the remaining guards, gutting one and slamming the other to the ground. 
"Where are the north wing cells?" She asked, her voice colder than she felt inside. She was awash with fear and more than a little terror at what she'd just done. The way she was using her magic wasn't the way Johndin had described the process at all. She wasn't really shaping spells or controlling anything. She was just tampering with the power of others. It was frighteningly effective, but she'd never been told of anything like what she was doing.
"Follow the corridor to the left, take the second passage that comes up on your right, and then keep going until you reach the double doors. The cells are through there, but the garrison is housed there as well. Please ... please don't kill me." The voice was that of a young man, maybe just into his late teens. Haley hesitated, not sure what to do. He was an enemy, and she didn't need to have an enemy at her back, but he was so young. 
And if you hadn't outmatched his group, he would have happily ended your life and taken an award for doing it as well. Haley took a deep breath and slid her dagger through the front of his chest. He died with little more than a groan. She stood up and immediately went to Kassa who was just getting back to her feet. She was burned, though not as badly as Haley had at first feared. 
"Are you alright?" Haley asked, her eyes scanning the other woman carefully. Haley knew only too much about the pain of burns.
"I think I'm going to be. The fire wasn't as hot as I'd thought it might have been, but when it started to spread I panicked." Her clothes were scorched and burned all the way through to the skin, which was red and sore looking beneath, but she looked like she would recover without any permanent scars. 
"Come on then. I know where we need to go." Haley took the lead again. She wasn't sure when the dynamic had changed between them, but suddenly she felt like she needed to be the one going first. She could see the wards, and Kassa seemed too hesitant to do what needed to be done sometimes. Haley thought she knew why. Her older companion had been a guard before falling in with Xandrith. What she was doing now was the exact opposite of how she'd always lived her life before. She wasn't really ready to take the roll of the assassin, though she had all the necessary skills within her. Haley wasn't sure she was ready to be an assassin either, but she was at least able to push herself to do what had to be done to save Xandrith. There was no turning back for them. They'd come too far and done too many unforgivable things to go back. If the mages caught them they'd be dead. There would be no redemption.
She followed the dead mage's directions at a full run until she reached the large double doors that marked the entrance to the main garrison. She stopped as she drew close, placing her hand on the door as though that might give her some indication of what was beyond. To her surprise the door swung inward at her touch. It had been unlatched. Haley recoiled in horror as unsuspected sights and sounds flooded her senses. War. The garrison was already at war, and it wasn't with Haley and Kassa, or with Xandrith. 
Massive hulking creatures stalked amongst the mages, bodies ranging from a few feet taller to twice as large as any man. They were hunched at the shoulder with skin that was a strange mix of black and red. The creatures had elaborate sets of horns rising high from their heads and eyes that burned fiercely orange and yellow. Those eyes were piercing fires that seemed to see far too much. Some of them had at least four arms stretching from their distended torsos and their hands ended in devilishly hooked fingers. Their faces were long like a horse’s and hinged too far back, but somehow still vaguely human. Their bottom jaws hung agape except when they snapped them closed on an unsuspecting mage’s arm, snapping the limb as easily as a man could break a dried twig in his hands. Fireball spells exploded off of their hide and rolled form their skin and to the ground as easily as water rolled from treated leather. Trolls bigger and fiercer than the one they'd met in the woods, Haley recognized. 
"Trolls." Kassa gasped as she too recoiled in horror at the sight before them. 
The word alone made Haley look down at the axe on her hip. The bonesteel weapon seemed to exude power in the presence of its kin, though it did not so much as whisper to Haley as she stood transfixed by the horror before her. Seeing one had been terrifying, but that one had been small and unobtrusive compared to the ones in the room beyond. Opening the door hadn't garnered them any extra attention. The room was filled with combat, and the door swinging open hadn't changed the combat dynamic. Haley took a small moment to gather herself before speaking. "We need to get to Xandrith, quickly."
Kassa nodded her head once, but she didn't look confident. How were they going to get through the chaos in front of them? The main room of the garrison had been some kind of meeting hall, but now it was a battlefield. Every hallway and stairwell exiting the room was plugged with men and trolls battling to the death. The trolls were obviously winning, but the mages were at least holding them for the time being. Haley pressed forward into the room doing her best to avoid the major areas of conflict. She knew it would be impossible to move unseen through the chaos, but she could at least attempt not to draw any extra notice. Kassa stayed close at her back and she was a welcome presence in light of the horde of trolls. Haley made her way carefully towards the main exit from the hall. It seemed like the best course to take when looking to get out of the garrison area and into the cells beyond. Side corridors would probably lead to other parts of the garrison, and they seemed to be the most heavily conflicted areas. 
The mages were fighting for all their worth, throwing spells and physical weapons into combat against their massive troll antagonists. The mages didn't even have time to look at Kassa and Haley as they slipped through the room. As long as they didn't pose a threat, the mages had enough to deal with. Strangely though, the trolls didn't seem directly interested in them either. 
A few times Haley thought the creatures looked directly at her, but then they would turn away and go back to ripping the mages apart. Haley wondered briefly if it was because of their masks, were the trolls mistaking them for strange animals? No, Haley placed her hand on the axe at her hip. She had a strong suspicion that it had at least some partial influence on the immunity they were getting from the immediate threat of the trolls. Why it hadn't helped with the troll in the woods was a mystery, but Haley wasn't ready to complain just yet. Anything that might get them out of this situation alive was welcome. It took several minutes of maneuvering, and more than once or twice Haley and Kassa had to stop in their tracks to avoid a particularly violent bit of fighting that burst out directly in front of them, but they made it out the back of the common hall and into the hallways beyond without having to directly fight or kill anyone. 
 As the sounds of battle faded away behind them a deep and eerie silence settled in. The hallway quickly became darker and the walls closer together. It was a claustrophobic experience that had Haley stretching her shoulders and taking deeper than normal breaths. The air felt heavy. 
"This is definitely the way to the prison." Kassa said after a few minutes. "The design work is the same in just about every building like this I've been in. The walls are kept tight and narrow so that if prisoners escape they can be picked off easily."
Haley just nodded. She didn't really know prisons all that well, though as they went deeper into the narrow hallways she was beginning to sympathize with those who'd been trapped inside such places. Wryly she thought that it was only marginally preferable to the room with all the trolls in it. It was a terrible feeling to be so constricted. 
They walked for a few more minutes before they found the source of the trolls. There was a large hole in the right side of the passage, and leading out from the hole was a tunnel that seemed to go back forever down into the earth. Haley and Kassa walked carefully around the massive opening. The trolls must have known about the fortress and been digging that connecting tunnel for quite some time. The fact that they emerged on the same night as Kassa and Haley's arrival was a strange crossing of fate. Whether it could be called luck or not was yet to be seen. Certainly the trolls had made crossing the garrison easier, but they still had to find Xandrith and get out. What if there were more of the creatures in the tunnels ahead? That was a thought that Haley didn't cherish. She had no desire to ever see one again, let alone to face one in the narrow confines of the dark halls they were now crawling through. 
Torches became far more sparse as they got deeper into the secure section of the strange cliff-carved fortress. Finally they reached a single open door that was nearly a full finger's length wide and made of an iron banded heavy wood. It was exactly the kind of door Haley would have imagined to be at the entry way to a fortified prison. The fact that it was swinging open with no guards in sight was slightly unnerving. She pulled the door open the rest of the way tentatively as though certain that something terrible would lurk beyond the ajar portal, but to her relief the door opened to a large and empty guard's room. There was a table, a few lock boxes, some scattered equipment, and a few chairs, but there was no sign of the guards anywhere. A voice called from one of the cells that was directly adjoining the main guard room.
"Where are dem guards off to, and 'ho are you lot? Don't look like any guards I've seen 'roun d'ere 'fore. Look like dogs." The man accompanying the voice looked well enough, though he was in his later years, a bit red in the face, and he looked a little grimy. He was dressed in tattered wizard’s robes that weren't filthy, but looked like they had seen better days. "We 'eard 'owllin', then the men 'ere left, and it’s been quiet since." His hands were cuffed in a strange pair of shackles that stopped him from moving his fingers. They looked a bit like metal gloves that were hinged to allow him some movement of his hands, just not enough to cast spells.
"We're here for Xandrith, where is he?" Haley asked the man, ignoring his question.
"Xandrath?" The man chewed on the name. "Who'sat?" 
A woman in the next cell got up from her cot and walked quickly to the bars. She was cuffed in the same fashion as the man. "What do you want with him? He's some kind of monster. What did you people do with the guards that work here?"
"The guards have other concerns." Kassa spoke with authority, implying they may have had something to do with the disappearance of the guards without lying about it outright. "Tell us where we can find Xandrith."
"Guards!" The woman shouted, rattling her shackled hands against the gates. "Guards!" She yelled again, louder.
Haley watched in shock as Kassa flew across the room in a blur of motion. It wasn't super human speed, but the fluidity with which she moved was remarkable. Her fist snaked between the bars of the cell and collided with the woman's face with explosive force. The female mage fell backwards and hit the ground like a dropped sack of potatoes. 
"'Ere now, you can't just come in 'ere and ..." The man began to speak, but Kassa cut him off quickly. 
"Yelling is a very bad idea. There is a large horde of trolls down the hall ripping mages apart like freshly roasted meat, and I don't think any of us will benefit from attracting their notice. The guards are probably already dead, but if you stay quiet and tell us what we want to know I'll open your cells so you can sneak out of here before the nasty beasts come down here and find you."
The woman was getting back up while cupping her right eye as it quickly began developing a black circle around it. She looked furious. "Trolls can't get in here. This place is a fortress. It's carved into the side of a solid rock cliff." She almost spat the words, but Haley noted that she didn't speak loudly. Whether she believed Kassa or not, she wasn't taking chances. 
"Are you stupid?" Kassa snapped. "Trolls live underground. They’re adept at tunneling. So you think that being buried in a cliff side is going to save you from them? If anything, you've made yourselves even easier targets."
The female mage seemed to think about this for a moment, her jaw working soundlessly before she finally snapped it shut.
"Tell us where to find Xandrith." Haley piped up, eager to push the purpose of their journey to the forefront. She wanted nothing more than to find her mentor and get clear of this awful place. 
The woman looked at Haley incredulously. "Why would you want the monster? He's almost a troll himself. Are you here to kill him, or do you plan on letting him go?"
"We're here to ..." Haley began, but Kassa cut her off quickly. 
"That doesn't matter right now, and it shouldn't matter to you anyway. The deal is that we will let you free from your cells in exchange for you telling us where to find him. Otherwise we'll go searching ourselves, and you can stay here and face the trolls when they discover this place."
"That man killed friends of mine. If you think I'm going to tell you where he is so that you can set him free you must be out of your mind. I'd rather be killed by the trolls than see him go free without paying for his crimes." The imprisoned woman stood up straight and put her shoulders back, looking defiant and noble despite her imprisonment.
"Speak fer yerself!" The other man exclaimed. "Yo' friend's in the lower cells." He began as the female prisoner began to curse and swear over the top of him, but he went on unabated. "Thro' that door on the right, down three levels and along t'de left. 'Ee's in one of the end cells. I 'aven't seen 'im meself, but I've 'eard the guards talking. Keys r'in the top desk drawer. Now let me outta'ere!"
"You damned piece of shit!" The woman cursed. "That man killed our friends and you're going to let these people just walk out of here with him? Have you no respect for our dead friends?"
"Friends wuld'n't want us eaten by trolls, woman!" The man snapped back. 
"Alright, assuming your directions are correct we'll be back shortly to set you free." Kassa said as she grabbed the keys from the desk and began heading for the door. Haley was quick on her heels. They were finally going to find Xan. It was like a long nightmare was coming to a close, yet for some reason Haley couldn't help but feel an intense rush of trepidation and fear. What if Xandrith wasn't happy to see them? What if he was angry that they'd taken so many risks to track him down? What if Xandrith wasn't really Xandrith anymore? Try as she might, she couldn't push those daunting questions from her mind. No matter how many times she told herself that everything would be alright, her doubts still ate away at her and seemed to grow worse the closer they got to their lost friend.
They followed the directions given to them by the prisoner and headed deeper and deeper into the cold, stale confines of the prison. Finally they reached the end of the corridor three floors below. There were only two torches in the hall and Kassa grabbed the second to bring further down the hallway. They both peered into the cells as they passed, if that was what these rooms could be called. They were just square stone rooms with sets of complicated shackles attached to the back wall. These were the sort of cells people were expected to die painfully in. To Haley, the entire floor seemed to reek of suffering that had soaked into the very stonework of the place. Hopelessness made the air sour and fetid on the tongue. Despair weighed down that hopelessness, making it feel as though someone had strapped lead blocks around her neck. Neither of them spoke as they approached the end of the hallway. 
"Nice of you to come and see me again so soon." A familiar voice croaked, echoing down the hall. It was clearly Xan, but it sounded dry, gravely, and angry. "Are we to have another little discussion with the Shit-Stain then? How is his leg doing? Has the skin grown back yet?" This last question was followed by a horrible and dark laughter. 
Haley couldn't help herself. All of her doubts were finally laid to rest, the oppressive weight of their burden lifted from her shoulders. She ran forward calling out the assassin's name. She couldn't stand to hear him talk like that. "Xan! We're here to set you free!" She called out as she reached the final cell on the right side of the hall, the place his voice had been originating from. Kassa came up quickly behind her as though Haley's haste had given her permission to run forward as well. As she reached the bars and the light from Kassa's torch reached into the cell Haley recoiled in horror. 
"Haley?!" Xan seemed startled. "No, no, no! That's not possible." He blinked several times before stumbling heavily forward a single step, the only thing he could do with the heavy shackles pinning him to the back wall of the cell. He came into the light and Haley's initial horror was confirmed. She'd been ready for the black pattern that flowed through his skin and eyes. What they’d referred to as tattoos in their descriptions of him had been there last time she'd seen him. She hadn't been at all prepared for the wreckage that the mages had made of her beloved Xandrith. 
His hair had been shorn away with knives, which left his scalp cut all the way to the bone in places. His left eye was entirely gone. It looked like it had been meticulously removed and then seared shut. He was naked to the waist, and every inch of his torso was scarred or burned. His arms had been pierced through in several places with metal rings, and those rings were fastened to the chains he wore that were holding him in place. He was also down to just three fingers on each hand. They'd taken his thumbs. Around his head was a crown that looked like it had been screwed into the top of his skull. Even his familiar twisted beard was cut away, leaving a piece of the bone from his chin exposed. 
"You can’t be here!" Xan roared, the loudest outburst Haley had ever heard from here, and the assassin surging forward against his chains and pulled at all the metal rings holding him in place. 
"Xan, Xan ..." Haley kept repeating his name, as if that would somehow reach into his tortured mind and grab him, but he seemed lost and locked in some world of pain and confusion through which there was no way to see clearly. Haley felt a single tear slip from her eye to be absorbed by the soft material inside her mask as though it were wiping the moisture away as she would have with her hand. There is no time to be weak.
"Xandrith, we're here to get you out. The mages didn't bring us here. We are here to break you free, do you understand?" Kassa spoke loudly and clearly.
"Free?" Xan seemed to calm for a moment, his good eye looking between the two girls. "The mages don't have you? This isn't some trick?"
Kassa answered by unfastening the key at the door and letting it swing open. She stepped inside with the torch. "Free, Xan, but we've got to hurry. The trolls are sacking this place and we need to be out of here before they have the time to worry about what to do with us."
Xandrith took his one step back and looked a little frightened. "This is real." He said calmly. "You shouldn't be here. I left you behind so you wouldn't be at risk. The plague ..." He looked back and forth between the girls again. "Can I see your faces?"
It wasn't until he asked that Haley realized that she and Kassa were both still wearing their plague masks. Kassa pulled hers off quickly, and Haley followed suit with a slight hesitation. She enjoyed not having her scars visible for the world to see. As she drew back her mask and revealed her scarred face to her traumatized friend, a smile touched his lips, and she thought for just a moment that she saw tears roll from his eyes and down his cheeks.
"Thank you." He said quietly. "You can put them back on now. I thought maybe you were a trick. They want information but I haven't given them anything. They think I know more than I do, which helps. So many questions and I have so few answers. Of course, they don't even understand which questions they should be asking."
Kassa had moved in closer to Xan and was unfastening the locks on the chains holding him in the cell. Haley was happy to see that they'd used traditional locks and not magical ones. The locks were very well designed, heavy work that would have been difficult to pick even with a full set of fingers. After they removed Xan's thumbs they must have figured that he would be hard pressed to break himself free. As Kassa freed the last lock around Xandrith's throat, she stepped in close to the ruined assassin and leaned her head against his. Her hand touched his cheek and she whispered something, quietly, words that Haley couldn't quite hear from where she was standing. Xan put his damaged hand over hers and simply replied. "I know, and I'm sorry."
Haley felt a pang of jealousy which she quickly swallowed down. She'd already told herself that she could accept that there was something different between Xan and Kassa than there was between herself and the assassin. Kassa helped Xan to his feet, though he seemed to stand pretty well despite the obvious damage he'd taken. The metal rings in his arms were still present, and the strange crown affixed to his head was still in place, but other than that he was free. 
Haley wanted desperately to tell him that she'd missed him and that she was happy to see him again, but that's not what slipped from her lips. "You look like shit." She said, wincing slightly at her own crassness. 
Xandrith smiled, and it was a wicked expression that played across his lips. His good eye had that spark of mischievous and dark mirth that had always been present, and his smile was like that of a starving wolf, full of menace and a macabre hunger. "I'm not feeling great." He said quietly. "But I'm going to get better. We need to get this crown off my head, and to cut things rings out of my arms. The crown blocks my magic. I'm useless without magic. They brought the cursed thing with them when they captured me in the woods. If I'd known what it did when they went to strap it on I might have fought even harder. The rings just hurt. I'm tired of hurting."
Kassa snorted. "You're far from useless without magic. You're a master of hand to hand combat."
Xandrith grinned. "I was, but I don't have that anymore. I gave that to you, remember?"
Both Kassa and Haley looked shocked, but it was Kassa who spoke first. "Wait, you mean you didn't retain any of the skills I was given?"
Xandrith shook his head. "Not really, though I can sort of see parts of it all if I really concentrate. I can't count on those skills anymore though. I'm useless with a knife, but that's not such a big deal since I don't have enough fingers to hold one." He held up his hands and frowned at the three fingered mess of mangled flesh. "I can do other things though. When I broke myself apart to bring you back I had to fill the missing pieces of myself with something, otherwise I would have been incomplete. I used the bonesteel blade's life force. I wasn't entirely certain I could maintain my own humanity while doing so, and for a time I think I ceased to exist, but something remained and the bonesteel blade needed to find those pieces and revive them in order to survive in my body. We're stuck together now."
"Come on, we need to find the room where Shit-Stain tortured me. It has the tools I need to get rid of these excess fashion items." He said as he pushed his way out of the cell and started up the hallway. Haley and Kassa moved quickly to follow him. 
As they walked, Xandrith spoke. "At first the blade thought that it would have free reign over what was left of me after we finally broke out of the Fae world, but it quickly discovered that there was a lot of extra baggage involved in living in a human body. It killed the first humans it encountered, but soon discovered itself overwrought with guilt. My humanity was more than it knew how to handle. It needed me to explain what the feelings it was experiencing meant, and it needed to know how to cope with it all. Believe me, it didn't want to give in. It had a purpose, but as it began to understand human nature, that purpose became something that it feared. Imagine that everything you've ever known or felt suddenly appeared corrupt and vile to your own eyes? That was what was happening to the bonesteel blade. Finally it let me consume it, and I became myself again. Or at least close to myself again. I think. Sometimes I'm not entirely sure what I am, trapped in this place time has lost meaning and I wasn't even sure if I was really alive. I thought perhaps I'd died and was paying for my crimes."
Haley wasn't sure how to respond to Xan's recounting of his experiences so she kept her mouth closed. They reached the guard's room quickly enough and Kassa set to work unlocking the first of the two cells. 
"What are you doing?" Xandrith asked, noticing that the two women had stopped. 
"He told us where to find you. Without him we'd still be searching cell by cell." Kassa explained. 
Xan nodded, and then looked into the second cage. "Not this one, though. She can stay here and rot."
The female mage spat on the ground at her feet. "I wouldn't accept freedom from you anyway, murderer."
Xandrith stepped to the front of her cage and gripped the bars with his three fingered hands. "I at least gave your friends a clean death. How many hours did you spend sneaking into my torture cell between sessions and breaking the ends of my ribs off with your little hammer before they caught you?"
Her mouth was drawn shut in a tight line, but it wasn't anger or shame that shown on her face. In fact, it looked to Haley like she was proud of what she'd done. That sparked a fire of rage in Haley's chest. This woman was sick. 
"How long have they lock you up in here for? What has it been, a few days? The black-robe was furious that you almost killed me. I do believe he wanted to be the one to finish me off." Xan said with a shrug. "He's a real bastard. I'm a fair judge of men, and that one likes to torture. It's not just a job for him."
"You deserved every hour of misery you got, you disgusting monster." She ended the declaration with a short list of offensive language that Haley had never heard before. She was only certain it was foul language because of the vehemence with which it was spoken. The assassin's apprentice looked between the ruined assassin and the woman in the cell, wondering if Xan was going to kill her. She could see the restrained anger in his shoulders and in the way his hands almost shook on the bars as he held them. Quite suddenly he let go of the bars and gave a sharp sigh. 
"I probably did, but I have unfinished business that must be attended to. Enjoy your time with the trolls." Xan turned his back on her and headed for another door in the room. "Come along. I'll show you the play room." He said with an almost manic chuckle. 
Kassa undid the last of the man's shackles and handed him the keys, looking at the woman in the next cell. Haley watched this exchange silently, wondering whether she should tell Xandrith or not. Kassa was obviously implying that the man could free her if he wanted, which was exactly what Xan had said not to do. Kassa wasn't going to free the female mage on her own, but she was allowing it to happen. Xan had swung the next door open and he called back over his shoulder. "Are we coming?"
Perhaps he'd known Kassa would do exactly what she'd done. Xandrith couldn't bring himself to let the woman go after all she'd done to him, but perhaps he'd let Kassa do it in her own way. 
Haley turned her back on the two mages and followed after Xan, trying to decide whether she was reading too much into the situation or not. Xandrith was, as ever, so hard to understand. He laughed when he was sad, and smiled when he was filled with rage. He often said one thing, and meant another entirely. He was a dangerous assassin, accustomed to violence and death, and yet he could be unbelievably kind and forgiving. Kassa fell in beside her and they went through the door behind Xan together. 
 



 
 
Chapter 6
Vengeance, Thy Name is Xandrith
Xandrith walked the narrow corridors like a wraith. He'd lost a lot of his muscle mass and he looked even more tall and gaunt than ever before. His hand traced the doors that they were walking past. He would stop occasionally and look in one, laugh darkly and mutter beneath his breath, and then he would move on again. "This one was particularly awful." He commented once as he passed a room with a wooden door that was painted black with tar. He didn't seem to be talking to anyone in particular, and that was perhaps the most disturbing part of their journey through that section of the prison. It was alarming for Haley to see just how unhinged the assassin's mind had become during his time away. It made her heart ache to see him wince as he walked past doors that hid unspeakable devices of torture. He'd spent at least a week trapped in this hell hole, and in that time they'd subjected him to every method of persuasion they'd had at their disposal. Xan stopped abruptly in front of remarkably normal looking wooden door. 
"Here." He said quietly. "This is where we'll find the tools to remove the crown and rings." He reached out and touched the door, but after a moment it became clear that he wasn't going to turn the handle. His eyes were haunted. "I can't ... Would one of you please open the door?" 
Kassa and Haley both jumped forward to grab the handle, but it was Haley who got there first. "I'll go." She said, though she wasn't entirely certain she wanted to. Kassa and Haley locked eyes for a moment, but finally Kassa nodded once, sharply, and backed off. 
"It's a wooden handled tool. The metal end will fit the screws on the crown." Xandrith said, bending over so that Haley could look at the fastenings before entering the room. As he bent over, Haley got her first really good look at the damage to Xandrith's head where his hair had been cut off from his scalp. The bone shone through, surrounded by patches of red and irritated flesh. The crown itself was fastened so tightly to his scalp that the sharp metal edges looked like they were biting into his flesh. Haley tried not to stare at the damage. She focused on the tops of the screws. They were box shaped with an offset box in the center of their top. "The device to snap the rings is a metallic vice with a pincer in the middle." He added as he lifted his head. It seemed the rings were mostly an afterthought. 
"Alright, I'll be back." She said, and stepped into the room that Xan didn't wish to enter. There was a heavy wooden chair in the center of the room fastened to the floor with steel fasteners. The chair had bindings built into it that could be used to restrain the arms, the hands and fingers, the legs, the feet, and the head. Next to the chair was a table with a vast selection of different implements atop it. Haley didn't even wish to guess at what most of those tools were for. Their shape and design implied an evil purpose, but she simply couldn't bring herself to think about it any further. These were tools of cruelty. They were the sort of objects that the man who had assaulted her would have loved to have had access to. That thought sent a terrifying chill down her spine. She forced it from her head and went to work looking for the tools they needed to help Xan. 
She located the device to break the rings first, but it took her much longer to locate the small device that they needed to free Xandrith of his awful crown. The tool had been tossed to the floor as though they'd never planned on removing the crown from the tormented assassin. Haley realized then that it would only be here because they had used it as a torture device against Xan. The memory of the way the crown pressed and tore into Xan's flesh came back to her. They must have tightened it here, tightened it as much as their strength against the handle would allow.

She retreated back into the hall with the wretched tools, shutting the door behind her as she exited the domain of torture. With the door closed at her back she felt like she might almost be able to put everything she'd seen behind her. Almost. Unfortunately every time she looked at poor, ravaged Xandrith she couldn't help but recall that he knew only too well what most of those instruments did. "I've got it." She said quietly, holding the two devices up for him to see. He looked at them and nodded, his face turning somewhat paler than it had been before. 
"Alright. I need one of you to remove the screws for me. I would do it myself but I can't see them, and I can't grip the tool well enough to turn it." He didn't look happy to have to admit the weakness. "We'll worry about the rings after this damn thing is off." 
Haley was already shaking her head and stepping away from Xan. "I can't." She said quickly, feeling like a coward, but not willing to do what she knew had to be done. She didn't have the stomach for causing Xan pain. 
Kassa stepped forward and took the tool from Haley's shaking hand. Haley hadn't even realized her hand was shaking. The wood handle pulled from her fingers with ease as though she'd been on the verge of dropping the wretched thing anyway. Again that feeling of shame washed over Haley. If Kassa could do it she should be able to. She looked down at her feet in dejected silence. She felt as though she'd betrayed Xan. Kassa placed a hand on her shoulder. "It's alright." The older woman said, and yet Haley didn't feel any better. 
"There are eight screws." Xan said quietly. "Four in each half of the crown. Once they're all loosened, the two halves pull apart." 
Haley refused to look up, but she guessed that Kassa must have only nodded her reply because she didn't hear anything more from here. A moment later there was a sharp intake of breath, and the eerie sound of metal being unscrewed from bone. Haley tucked her head further into her chest and covered the ears of her mask since it seemed to channel the terrible sounds directly into her head. She desperately wanted to send herself somewhere else, somewhere where she couldn't hear Xandrith's agony. I am not strong enough for this. She thought sickly to herself. 
You are impossibly strong. The voice that spoke like hers but wasn't whispered through her head. You're only afraid. I could take that fear away for you. Better, I could help you push that fear onto others. I have that power, and that's just part of what I could do for you if you'd accept me.

With the outside noise blocked, it seemed her axe was ready to have a go at twisting into her thoughts. She grimaced and refused to answer. 
I have only ever helped you. Remember that. The voice said after a short silence, and then it was silent in her mind once more. A hand touched her shoulder and startled her from her separation from the world. 
"It's alright, Not-Daisy. It's over." It was Xan's voice. Haley felt a flood of warmth at finally hearing the familiar nickname in his voice again. She turned to see him standing free from the crown, but the warmth fled her as she saw blood trickling down from the line cut into his head by its jagged metal edge. Haley winced at the damage, but Xan just gave her one of his half-grins. "Trust me, this little bit of blood is better than the damned crown. That thing was a constant pain, and made this terrible droning inside my head that made it impossible to really concentrate. I feel much better already." He assured her, though Haley wasn't exactly certain how he could feel much better when he still looked so terrible. 
"You still look like you're about to die." She told him honestly. 
"It's alright. I need to find someone to borrow some magic from and then I can heal myself a little. It's early enough that I might be able to save my eye if I can get a hold of some magic to do the work. Of course, I'm not very good at healing. It's an art. I know the spells, but making the most of them takes skills I just don't have. Still, I could at least improve my situation." Xan did seem to be in a slightly better mood without the crown. His remaining eye seemed a bit more alive. 
"You can take some from me." Haley offered. "I'm young enough that I have years to spare."
Xan shook his head immediately. "No. I won't be doing that, but I do have someone in mind who could spare a few years, and as an added bonus he's someone that I already promised myself I'd kill, so I think that would work out for the best. Assuming the trolls haven't already gotten to him, I'd really like to end his miserable excuse for a life. In addition, it's on our way out! Now, let's get these rings out of my arms!" He sounded almost chipper.
The process of removing the rings from Xandrith's arms was a difficult one. The tool that broke the rings made it so that the metal hoops could unrolled through the original wound, but Xan's flesh had already begun to heal against the steel. The wounds were reopened and bleeding freely by the time they'd managed to remove the last of the metallic circles. Xandrith, for his part, seemed almost indifferent about the pain and damage. While it was obvious he was in pain, the removal of the crown had greatly changed his disposition. They bound the wounds with scraps of cloth and within a few moments Xan was ready to go. 
"Let's get out of here." With that, he turned and started down the stone walkway with his bare feet smacking on the ground as he went.
Haley and Kassa exchanged glances before shrugging and setting off in pursuit. Xandrith led them to the end of the corridor to another sealed room. He tried the handle as he approached it, but it wouldn't move. It was obviously locked from the opposite side. He looked from Haley to Kassa. "Kassa, would you mind picking this lock?"
She nodded her consent and moved into position in front of the lock. She produced a set of picks from one of her inner pockets that she'd long ago acquired from Xan's left behind belongings. It only took her a few minutes of tinkering with the lock before she managed to align the tumblers and trip them. The lock was old which made the process a little more difficult, but the quality was poor as well, which was perhaps the saving grace. She stood up and turned the handle to open the door into a large room that looked something like an audience chamber, but instead of having an open theatre at one end there was a small open area featuring a wooden bed with shackles and straps running its length. It wasn't hard to imagine what it was for. 
Xandrith stepped inside, loathing hiding just behind his false smile. Haley could see it. She'd known him long enough to see through his attempts at hiding his discomfort. He looked frail in that room, as though a strong gust of wind might sweep him away into oblivion. 
"I spent a lot of time in here. Elder Shit-Stain really liked to interrogate in front of an audience. Wait, I might have pronounced that wrong. Shiplane? Shit-head? Shoe-stain? Shidsane. Yes, that was it. Elder Shidsane. He became most perturbed when I mispronounced that." Xan was wandering through the room running his three fingered hands over various pieces of furniture as he passed. "He's the same man who tortured me back before we started traveling together, Kassa. I don't think you'd like him very much. He's a festering sack of cock-meat." Xan stopped in his slow perusal of the room. He turned on his heels and pointed to a door towards the left most side of the audience area. "That is where he always entered from. I'd say that's probably our best hope of getting out of here alive, and of finding Elder Shit-Stain so I can make sure he dies screaming." He looked again from Kassa to Haley. "You don't have to watch that part if you don't want to."
Some dark part of Haley wanted to see what Xandrith would do to his tormentor. She wanted to relish in watching the man that had caused Xan to suffer so much twisting in agony as he paid for what he'd done. Another part of her told her that she shouldn't wish suffering on anyone, but one look at the wreckage that remained of Xandrith chased that part of her back into the quiet corners of her thoughts. Xandrith deserved his revenge, and Haley wanted him to have it. 
"Killing him isn't going to repair all of the damage that he's done to you. What if one of us is captured because you're trying to pursue vengeance?" Kassa chimed in, ever a voice of reason. Haley could hardly believe that she would expect Xandrith to just give up on his revenge. "You'd never forgive yourself if something happened to Haley or me."
Xandrith groaned and leaned his head back as though looking at the ceiling, though his eyes were closed. "He deserves to die." Xan said quietly. 
"Agreed." Kassa nodded as she spoke. "But do we deserve to die as well? This place is dangerous, Xan. We need to be out of here as quickly as we can."
For a moment Xan didn't answer. Haley watched as he drew large breaths, inhaling until his chest was so full it looked like it might explode. Then he let it out in a slow, deep exhale. She wasn't sure what he intended to do, but she knew that she would support him either way. He'd saved her, and she still owed him for that. If that meant going against Kassa, despite the debt Haley still owed the woman, she would do that.  Her debt to Xandrith was one she held above all others. 
"You're right. We need to get free. If we're forced to face him we will, but we need to be rid of this place. I'm not ready to lose anyone for my vengeance. Let's go." When he spoke, it was with a somber finality. Haley could tell that a part of him would forever regret not going after Shidsane, and he knew it as well, but he was doing what he felt was best for his friends. Haley wasn't sure she would have made the same decision. Vengeance was a powerful thing. She just hoped that Xandrith wouldn't come to resent her and Kassa for stopping him from doing what he so dearly wanted to do. 
They exited through the door in the back of the audience room. It wasn't locked, which was fortunate since it had a drop bar on the opposite side of the door that would have been very difficult to deal with. The mages had obviously assumed that it was highly unlikely any prisoner would ever make it so far without setting off a general alarm. Again Haley found herself grudgingly thanking the trolls for choosing such a perfect time for their attack on the mage stronghold. Haley and Kassa might never have even gotten to Xan without the chaos they'd stirred up. 
Having exited the prison area they couldn't be certain that the Trolls would have gotten so far through the fortress. The exit they'd taken through the torture chamber had led them to an entirely different part of the building and there was a chance that the trolls would no longer be a factor. Whether that was a positive or not was yet to be seen. Either way they were one man stronger than they had been coming in. It was difficult to be certain how effective Xan was in his current state, but any help he could provide was more than they'd had in finding him. 
"We'll want to keep heading up." Xan said as they passed through the halls in search of stairs. "We're deep inside the cliff and we have to climb if we want to get free."
"Have you been through any of this area before?" Kassa asked. Haley could see the glimmer of hope on her face and she felt it drain away when Xandrith answered.
"No, but I've got a pretty good head for layouts. If we just keep climbing we'll be fine." He infused his voice with a confidence that Haley was fairly certain was almost entirely bluster. Still, something about having Xan making sweeping declarations of obvious mistruth again was comforting. He might not have been the most honest of men, but his cocky attitude was infectious. Kassa seemed to be just as susceptible. 
"Well, with that glowing level of assurance I sure am glad that you're leading the way." Kassa’s dripping sarcasm probably wasn't lost on the assassin, but he ignored it with an expertise likely born of practice. 
"I know, I know." He replied, waving one of his three fingered hands dismissively. He turned down a seemingly random hall and strode confidently forward as though fully aware of his position within the cavernous fortress. It was good to see that not all his mannerisms had been born of his now relinquished abilities.
"How big do you think this place is?" Haley asked, suddenly concerned that their bull-headed leader might be walking them deeper and deeper into a veritable labyrinth 
"It's smaller than a proper mage tower, but large enough to house close to three thousand mages." Xan answered promptly. 
Haley was a little taken aback. "Three thousand?! How many are actually here?"
"According to Shit-Stain, about 2200, but it's difficult to be certain whether or not he was just lying to intimidate me. Also, I'm sure by now that the trolls have trimmed that number significantly. They're good at killing things." Xan replied. 
"I hope we don't have to fight the trolls." Haley voiced her fear without really meaning to. She didn't want to appear weak, but fighting the nearly indestructible trolls was a terrifying thought. Killing one had been hard enough, but these ones seemed even more intimidating. They were larger and even more fearsome than the one in the cabin. 
"Have you learned much magic?" Xandrith asked, looking back over his shoulder as he rounded a corner and found a flight of stairs that he immediately began to ascend. 
Haley shook her head and looked a little embarrassed. "I'm having a hard time with the seals. I can see them, but I can't seem to use them very well." She went on quickly, trying to keep Xan from being disappointed. "I have learned how to tamper with other people's spells though. I learned that on my own." 
Xan stopped suddenly and Kassa walked into him almost knocking them both over. Haley managed to pull up short and not get caught in the mess. 
"What do you mean by 'tamper with'?" Xan asked as he resumed their trek, but more slowly. He was looking back at Haley now, obviously quite interested in what she had to say. 
"You know," Haley began, perplexed that Xandrith seemed confused by what she'd done. "You trace the magic back to its source, and then you can flood power along one of the seals and it all blows up in the face of whoever cast the spell. Or you can twist up the magic and make it fall apart. It causes a back surge of magic that you have to dissipate though. I learned that the hard way." She looked down at her feet in embarrassment.
Xan nodded slightly to himself. "That's very interesting."
Haley looked back up to her mentor. "You don't know how to do that?" She asked, feeling a little bit of pride in herself. 
"No, I don't." Xan said. "I'm not sure anyone other than you knows how to do that, Not-Daisy. I've never heard of one mage being able to directly alter the magic of another. Sure you can apply your own power to counter a spell with one of your own, but simply tipping another mage’s spells out of balance? You'd have to break the caster's seals, interact with the work he'd done himself. I didn't think that was possible. When we get out of here, we'll need to investigate this a little more."
Haley couldn't help but blush as her earlier surge of pride expanded. She'd possibly done something no one else could do, and she'd learned to do it on her own. Maybe she wasn't as horrible with magic as she thought she was. 
"If we get out of here." Kassa chimed in blackly.
"No need to worry about that. I found these stairs, didn't I?" Xan added confidently. "We'll just keep following them up as far as they go and we'll be out of here in no time. If we do encounter trolls we'll just pop their heads off, or restrain them until I can get a fire burning. Those are the only two ways to kill a troll. Their outer layer of skin is difficult to set ablaze, but Troll blood actually burns quite well. Get fire into them and they die quickly enough."
Haley wasn't as certain about the situation as Xan was, but his stairway was taking them a long distance up. They passed multiple different landings for floors, but as long as the stairway continued to spiral upwards, Xan kept leading them in that direction. They walked for so long that Haley felt certain they must be at the very top of the cliff already. How high up did this structure go? She was just picturing them opening a door at the end of the stairway that opened up into the clouds when Xan drew to a stop once more. A foul smell wafted down the stairway towards them. Haley knew that scent well enough. It was the odor of death, and the air was ripe with it. Haley didn't need anyone to tell her that they'd found the trolls again. 
They moved upwards quietly, taking the steps one at a time and keeping a watch both up and down the stairs as they proceeded. They passed their first corpse a single flight later. He was dressed in blue robes, though that was difficult to tell since he'd been eviscerated and the cloth had soaked up his blood to make them look black. His body was ravaged, barely held together by some sinew and bone. The sight of it turned Haley's stomach, but she bit back the urge to vomit. She'd already lived through horrors in her life, and at least this mutilated corpse was no one she knew. Perhaps it was sad that she could distance herself from the death so easily, but after all she'd seen in her relatively short life this was one horror that wouldn't keep her up at night. She already had enough of those in the dark corners of her mind. 
Over the course of the next two floors the number of corpses began to increase and sounds of activity from above sifted down the stairwell. It soon became only too apparent that they were climbing the stairs directly into the middle of trouble. Haley could tell that Kassa was also quietly distressed by this knowledge, but Xan had an almost manic grin plastered across his face as he ascended. The chaos above seemed to beckon him as though the screams and clash of metal were calling his name, urging him closer and closer. The assassin would occasionally stop their ascent to pick over a dead body and remove items of clothing that weren't too badly stained or tattered. He'd managed to find himself a decent set of boots and a shirt mostly free of blood. He chatted quietly in whispered tones to the corpses as he removed their equipment. 
Haley was clutching her dagger tightly in one hand. She would have drawn her axe, but she was wary of drawing the cursed weapon and maybe attracting the Trolls crawling through the mage's fortress. Haley wasn't even certain that was possible, or that the weapon worked that way, but it seemed like a stupid risk to take. Besides, she wasn't properly trained to fight with the axe. At least she knew how to use her dagger, even if it wasn't the first weapon she reached for on instinct. 
The seemingly eternal upward spiral of steps stopped abruptly at the very next landing. The three companions slowed as they reached a small room. The door leading out into the fortress was closed and barred from their side, though there was no sign of whoever had dropped the bar into place. Beyond the door the sounds of battle were louder than ever. The roar of the Troll hoard was occasionally punctuated by the explosion of a mage spell going off, but the loudest sound was the screaming of men as they were torn apart. The mages were losing quickly. Some small part of Haley told her she should try and help them, that this time they were on the same side, but another part of her thought they deserved whatever they got. The mages had done her and her friends no favors. If anything, the trolls had been more helpful. 
The strong, the ambitious, the powerful; they deserve to live. Haley, you should sympathize with your troll kin. We were cast out by the humans because we were different, because they didn't understand the quest for strength. You understand though. You've fought, and trained yourself to be strong so that you will never be hurt again. Power is the only thing the world really understands. You don't need to fear the trolls, Haley. You're one of them. You and Xandrith could both be with them. You needn't fear the future they're creating. You both could be a part of it. Think about ...
"Haley," Xan's voice cut over Haley's thoughts, blocking out the axe's voice. "I know that look, even through the mask. How long has it been openly talking to you?"
Haley shrugged. "A few weeks now, I think. I wasn't sure what it was when it first started. I thought it was my thoughts, but it felt too invasive, separate. I've tried to get it to be quiet, but it keeps pressing. It wants me to create some kind of pact with it."
Xan nodded. "If you give in and finalize the pact, it will start to gain more and more control over you. I know it's hard to resist but you don't need what it's offering. The power it offers is already a part of you. The bonesteel weapons can connect with certain magic seals, and they provide quick access to those seals by tapping their own pool of power, but they can't use that magic without you, the red mage. The troll weapons have no real power, just the ability to help you use your own talents."
Haley shrugged. "I know it's not safe to trust it. Sometimes it's just difficult to ignore."
Xan considered Haley for a moment. "I could break the connection between you and the axe."
Haley stepped back as though Xan had struck at her. "No, I don't want … I mean, I might still need it." Haley's free hand was now clutching the hilt of her cursed weapon protectively. The thought of losing the axe sent a terrified chill down her back and left her feeling vulnerable. "It makes me stronger, and we still have to escape from here so I might need it. We don't know what's going to happen on our way out, and ..." Haley was only too well aware that she was acting irrationally protective of her cursed weapon. 
Xan raised his three fingered hands. "I would never part you from it against your will, but remember, the longer you keep the axe the stronger its hold on to you. There may come a time when you can't get rid of it anymore."
Haley found herself nodding numbly. "I know, but it won't come to that. I'm in control." She said the words, but she wasn't certain how true they were. She needed them to be true. She needed Xan to believe that she believed they were true because she needed him to see her as more than a child. When would that happen?
Xan considered her for a moment, his single gray eye piercing her and laying her open as though the mask wasn't providing a barrier between them at all. "Alright, I'll take your word for it." He said, and then his all too knowing gaze was gone and back on the door to the landing. 
"We'll move quickly. If we have to fight trolls remember to strike for their eyes and then their neck. If you can decapitate them they'll die. If you see one bleeding and you can find a torch, throw it at their wounds. Their blood burns even if their skin doesn't. Once it gets inside them, they'll burn out from within and die. If you don't have to fight, don't do it." With that, Xan dropped the bar securing the door and stepped into the next room. Kassa was directly behind him with her sword drawn and at the ready. Haley came up behind them feeling strangely out of place. Suddenly she didn't feel like a regular part of the group anymore. She'd led the way into the fortress to find Xan, and yet now that she'd found him she was certain the other two were treating her like a child again. Xandrith was in no fighting condition at all, but he was moving her to the back too. 
You need to prove yourself. You can't do that as you are now. Even with the little bit of help I can provide you now you're still too weak. We can be better though. 
Haley closed her mouth tightly and thought inwardly at the presence of the axe. I won't make that bond. I'm not going to lose myself. 
If you don't bond with me, you're going to be the little burnt girl forever, and Xan will never see you as an equal. Listen to me, Haley. You know it's true. Look at them together.
Haley couldn't help but look at Kassa and Xan as they passed through the opening, shoulder to shoulder, not even glancing back to see if Haley was still behind them. She remembered the whispered words that had passed between the two earlier, and even more keenly she remembered all the time they'd spent together even before Haley had entered the picture. There was a strangely crushing pressure in Haley’s chest as though someone was stepping on her lungs. She found it difficult to draw breath for a second. 
You're losing him.
Haley shook her head. No, he was never mine. It wasn't meant to be.
Of course it was meant to be! The axe version of her voice shouted so loudly that Haley felt as though the words were bouncing around in her head. You are both sanguine mages, and you're both killers at heart. Xandrith and Kassa are the ones not meant to be together. Kassa doesn't understand what it means to be hurt. She doesn't understand the darkness that exists inside the two of you. She can't. She's never felt the pull of the noble troll blood. She can't know that power.

The words were so welcome, and so easy to believe. Haley and Xandrith were meant to be together. I am meant to be with him because I can understand what he is. Even as those words played back in her head in her own voice, she could tell they were just a wish she was trying desperately to believe. 
Dreams are worth fighting for. Remember, and don't give in yet. The voice spoke those last two statements and then disappeared back into the depths of Haley's mind, or back into the metal of the axe from which it had come. Haley wasn't entirely certain where it went, but she was happy to have it gone. Her mind was already a confusing place and she didn't need the words of the damned axe pushing on her emotions. She felt frayed. She strode through the door after the other two with her knife hanging limply at her side, all but forgotten in the palm of her hand. 
The scattered bodies they'd seen up to that point were nothing compared to complete chaos littering the hallways beyond the stairwell. A gruesome battle had been fought. Twisted bodies, mostly human ones, lay in piles all along the corridors. They were crumpled and thrown away like litter in the streets, and the Trolls had spared no one in their progression. There were no wounded or injured to tend to. Every body that lay along the corridor or in one of the piles of corpses was mutilated and obviously well beyond life. Haley couldn't draw her eyes away from the disaster. It was so brutal and disgusting that it all felt unreal. She felt like she was living some awful story in which the monsters had already defeated the heroes, though Haley was hard-pressed to think of the mages as heroes. She could only make out the bodies of two trolls lying amidst the humans. Both were still vaguely troll shaped, but burned out from beneath their skin so that they smoldered and produced an awful stench from their amazingly complete husks of skin. 
Kassa and Xan were moving forward steadfastly and Haley had to speed up to keep pace with her older companions. They hadn't stopped to gawk like she had, another sure sign of her inexperience in these tense situations. Though as far as Haley could tell, this was the kind of experience that would shock just about anyone. Perhaps her companions were the ones that were strange and not her. The sound of combat was getting louder. When they breeched the passageway between their current room and the next, they discovered why. 
Combat may have been the wrong word. Haley, Xan, and Kassa stepped out into a large meeting hall packed full of trolls. The beasts were finishing off the last of the mages, ripping them apart, eating them alive, tormenting and torturing those still unlucky enough to be conscious. There was no battle left. If anyone was still casting spells, it was to no avail. The trolls were just toying with them now. As Haley and her companions entered the room the trolls closest to the door stopped in their brutality and took note. A whispering, hissing language seemed to flow through the room, starting from the nearest beasts and moving like a wave through the creatures. 
"This doesn't look good." Kassa whispered between barely moving lips.  
"It could be worse." Xan said quickly, as though it were an ingrained reply. "There could be even more trolls, or maybe some of those nasty metal beasties from the Reach."
Haley frowned and lightly poked Xan in the ass with the tip of her knife. "You're an idiot!" She snapped a bit more loudly than she’d meant to. The assassin jumped, grabbed where he'd been poked, and looked indignant. He looked like he was about to retort, but a human voice rose up over the Troll speech.
"Friends, I see you've made it out of the dungeons. Very commendable. It must have been difficult." All three pairs of their eyes snapped to the man speaking. It was an elderly man maybe in his seventies, and he was dressed in a fancy black robe with fine embroidery in deep shades of red lining the sleeves and neck. He had a grandfatherly face with wrinkles in all the right places to indicate that he smiled a lot, but his eyes told a different story. They were just brown eyes, but never had Haley seen a human with such a cold and detached stare. Even as he smiled out at them, his white beard and smile-wrinkled face looking as though he was welcoming his grandchildren to come sit on his lap, his eyes made him look like a sciarwolf about to sink its teeth into their throats. The fact that he was standing amidst the trolls, apparently unharmed and unrestrained, was even more ominous. 
"Shidsane, you can't know how happy I am to see you here!" Xan's tone of voice indicated that he was telling the truth, though only darkly so. He'd been hoping to get a chance to rip this very man apart. The tension in the air was intense, like a gray sky hanging over a silent wood just before a thunderstorm breaks out. It was an apt comparison.  The assassin was ripping life force from the trolls unfortunate enough to be too close to him, which was a lot. Taking from so many sources was easier than draining one troll entirely. "I am going to tear you from existence." Xandrith growled. 
"Stop it now!" Shidsane yelled, holding up a finger before him. "If you dare attack me I will unleash this horde on you and yours, and no amount of power will stop them all from tearing you and your friends apart, Xandrith! Drop your magic. If you hurt me, it's over for them." He pointed at Haley and Kassa. "You can kill me, certainly, but is taking my life worth your friends? Is it?" 
Haley could see Xan's mind working. She could see the fury in his face and the whirl of the magic as it spun through him, ready to be spent in any method of his choosing. He wanted so badly to kill Shidsane. A dark part of Haley wanted him to do it. Trolls be damned, it would be nice to see Shidsane struck from the world for what he had done to Xan. Even if that meant her life, Haley could hardly hold it against her mentor. If any man had ever deserved death, it was Shidsane.
"You brought these trolls here?" Xan asked as the magic continued to swirl threateningly around him. "You gave the Order to these creatures?"
Shidsane shrugged, for just a moment looking weary. "I am old Xandrith, for a human. These creatures, as you call them, are our ancestors. They are not stupid, and while they seem savage, they have their own civilization. Their magic is far beyond ours. For my help, they have offered me a chance to learn their secrets and to live far beyond what I would have left as a human. Why should I turn that down? I've served the people my entire life. My magic, my very life, has been burned to help others. Now it is my time to help myself. Our world is dying. The trolls know this, and they are ready to move on to what is next."
"The trolls are evil. They embrace the end of not just humanity, but of creation. There is no place for anyone or anything in their future." The forces around Xan were swelling again. Haley could see some of the magic slipping into Xandrith himself as he used it to heal himself. The patches of missing skin grew back before her eyes, and even the thumb on his right hand sprouted anew. It first jutted out as a rugged spike of bone before being enwrapped in muscle, tendon, nerve, and flesh. From where she stood it looked remarkable, but it wasn't the healing that drew most of her attention. The magic building around Xandrith had an explosive aura. He'd gathered so much to himself that he looked like he was wrapped in a cloak of light. Haley took a step back, though she hadn't intended to do so. She'd never seen so much magic in one place. 
"You are part troll yourself, Xandrith! What right do you have to call them evil? They would embrace you as a brother if you would only give up your stupid resistance. Look at you! You're almost one of them anyway." Shidsane was trying a new tactic, but it was clear Xandrith wasn't interested. The black mage shrugged. "It doesn't matter. You can kill me here and now, but if you do you and your friends die as well. There are two-hundred trolls within hearing of this room and out of reach for your draining magic, then another three hundred that will be quickly assembled if you strike me down."
Kassa stepped forward and placed a hand on Xan's shoulder, as she did so Haley watched the magical energies spin away from Xandrith, dissipating, returning from where he'd drawn them. Across the room Shidsane seemed to visibly relax, though on their side of the room the tension was still heavy. 
"You may go." Shidsane said, gesturing for them to leave. "That hall to your right will take you to the upper exit. But Xandrith, this is your last chance. Your kin aren't incredibly patient. If you come face to face with the horde again, and you still stand in opposition, you and your friends will be destroyed."
"Whatever they're promising you, Shit-stain, they're not going to give it to you. They'll use you for what they want, and then you'll be cast away like the trash you are. You think you understand these creatures, but you have no concept of what they are or how they think. You've made a terrible mistake, and I can't wait for the day that you get to see that." Xan’s voice was as cold as Haley had ever heard it. 
"We shall see." Shidsane answered, but he had a smile on his lips that said he didn't believe Xandrith for a moment. Haley wasn't sure whether or not the trolls would keep their bargain with the old mage, but she was positive that whatever they wanted him for couldn't be good. What did they need an old human mage for? It had to be something important if they were willing to at least pretend to be taking commands from him. 
Xandrith led their retreat down the hall. The trolls watched them go with hungry eyes, but none of them moved as they walked past. Haley noticed that several of their horrible eyes weren't looking at Xan, but at her and her axe. They knew what she and what the axe were. That was unnerving. Was she like Xandrith? A rebel that they were waiting to chose a side?
Haley also finally had a chance to see just how much of a difference Xan's healing had made. Upon closer inspection she could see that his magic hadn't been perfect. Both of his thumbs were back, but the left thumb didn't seem to have all the proper texturing, and it looked a little stiff. The patches of skin on his face and head were ghostly pale and seemed to have an unnatural smoothness to them. His repaired eye was a neutral brown color, nothing like the startling and bright grey that it had been before. Over all he looked much better, but it was obvious he'd lacked some finesse in the rebuilding. 
As they exited the building Kassa broke the silence that had settled over them. "Thank you for not doing anything drastic." She said to Xan.
The assassin shrugged. "I wanted to kill him this time."
"I know you did." She said and put a hand on his shoulder. "But you saved our lives by restraining yourself. I know that couldn't have been easy."
Xan grinned. "There's always next time."
 



 
 
PART 2
To Cities Silent and Landscapes Lost
 



 
Chapter 1
Annoying Little Crow
Xandrith wasn't sleeping. He needed the sleep perhaps more than the others in his small band of friends, but he couldn't make himself. He drew each deep breath into his lungs as though it might be his last and gazed up at the night sky with eyes that had never hoped to see that sparkling field of stars again. Freedom was a beautiful thing. His hand went to stroke his beard, but it fell away a second later as he remembered that he didn't have a beard anymore. It would grow back in time, but he loathed waiting. His newly healed eye was a little fuzzy and he guessed that he would never regain full use of that orb, but he felt lucky to have any vision in it at all. He was no healer, a fact clearly evident in the work he'd done on himself. 
As with all magic, it was easy to use brute force and a heavy application of energy to get some kind of result, but healing magic responded better to a finesse that Xandrith really couldn't muster. His replaced thumbs were perhaps the clearest evidence of that. They looked a bit more like talons than proper digits, and the skin tone and texture wasn't even close to correct. Still, they worked, and that was very nice indeed. The prospect of living with only three fingers per hand hadn't been pleasant. His thumbs were especially useful, even if they weren't quite as articulate as his old ones had been. Wielding a knife probably wouldn't be negatively impacted, though that was hardly a concern anyway since his ability to do so was hampered by the separation of his old skills.
Xandrith could have, if given the right motivation, sat down and composed a long and tiresome novel on the techniques and principals of hand to hand and knife combat. The information was still with him, but the connection between that information and his body just didn't work anymore. He had all the knowledge, but the practical application of that knowledge and the practice necessary to perfect the skills was simply gone. His memories of his training were completely untouched, but the spark of talent was gone and likely would be forever. He'd given that to Kassa in hopes that she would be able to take over Haley's training. That brought his mind back to his two companions and he looked them over fondly. 
Kassa was sleeping soundly just a few feet from him, her long hair hanging over the wolf features of her mask that were hiding the familiar lines of her face. To see her alive again, really alive, set his heart to racing and brought a welcome smile to the corners of his lips. He'd really managed to bring her back. He hadn't known for sure until the moment that she'd shown up in his cell. He'd wanted to scream for joy, to cry out in pleasure, but he hadn't even been certain it was real. She'd come back for him again. 
Haley lay across the fire from him, huddled in a tight ball with her back to the glowing mass of flame. Xandrith was happy to see her as well, and to learn that her skills were growing quickly, but he sensed some sort of unease. There was a vague tension behind his interactions with the girl now. He feared the axe was growing more powerful. How long could she resist the damned piece of metal? It wasn't easy, not when it offered such savage rewards. If she couldn't give it up soon, Xan knew he might have to take it from her by force. That wouldn't be pretty. The bindings between the blade and its chosen were tightly woven. If he waited too long, he could unmake Haley in the process of freeing her. He didn't want that. She was like the little sister he'd been stripped of when the mages had cut his fingers the first time to make him an Eight. He wanted to do right by her, but she seemed so closed off now.
Of course Xan wasn't exactly the master of sharing things either. Sometimes it was easier to keep things to himself. Knowledge could be a terrible burden, and if one person could carry that burden for everyone, well that just eased the lives of others. Kassa had pressed him to tell her about what had happened to him with the mages, but Xan didn't think she really wanted to know. A part of him wanted to tell the story, but another part of him wanted to hide it all away and never tell anyone ever. The mages had stripped him of his humanity in their dungeon. They'd humiliated him, brought him to the very cusp of death, and driven him to worlds of pain he couldn't have imagined. Still, Xandrith hadn't told them anything. The worst part of it all wasn't any individual piece of torture. No, the worst part of it all was that as they'd pushed him further and further into darkness, Xandrith had begun to truly feel the strength of his troll side waking. 
There had been a few times when they had driven his body beyond human limits that the pain had become something to savor. It had fueled his rage and driven his strength higher and higher. The black streaks beneath his skin had twisted through his blood, surging in pleasure at the suffering, and Xandrith had been caught up in that sick and evil power. "Just a little bit more." He'd caught himself whispering as the torturers cut pieces from his body and drove hot nails into the opened wounds. He'd welcomed the troll into him. He'd welcomed the darkness to come and take him. He'd given up on his humanity and succumbed to something vile and grotesque, and that was the worst part of all that had happened. Xandrith had given up. 
No one wanted to hear that story. Xandrith couldn't tell anyone. He didn't want to relive the horror of his own weakness. The assassin had been backed into many corners over the years, but he wasn't one to give up. That had changed in the torture cells. 
A sudden stillness brought Xan to full alert. The night was quieter than it should have been, the woods too still. His back stiffened and his senses heightened, reaching for some sign of what had broken the calm. He considered waking the others, but that thought quickly fled when a man of middling height stepped from the woods in front of him. 
The man was dressed in ranger's clothing, an earth toned and heavy cloak with well fitted leathers beneath. He wore a scimitar at one hip and though he hadn't drawn the weapon, his hand rested easily upon the hilt. His stance was well balanced and relaxed, his eyes cool and confident as he considered Xandrith. In turn, Xan considered him. There was an air of menace about the man, though his eyes did not strike Xandrith as particularly hostile. Xandrith held his hands to his side to show that he wasn't carrying any weapons. 
"Visitors who come in the night and don't announce themselves are difficult to trust." Xandrith said, not bothering to dull his voice. He was hoping the others would wake, but in his peripheral vision he couldn't see them moving. Were they really that exhausted? 
"Assassins and their friends are also difficult to trust." The man spoke, and Xan realized that this man wasn't much more than a boy. Judging by his voice Xan guessed that he was in his mid to late teens. That he knew who Xandrith was, however, was unsettling enough to make up for it. 
"Fair enough. And what brings you to our camp, Little Crow?" Xan asked with his normal, somewhat feral grin. 
"Little Crow?" The ranger asked with a frown. When it was clear Xan wasn't going to reply, he shrugged. "Well, if you insist." Without another hesitation he drew the scimitar from its scabbard. The blade was blacker than the night and seemed to soak up the lesser dark of the evening as it passed through the air. "He brings me here." He gestured at the cursed blade he held in his hand. He was another bonesteel blade carrier.  Xan's senses heightened and he found himself already reaching out to the newcomer, grabbing at the young man's magic.
"If you've come here for trouble, I am certainly capable of providing it." Xanhad gathered enough of the boy’s life that he was ready to fill the air with molten fire at an instant's notice. 
Little Crow shook his head and slid his weapon away. "No, I'm not here for trouble. I'm here to travel with you."
Xan gave a sharp, short laugh. "No, I don't think so. We've already got one cursed blade with us. I don't need a second set of prying eyes following me."
"It's not really optional." Crow smiled. "The sword says I must go with you, and so that's how it is. I could tell it no, and we would fight. In the end I'd end up doing as it wanted anyway, but it would make me regret it first. That's the way of it. Resistance only causes more trouble. You know that as well as I do. The sword told me who you are."
Xan took a step towards the boy. "I could break the hold that blade has on you. The curse is designed to come undone so that the weapon can move from owner to owner. I know the methods to free you from it." If Xandrith wanted to unsettle the boy, he couldn't have picked any better words. Little Crow took three quick steps back, both of his hands gripping the hilt of his weapon. 
"No, no! I need to have the sword. It's a part of me. I would sooner be separated from my head." Crow's face had gone pale, which was particularly strange on his features since he was obviously from the far south-lands. His skin would normally hold a warm brown tone like the tawny hide of a young fawn. 
"So you expect me to just let you travel with us even though you're obviously here to spy on me?" Xan asked, not entirely sure what to make of this situation. 
"My talents could come in handy. Haven't you wondered why your friends aren't awake and coming to your aid?" He said, looking proud of himself as he pressed forward with his resolve to join Xan's company.
Xan didn't answer, though he was curious.
"I can create spots of isolation. I can only fit two or maybe three people inside one, but once inside the rest of the world can't hear us and they tend not to see us either. If they directly run into me or someone I've brought into one of the spots they'll see us, but usually it makes people uninterested." He explained, looking excited at his own abilities. 
"What else can you do?" Xan pressed, knowing that the cursed weapons generally gave multiple abilities. 
Crow laughed. "I'm not going to tell you that. I need to save some secrets for myself. You're a murderer, after all. I don't trust you."
Xandrith nodded. "So, what happens if I refuse to let you travel with us?" The assassin was fairly certain he could guess.
"I'll just follow you, and with my particular talents it won't be difficult to do." The answer was exactly what Xan had anticipated. 
"What if I just kill you here?" Xan asked, and it wasn't a question offered in jest. For the safety of Kassa and Haley, Xan would kill the boy where he stood. 
Crow seemed to be aware that the question wasn't posed mockingly. "You could try, but I'm not easy to kill. If you did manage to take me others would come for you, and they might not come on such friendly terms."
It was an ultimatum. Accept our spy willingly or next time we'll send killers. Xandrith didn't like being given ultimatums. Negotiating in general wasn't his favorite practice, and this was especially true when the other party thought they had the edge. It was clear that the trolls wanted someone with them that they had complete control of. Since Haley was still resisting the bond, she wasn't a reliable source of information. This Little Crow, however, would give them clear insight into exactly what he was doing. They wanted Xan on their side, but if he resisted and it became clear that he was a threat they would already have someone close to him to deal with the problem. 
Xandrith wasn't exactly pleased with this turn of events, but he also couldn't see a better way to deal with the situation. Little Crow was dangerous. His ability made him the perfect spy. Any secrets he wanted to keep from Crow, he'd also have to keep from the others. The boy’s abilities would make it impossible to ever tell anyone anything without knowing for certain if he was listening in. Xan could guess along what lines Little Crow’s other abilities would run from the one he had shown him.
Xandrith looked the young man over again. He could kill him, but who would come next? How many of the cursed blade users were out there waiting to be called to task? He couldn't watch over himself, Kassa, and Haley all the time. Eventually one of those bastards would get through his defenses and one of his friends would die. He felt like his back was up against a wall, but he didn't want Little Crow to know that. 
"Alright, you can travel with us, but if you get on my nerves I'll erase you from existence before you even realize that I'm irritated." Xan said, trying to make his voice as calm and even as possible. 
"You're already irritated." Crow said with a grin.
"Yeah, but I wouldn't push that point." Xandrith replied coldly. "You're going to have to make your own peace with the others. I certainly can't vouch for you. I don't trust you. In fact, I'm certain that you pose a greater threat to my friends and I than most."
Crow shrugged indifferently. "I don't hold any malice towards you or your two friends. This isn't my choice at all, but you know how it is. The blade demands and I must listen. It doesn't necessarily have to be an unpleasant experience. We haven't given up hope that you'll see which side is the proper one."
Xandrith could almost feel bad for the young man. He was a slave to a dark purpose and he felt there was no way out. Of course Xan had offered him a way out, but he was too addicted to the power of the bonesteel blade to accept it. However, the fact that Little Crow posed a direct threat lessened the degree to which Xandrith felt sympathetic. 
"How many of the tasks set to you by the blade turn out to be pleasant experiences?" Xandrith asked, well aware that he was pushing his luck with the kid. 
Crow frowned and looked away. "Not every single task ends badly."
Xandrith nodded. "Of course, but if you get any impulses that involve hurting me or my companions, this one will end badly for you. So let's try and be friends for as long as that's possible, alright?"
The young man looked back at Xandrith and smiled again. "Friends? This world doesn't have room to spare for friends, but I'm all for staying on good terms for as long as possible." With that he sat down on the ground across from where Kassa and Haley slept and the entire world seemed to wake up again as he did. The normal sounds of the night resumed. 
Little Crow was a dangerous one, despite his age. Xandrith was suddenly quite certain that he wouldn't be getting any sleep that night. The young blade wielder, for his part, curled up in his cloak and seemed to drift off to sleep almost immediately. It was a dangerous thing to do in a camp full of enemies, but obviously Crow felt he didn't have anything to worry about. Either he trusted Xan not to dispatch him in the night, or he was confident enough in his own abilities not to be afraid. In the first case he was a fool, and in the latter he was a cocky fool. Xan grumbled quietly to himself as he leaned against a tree, keeping his eyes on the newcomer. It was going to be a damn long night. 
 
Xandrith woke Kassa up shortly before dawn. "Kas, we should talk." He whispered into her ear as he gently shook her shoulder. Kassa snapped awake instantly, her eyes alert and her hand falling towards the place on her hip where Xan would have kept his knives. She looked at Xan for a moment and then sat up. 
"What's wrong?" She asked, automatically picking up on the urgency in Xan's quiet tones. She drew herself to her feet, though it only took her a second to see the extra figure in their camp. "Who?"
"He's our new travel companion. He has a cursed blade and it sent him here to keep tabs on us." Xandrith explained quickly. 
"And you're just going to let him go with us? Xan, that's stupid." Kassa didn't seem particularly amused. 
"We're not being given a choice. He'll follow us if I try to send him away, and if I kill him, the cursed blades will send more. They won’t be as friendly, and we won't know when or where they'll come from. I'm choosing the enemy we can see over the enemy we can't." 
Kassa sighed deeply and rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. "This doesn't make things any easier. Is this going to interfere with our plans?" She paused for a moment as confusion set in upon her before adding. "What are our plans?"
Xandrith looked over at the apparently sleeping figure of Little Crow and then back at Kassa in a meaningful way before saying in a clear voice. "I don't know."
The former guard nodded her head in understanding, though the expression on her face told Xan that she wasn't particularly happy to be on the outside of whatever plan Xandrith was cooking up. Haley chose the following moment to get up. She stretched and got to her feet, the fox mask somehow perfectly conveying her expression of groggy resignation. Xandrith moved quickly to intercept her before she noticed the newcomer, but he didn't make it in time. Little Crow hopped from the place he had been apparently sleeping and came to his feet lightly. He stood up and dusted himself off as Haley watched in apparent horror from a few feet away. Xandrith saw her reaching for her knives. 
"Haley!" Xan called out. "This is Little Crow. He'll be traveling with us." He was looking to quickly head-off any hostilities before they broke out. 
Haley looked back and forth between Xan and the interloper as if trying to decide whether she was still asleep or simply losing her mind. She was probably wondering where a newcomer would appear from in the middle of the night. Xandrith debated how much he should tell the impulsive young woman. It wasn't that he didn't trust Haley, but she was young and rash, and she might do something without thinking the consequences through. Xan decided quickly to leave off the part about him being a spy. 
"He's a blade wielder, like us, and he has business in the direction we're traveling. There is safety in numbers." Xandrith said as way of explanation. He watched Haley's face for a change of expression. She'd let go of her knife, but he could tell she was still tense. 
Little Crow gave an exaggerated bow and a flirtatious smirk. "Haley, it is a pleasure to meet a sister of the blades. I hope we'll have occasion to become much closer as we travel together." He paused for a moment before adding. "You know you don't need to wear a plague mask, right? The infestation won't go after black blades."
Haley took a step back and reached for her mask, not to remove it, but as if to hold it in place. "I prefer to be safe." She replied quietly. It was only too obvious to Xan why she would refuse an offer to take off her mask. Safe or not from the plague, the mask allowed her to hide her scars. 
Little Crow shrugged. "Then it is the world's loss. A beautiful young lady shouldn't go around hiding her face."
This earned a frown from Haley. She turned her back on Crow and stalked off into the woods to take care of her morning business. Xandrith shook his head sadly. 
"You had better watch your tongue, Little Crow. Haley is sensitive about her looks." Xandrith said quietly so as not to be heard by his recently departed apprentice. 
"Young women are always sensitive about their looks, but they're never as bad as they think." Crow answered with a smile that was a little too confident and cocky. 
Xandrith took a step towards the interloper. "Most young women weren't held down and mutilated with red hot brands by a rapist leaving them badly scarred for the rest of their life." Perhaps he shouldn't have said it with such a threatening overtone, but Xan couldn't help himself. He wanted to knock the cocky little bastard on his ass. It took a great deal of restraint not to do it physically.
Crow's smile faltered and fell off his face. "I'm sorry." He said quickly. Xan couldn't tell whether he was sincere or merely a good actor. "I had no way of knowing. I'll apologize when she ..."
Xandrith shook his head quickly. "Don't apologize. Just leave it be. Haley is a capable young woman and there is a lot to respect and admire about her. Judge her on what she has made of herself and you may eventually remove your foot from your mouth. If you try to apologize she'll just know that I told you what happened to her, and then she'll resent you for knowing. Assuming you're around long enough, she will tell you what she wants you to know."
Crow gave a single nod and then slunk off to the other side of the camp looking like a kid who'd just been scolded by his parents. Xandrith sighed in frustration. Young people could be a pain in the ass. They were too impulsive and emotionally volatile. Xandrith felt like a nanny.
 
 
***
 
Haley trudged angrily through the woods, Crow's stupid attempt at flattery burning through her mind like a ball of molten metal. "Beautiful young lady." What did he know? She should have taken her mask off right then and shown him exactly how beautiful she really was. It would have been satisfying to see the look of horror on his face when he saw the pink and red scar running down over her eye, through her cheek, and destroying the soft pink flesh of her lips. Satisfying and heartbreaking. Haley had never quite hardened her heart to those looks. Xandrith never seemed to see her scars when he looked at her face, and Kassa didn't seem to notice them anymore either, but strangers always looked and their eyes had nothing kind to say. 
Beauty isn't as important as strength. The axe spoke smoothly in her own voice. If all you want is for men to use you and women to hate you, then beauty is fine. If you want respect, power, and the ability to carve your own path through the world, strength is what you really need.
"What good is being strong if you have to stand alone all the time?" Haley asked aloud, her voice sounding weak in her ears. "I just want to smile at someone and not have them turn away from me. I want to be normal."
Do you think Xandrith would like you more if you were normal? He is a man who understands strength. If you really want to win his heart, that is the way to do it. Prove that you can be as strong as he is.
Haley frowned. "Just stop it. I'm not going to win his heart. He has Kassa, and he'll love her until his heart stops in his chest. I'm just a kid to him. I'm happy to just be his friend."
Liar. I know your heart, Haley, better than even you do. The voice, so much like her own, was dark and whispery. I have seen your dreams, the sweetest and the most depraved. You want him. You want him to want you. You love him.
"It doesn't matter what I ..." Haley began, but she didn't get anything else out before the voice of the axe broke in. I'm telling you it does! With me you can get what you want. We could make Xandrith grovel at our feet and beg for a moment of our touch!
Haley's cheeks blushed as vivid images flooded through her mind, scenes from dreams she'd have never dared speak of and fragments of imagery she didn't even fully understand. "That's not what I ..." She began to protest, but the images intensified and she suddenly felt light headed and warm. "Please, stop." The words came out softly, barely a breath, and then the images were gone and Haley found herself standing on shaking legs and leaning against a tree. 
Those are not lies, Haley. You could have all of that and more. I can help you reach your full potential. 
Haley used a sleeve to wipe sweat from her brow and forced herself to stand up straight, though her legs were still shaking. "Leave me alone!" She snapped, putting as much strength into the words as she could muster. It wasn't easy to deny the axe. The promises it made tugged at her heart and drove a fierce craving through her body that felt almost beyond control. Everything it offered was so enticing, but she couldn't allow herself to submit to the will of the cursed weapon.
"Leave me alone!" She shouted again, and with that the pressure in her mind seemed to lift and drift away. The axe was gone again.  
 
***
 
 A week on the road did little to ease Xan's discomfort about their new companion. Little Crow seemed only too happy to shatter every silence and to pry into every conversation that started in his vicinity. He was never rude and he never intentionally sought hostility, but Xan found his mere presence something of an irritation. Perhaps it was the easy way that Kassa seemed to take to the young man, or the equally easy way even Haley seemed to have in conversing with the newcomer. It rankled the assassin. He was spying on them for the trolls, but he laughed and joked around with the women as though they'd long been friends. That level of association hadn't been nearly as easy for Xandrith to achieve. It had taken him years to learn how to be charismatic, and it still felt like a farce every time he attempted it. The brat was really good with people, and in Xandrith's opinion it didn't seem like just an act. 
"Don't you agree?" Crow's voice broke his circle of rage and brought Xan's attention back to the present.
"What? No. Shut up." Xan snapped back, unsure of what he'd just disagreed with, but positive it had seemed as irrational as it had sounded when he'd said it. "Maybe." He added a moment later, and then to change the subject he latched on to something else. "The roads have been too quiet lately. Has anyone else noticed that?"
The fox and the wolf, Haley and Kassa, were looking at him as though he'd lost his mind, but his oh-so-great friend Crow was ready to back him up. "Yes, we haven't seen another person in four days. I was wondering about that as well."
Xandrith tried not to frown. "With Spring well onto us, there really should be more travelers on these roads. Tradesman should be heading out to the small towns in the area and delivering seed to local farms."
"Maybe it's because we're so far north." Kassa offered. 
Xandrith shook his head. "No, this is unnatural even for this far north. This is either the plague or the trolls. It might be both." He wasn't sure whether he was really happy with the direction his change of subject had taken them. 
"We are drawing near Yillan Reach as well, if I'm not mistaken. I've heard that area has become a dead zone." Little Crow said in an off-handed way, as though his statement was just a subtle curiosity.
The assassin had neatly glossed over that fact. He had, in fact, gone out of his way to keep the exact destination of their journey completely secret. He suspected that Little Crow already knew where they were headed, or was at least was suspicious, but he wasn't about to give the spy any additional hints. 
"Are we?" Xan replied evenly. "I'd thought we were still well north of the Reach."
"Yes, we are about three days north of Yillan Reach, but we've been traveling due south for the last few hours. I'm certain you have no intention of taking us any closer to the city, though. It would be quite dangerous. In fact, we might already be a little too close for comfort's sake." Crow kept up his guise of concerned impartiality.
Kassa and Haley had gone stubbornly quiet. They no doubt suspected what Xandrith had in mind, but there hadn't exactly been an opportunity to discuss the details of his plans with Little Crow hovering about constantly. As far as Xandrith was concerned, he only had one remaining responsibility in the coming war. He needed to retrieve the Great Vault and to free the creature sleeping within. Whatever it was that slept within the vault, it was the only possible force that could resist the chaotic god-thing that the trolls were helping rise to power. 
There was a possibility that years of imprisonment in the Great Vault had driven the once peaceful inhabitant mad, but the assassin was working with limited resources. He could try to kill the god-like being the trolls were raising on his own, a task which was beyond impossible when the creature could literally rip him from the fabric of creation. Or he could free the only creature of equal power that might be able to protect the world it had created, assuming it wasn't too insane to do so. Of course, retrieving the Great Vault meant walking directly into the center of Yillan Reach. 
The Reach had been overrun by the mechanna monsters. These were created from the fusing of maddened drayid, a race imprisoned in darkness and desolation by the mages, with the poor masters of metal and flesh who had once been peaceful craftsmen in their own right. The resulting creatures were mixtures of dead flesh and metal and insane from the suffering of their imprisonment. They sought only to devour more flesh and free more of their kind from the prison of the Great Vault. They were impossible to negotiate with. Anything they wanted they took by force. They could steal knowledge by possessing those with the information they needed, and they only had to tie a small amount of mechanna craftsmanship to a body to allow them to gain control. Leading his friends back towards Yillan Reach was dangerous. Last time Xandrith had entered the city he'd lost Kassa, and here he was leading her and now Haley back to that cursed place. 
Xandrith stopped in his tracks and turned to face Little Crow. "Let's stop playing this game, Crow. You know what is happening here. Speak your mind."
Crow met Xan's gaze for a second and then shrugged. "I know you plan on looking for something called the Great Vault, and that if you find it you're going to summon an insane god from his slumber. In the process of doing this, you're going to lead all of our friends into a situation in which they could suffer a fate far worse than death."
Every word of it was truth, damn him. "We are hardly your friends, and none of you need to go to the Reach with me. I left by myself so that I wouldn't risk anyone's life in my endeavor but my own. You can all turn back if you want."
Haley was the first to speak up. There was a fierceness in her voice. "We've come this far, Xandrith. I won't turn around now. I don't know if what you're doing is right, but you're my friend and I'm going to fight by your side."
Kassa was next, and her voice was quieter, calmer, but equally steadfast. "I know only too well what happened last time we went to the Reach, but that isn't stopping me. I believe in you, Xan, and I believe in what you're trying to do. I'm afraid, but only a fool wouldn't be."
All eyes fell on Crow. He held up his hands, palms open. "I didn't say I wanted to turn back, but I felt like we needed to get that out in the open.  So all of you are really alright with this waking a mad god idea? No second thoughts from anyone?" Crow's eyes went from one to the other of the companions, the gray pupils a familiar echo of Xan's and Haley's, though Xan was short one gray eye these days. Xandrith noted that Haley looked away as Crow looked in her direction. She had doubts. Xan didn't begrudge her those doubts, and didn't believe for a second that she would turn her back on him, but he did take mental note of it. 
The only one of his companions that he really didn't trust was Crow, and that was for obvious reasons. Little Crow would try and stop him at some point. What Xan was doing was in direct opposition to the trolls, and it was only a matter of time before their agent would have to make a move. The assassin would need to be watchful.
"The alternative to waking a mad god is letting the world succumb to the chaos that the trolls and their god will bring about, Crow. Is that something you want?" It was a question that Xan had asked himself on several occasions.
"I'm simply advising that we choose the enemy we can see over the enemy we cannot." Crow said with a knowing smile and a wink, echoing Xan's words from the day after he'd first joined the group. Those were words that Crow shouldn't have been able to hear, and yet he repeated them with a confidence that told Xandrith he wasn't simply pulling them from thin air. He was letting Xan know that he was always listening. 
"You're choosing the overwhelming enemy that we know is coming, over the only possible ally we might have, baby bird. It is a difference you desperately need to understand. The trolls and their god will destroy us all. At least with the creature in the Vault we can hope he might show some mercy towards us." Xan's voice had gone flat as he fought with a desire to lay Crow out cold. The boy was a fool, and he was dangerous, and as Xan became agitated Crow only seemed more dangerous in his eyes.
"In all I'd heard about you, Xandrith, I never thought I'd discover that you were the type who would grovel for mercy at the feet of someone with more power for protection. You aren't the man I thought you were. And I think I prefer 'Little Crow' to 'baby bird.'" Crow's voice had lost its playful edge as well. A war of wills was building quickly. There was a heavy tension hanging in the air between them. Xandrith thought he could sense impending violence. He'd been a better judge of such things before the splitting that had resurrected Kassa, but he'd have to be dead to miss the hostility hanging in the air now.
"Boys." Kassa broke the dangerous silence. "Now isn't the time for these kinds of arguments. Crow, you can leave whenever you want. Haley and I have already said we're with Xandrith on this, so you can either go with us or go on your own way. There is no point in arguing over this. Our path is set."
Her words shattered the impending violence. Crow smiled his cocky, assured grin. It reminded Xan a little of his own mask of a smirk, but there was more honesty in Crow's face. He was young enough to still feel the mirth of his own self-assurance. "You're right, of course. We mustn't let our convictions get in the way of the friendship we're building here. We have more time to discuss matters. Nothing is set in stone yet."
He was wrong, of course. Xandrith could see it, and he guessed Crow probably knew it as well. They were destined for a confrontation. Crow was at the whim of the blade, and Xandrith couldn't allow the trolls to get their way. Those facts wouldn't change. However, before their final showdown could occur they would have to deal with a more pressing situation. 
Xandrith hadn't alerted the others, but he was only too aware that they'd picked up a couple followers in the previous hour. He wasn't entirely certain he knew how he could sense them, but he could feel the presence of the mechanna-drayid creatures that were following them. They were like soft, barely noticeable wafts of magical energy that sometimes stirred the hairs on the back on his neck. He hadn't yet seen them in the open, or heard them, or even seen the signs of their passage. Still, he knew they were out there and following him and the others using the same senses by which he was able to identify their presence. Crow knew that they were getting close to Yillan Reach, but Xandrith doubted he knew that the Reach was already coming for them. Xandrith wasn't going to tell him either. He wasn't going to do anything that might provoke the young blade keeper to take immediate action. If Crow was aware that they were already being followed, he might push forward whatever agenda he had. Keeping the others in the dark was an unfortunate side effect. 
"Have you thought about how we're going to get inside?" Kassa asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence. "The route we took out isn't going to be an option this time, and I'm not sure we'll be able to just walk in the front door like we did last time either. Even if we could, I'm not sure we should."
Xandrith nodded his agreement before speaking. He'd actually put a great deal of thought into that exact problem. He'd come up with a possible solution, but he was still debating it internally. There was a magical method that could be used to get him and his companions directly through the walls of the Reach without needing to enter through the gates. The magic was an old forbidden spell, one of the ones he'd found in the deepest depths of his mental catalogue of spells. When he'd freed Kassa from her living death and broken the bonesteel blade that had been a part of him, he'd gained access to what was the equivalent of an entire library of magical techniques and powers. Unfortunately, like a library, he couldn't just pull what he needed at any given moment from the tomes. He had to know where to look and what he was looking for. After he found what he needed, he could perform any spell he drew forth, but not necessarily with the finesse of a skilled user. 
The spell he'd found to breach the walls of the Reach was one he'd stumbled upon while his mind wandered aimlessly within the darkness of his cell at the mage's prison. It was known as a Tesserect passage.  Two distant points could be magically connected allowing someone to pass from one to the other without interference from any form of obstruction or distance between them. The space between the two points was irrelevant. From one end of the passage to the other, it always took about a quarter of a day to pass through the connecting tunnel. This would make the trip through the wall take longer than it should, but it would also allow them to enter at any point they chose. Of course there were risks. There was a reason the Tesserect passages had become forbidden magic even though they might have otherwise changed the world for the better. 
Sometimes people who entered one end of the passage never exited the other. Tesserect, the man who'd first discovered the magic, had said that the passages within the tunnels were never the same even between two fixed points, and that he sensed a hostility in the walls. For all of that, he made many trips through the tunnels himself until he finally failed to exit on one occasion. This was all part of the knowledge of the spell, and yet Xandrith was still considering the passages. Tesserect had made nearly twenty trips before he’d vanished, and Xan was wagering that his group could make at least one. 
"I have a way inside. It will alleviate the risk of the mechanna monsters following us, or cornering us, but it leaves us open to other risks." Xandrith hesitated for a moment before sharing the rest of his plan. "There is an old magic that serves to make a passage between points, but the knowledge I have about the actual nature of the passageways is somewhat limited. There are risks. Once inside the passageways magic stops working, and sometimes people go into these things and don't come out the other side. As far as I know, groups should be able to use these passageways as long as they stay close together and keep moving forward. You can't go backwards once you start through, and the passages themselves were considered hostile by the man who discovered them, a mage named Tesserect."
"That doesn't sound good." Haley noted quietly, her fox-mask expression showing a hint of anxiety. 
"I'll second that." Crow piped in, always eager to be a dissenting opinion. Xandrith hadn’t felt any agitation from Haley’s comment, but it was different coming from her. When Haley said she thought something didn’t sound good, she was saying that she was worried. When Crow agreed, he was turning Haley’s words into a rebellion against Xan’s authority. Xan was about to snap at him, but Kassa entered the conversation first. 
"As one of the two people here who have actually been in and out of the Reach since its fall, I'm going to agree with any idea that gets us past those things without a direct conflict. They are dangerous and there are a lot of them. I doubt they've gotten any less dangerous since the last time we entered that place. We don't know exactly what sort of mess we're in for, and I'd rather not take it on by fighting through the paths that it knows and controls." Kassa said casually. "I'm not particularly eager to be dead again."
Xan grinned, though he wasn't entirely feeling it. "See, guys, Kassa doesn't want to be dead and she's going with my plan. How bad could it be?"
Crow frowned and Xan could see the signs of him having an eternal conversation. "These Tesserect passages, I don't think we should use them. I think they're more dangerous than you're letting on. Why did Tesserect abandon his research?" 
Xan shrugged. "He didn't abandon his research." It wasn't precisely a lie. 
"I'm pretty sure he did." The younger man replied smugly. The blade was feeding him information about things he had no right knowing. 
"He didn't abandon his research. He disappeared into one of his own passageways and never came back out." Xan explained with a sigh.
Haley and Kassa looked shocked. "You weren't going to mention that?" Haley asked, but Kassa kept quiet.
"I told you that people go in and don't come out sometimes. Tesserect went through his passageways twenty times before he vanished. We only need to make the trip one time, maybe twice if we don't find another way out of Yillan Reach once we're inside. I would take the Tesserect path ten times in a row before I'd even consider heading into the Reach through one of the paths that the mechanna-creatures know about." Xandrith tried to explain to the others. He hadn't even considered his slight omission of Tesserect's vanishing an important piece of information. Damn Crow for playing that against him. Xandrith locked eyes with the other and Crow refused to look away. The boy was trouble. A deep inner hostility roared to life in the assassin, angry and irrational. 
"Well I'm not passing through one of those passages." Crow declared, still staring straight at Xandrith. 
"Then don't. I didn't exactly invite you along, did I? You're welcome to leave this group anytime you want to." Xan wasn't able to work all of the agitation from his voice. His boiling aggression was getting difficult to swallow in regards to their little tag-along.
Crow snapped straight, his back poised, his hand hovering over his weapon's hilt. Xandrith went still. Was this the moment he'd been waiting for? He wished he still had his old sense for impending violence, his internal warning system that things were past the point of return. Xan slowly began to gather magic, pulling it from the plants around him and from the boy, Crow. 
"I would be a fool to follow you through those passageways, and so would anyone else. You're going to get us all killed." Crow's voice had taken on a rough tone and he took another step towards Xan, his hand inching towards the handle of his fighting steel. "You've lost your mind, Xandrith. The mages tortured your senses out of you." His hand touched the hilt of his weapon and Xan snapped. A lot was different for Xan since the loss of his fighting ability, but the brutality of his responses had not lessened. His arsenal was limited, but what he knew he used effectively.
Xandrith lashed out with his magic, grabbing Crow from his feet and slamming him into a tree trunk with enough force to rattle the entire plant. Kassa screamed at the sudden explosion of violence, jumping forward to grab at Xan's arm and try to hold him back as though physical restraint might actually stop him. Haley seemed to vanish into the background. Crow's scimitar hung loosely from his hand, still in his grip only because it was dangling from his fingertips. Xandrith's power pulsed up from his chest and flooded through his body, feeding into the hunger of his troll side. Violence. It demanded violence. Never was the darkness harder to control than when he embraced the red magic of his lineage while giving into his rage and violence. He reached deep inside of himself and grabbed for fire. He didn't want just a hot, red flame that would slowly burn Little Crow to a cinder. He reached deeper for the dark black and white roaring flames of the true fire, a flame that would turn flesh to ash and bone to dust. He clawed at the power, feeding on Crow's life as he cloaked himself in energy. 
"Die." He whispered the word as Kassa clawed and pulled at him trying to get him to stop. He was lost, though. He'd gone too deep into his magic, too deep into his hate for Crow. He released the fire within him, and that is when something went terribly wrong. There was a terrible, loud, rending explosion and the world seemed to reject him, throwing Xan into the air like a child's play thing. A concussion tore through his body, and when it hit his head consciousness swept away from the assassin. He never felt himself hit the ground.
 



 
 
Chapter 2
Everything Wants Us Dead
Xan returned to the world of the living with a groan and a half-hearted propping open of his better eye. Every muscle in his body ached and his left shoulder was sending an uncomfortable spasm through his collar bone. It was either dislocated, broken, or otherwise severely beaten. A shadow fell over him, blocking out the sun that he hadn't really registered as being up. He ignored the shadow for a minute while he tried to decide if he actually wanted to move anymore than he already had. The shadow didn't ignore him, however.
"I was worried about you." Kassa's voice slipped quietly over him like a comforting blanket. For a moment his pain didn't seem so bad. Her presence alone helped him calm down and gave him some anchor by which he might find a place of reason in his world. 
"I think I was struck down by an angry god." Xan grunted as he pushed himself into a sitting position. Slowly he was rebuilding the course of events that had led to his black out. "Do gods take pity on loud mouth, annoying brats these days? None of them ever took pity on me, and I am arguably still a loud mouth, annoying brat."
Kassa reached down a hand and helped Xan fight his way back to a standing position. The world swam and churned as he got to both of his legs, regretting his decision to regain consciousness. Oblivion had been much less nauseating. 
"Haley claims she broke the magic you were about to unleash. I'm no expert on those kinds of things so I couldn't tell you what actually happened, but she certainly feels responsible." Kassa was brushing the dirt off of Xandrith as she spoke. "All I know is you had that Crow kid pinned to a tree and you looked like you were going to kill him.  There was a loud crackling snap, like thunder, and then you went flying through the air."
Xan nodded numbly. "Haley said she could do that, but I wasn’t sure I believed her." The assassin looked around the campsite. They were in the same place they'd been before he blacked out. He noted the absence of Haley and Crow and a sharp panic took hold of him. "Where did she go? She didn't leave with that kid, did she?" 
Kassa put a hand on Xan's shoulder. "Calm down Xan. She went for a walk and Crow offered to accompany her. I don't believe he means her any harm. In fact, I think he might be honestly thankful for her stepping in and saving his life."
Xandrith was still agitated. "I don't trust her being alone with him. Crow is bad news. He's a slave to the trolls."
Kassa nodded her reply. "And he's a young man who is trapped into a fate that he doesn't really have any control over. Haley is the same way. They both have those cursed weapons. You hold that against Crow, but you don't see Haley the same way. She is just as much a threat as he is, Xan."
"Haley would never ..." Xan began to retort, but Kassa cut him off with a finger over his lips.
"I'm not implying that Haley would intentionally betray us, but she's under the sway of that weapon as much as Crow is. It listens through her, and it becomes a stronger influence on her the longer it’s with her. Neither of them are their own people as long as they carry those blades. You should know that better than anyone." Kassa's voice was that of reason, and Xandrith knew it. That didn't mean he enjoyed hearing it. 
"I'm not sure I'm fully in control of my anger anymore." Xandrith said quietly, and he let himself slump to the ground. He was done standing. Kassa sat down next to him and put her arm around his shoulder. "When I use my magic while I'm angry or for violence it threatens to burn me up. I feel like a leaf caught in a stream being pulled away. I need the power to do what I must do, but the more I use, the more afraid of it I become. Kassa, what am I supposed to do?" Speaking the truth was difficult. 
Kassa squeezed Xan's shoulders, pulling him close to her. "We'll keep going Xan, and when you lose control, I'll pull you back. If you're ever not sure about something, just listen to me and I'll help you find your way back. I'm not going to let you go."
Xandrith chuckled softly. "Our positions have changed. I thought I was the one that was supposed to be saving damsels in distress."
Kassa's wolf-mask features smiled. She reached back behind her head and pulled the mask free, exposing her real smile behind the mask. Xandrith was immediately stricken by how beautiful and honest her face was, and he was stunned to find out just how much he'd missed seeing her real features. The mask didn't entirely hide the Kassa he knew, but seeing her warm eyes staring back at him from her beneath her smooth brow was unmistakably wonderful. She reached out a hand and touched the stubble on his chin that was slowly growing back into a beard. 
"You make a gruff damsel." Kassa's voice was light and warmed by her smile. "But I guess I'll have to make do." She leaned in closer, her face bare inches from Xandrith's, and suddenly he was only too aware of what she intended. He leaned forward himself, his lips already tingling in expectation. He'd pictured them doing this exact thing many times, but this would be the first time they'd ever been so intimate. She was so close to him, her eyes locked on his, and he could feel her breath against his lips.
 
***
 
Haley walked through the dense brush, mindful of her direction of travel. She needed space and time to think, and she wasn't going to get that with Xan crumpled on the ground looking completely broken by the force of the magic that she'd so abruptly snapped off. She could have killed him. That realization struck her for a third time, and it hit every bit as hard as it had the first. She'd almost killed Xandrith with her power. He'd been on the verge of killing Crow, but that didn't change the fact that she'd used her own power against Xan's, and she'd gone too far. Why had she even interfered on the new-comers behalf?
She didn't owe anything to the tag-along, but when she'd seen the magic gathering around Xandrith she'd reacted on instinct. She hadn't wanted him to kill Crow, and it had been so easy to reach out and snap the currents of his spell as it formed. She hadn't even known what spell she had been breaking, but she'd torn it apart anyway. When black fired had erupted from the ground at Xandrith's feet she'd thought he was dead. He'd been lifted from the ground and tossed away as though he weighed nothing at all. And what had she done instead of going to him? She'd stood there, dumbfounded at the outcome of her tampering. Kassa, who had only just managed to avoid the blast of the refracting magic herself, had gone to Xan's side. 
Haley couldn't do it herself. She'd been the one who'd caused the damage. She couldn't bring herself to go and see up close what she'd done. He's dead. She'd thought over and over again. I've killed him. It had felt like ages before Kassa looked up and announced that Xan was alive, just unconscious. Relief had been mixed with a rush of self-loathing and bitterness. Without another thought she'd turned and started to walk away.
"Where are you going?" Kassa had called after her.
"I didn't mean to hurt him. I only broke his spell. I just ... I need a moment. I'm going for a walk." Haley's answer had been half-hearted, numb. She didn't know what to say, or what she should do. She'd only known she couldn't be there with Xan after she'd betrayed him so deeply. She wanted to blame her cursed axe, but she knew that it wasn't the troll-blade's fault. She'd acted on her own. She hadn't intended to hurt Xan, only to stop him from killing Crow, but what good were intentions with an outcome as violent as the one she'd perpetrated? 
"Are you alright?" A male voice broke her train of thought and she spun on the new comer, drawing the knife at her side in one fluid motion. When she saw who it was she slipped the dagger back into its scabbard. 
"Go away, Crow. I want to be alone." She tried to keep her exasperation from her voice. 
Instead of retreating, Crow took a step forward. "Sometimes it's better to be alone with someone around to keep you company."
Haley scowled at the young man. "That's the dumbest thing I've heard in a long time."
Crow just shrugged. "I wanted to thank you for saving my life."
Haley held up a hand and waved it dismissively. She didn't really want to have his thanks, and she certainly didn’t feel that she deserved thanks for the injury she’d caused her friend. "Xandrith would have regretted it. I didn't want to see him upset."
"Why are you so obsessed with the assassin?" Crow asked suddenly. The words struck Haley like knives. Was her infatuation that obvious? It couldn't be. She'd gone out of her way to avoid showing her feelings for Xan. 
"I'm not obsessed with Xan. He's my friend. He saved my life." Haley shook her head as she spoke, as if the physical denial would make her words more acute and less of a lie. 
Crow smiled. "I'm young, but I'm not stupid Haley. I know love when I see it. The way you look at him makes it clear that you have feelings for him."
Haley leaned against a nearby tree and let out a sigh. "It doesn't matter if I do have feelings for him or not." It felt surprisingly good to be talking about these troubling emotions, even if it was with Crow. "He loves Kassa, and I'm just a little girl to him. He'll never see me as a woman."
Crow shrugged. "He's old. You can do better than him."
A frown creased Haley's features, pulling at the scar on her face. "Xandrith might be older than us, but he's a good person. He's given a lot to fight for people who have never done anything but hurt him. He is kind, and when he looks at me, he doesn't just see me as a burnt freak."
"I'm not here to fight about Xan. Obviously he and I have gotten off on the wrong foot, but I still think you could do better than him. People can look past scars. I may get ahead of myself with my tongue sometimes, but I believe in beauty that transcends the skin. A warm heart can make all the difference in the world." Crow's words were spoken with surprising grace and subtlety. It was a strange side of the young swordsman. 
"That's easy to say when you don't live behind scars, Crow." Haley replied sadly.
Crow reached for the clasp at his cloak, undoing it and tossing the fabric aside. With his cloak cast away he began to undo the buttons on his shirt. 
"What are you doing?" Haley asked in shock, taking a step back. 
Crow didn't speak, but he finished unbuttoning his shirt and took it off. Haley was shocked by what she saw. The young man's entire torso was covered in terrible looking scars, twisted flesh that looked as though it had been repeatedly torn and mended. "I know about scars, Haley. My father hated me. He believed my mother had conceived me with another man, and he let me know it every single day of my life. He wouldn't hurt me where others might see it, but most of my body beneath my clothes looks like this. He started with beatings with leather straps, and moved on to cutting me with knives and rubbing salt into the wounds. My mother refused to help me, and I had nowhere to go." Crow pulled his shirt back over his scars and started to redo the buttons. 
Silence settled between the two of them for a moment, but finally Haley found words. "I'm sorry. I didn't know."
Crow was putting his cloak back on. "There isn't anything to be sorry about. Do you want other people to treat you differently because of your scars?" He didn't wait for an answer. "I don't either. I'm not my scars, and you're not either."
Haley hesitated a moment, but finally she reached back behind her enchanted plague mask and pulled it free. The air against her skin was colder than she had expected it to be as the thin protection fell away from her skin, exposing her flesh to the bitter cold of a northern night. Crow was watching her expectantly, and his intense gaze made the young woman nervous. As light struck her bare skin she felt a moment of anxiety and wished that she'd had hair long enough to cover the ruined side of her face, but that would have made her removal of the mask a pointless gesture. She watched Crow as intently as he was watching her, waiting for him to flinch away or for that all too familiar look of disgust to play across his face. None of that happened. 
"It's not so bad." He said after a moment. "You're actually quite beautiful, and younger than I thought you were."
Haley felt her cheeks flush. "No one will mistake me for beautiful, but thank you." Haley slid her mask back into place. "I'm not showing you the rest of my scars." She added the last with a wry grin. 
Crow chuckled. "But I showed you mine. Isn't it only fair?" 
"Maybe you're as bad Xan thinks you are after all." Haley replied teasingly.
Crow's laughter was light and natural. "No doubt about that." After a moment his face turned serious. "It's not my place to pry, but I thought maybe you'd want to talk about the cursed blades. You've heard Xan's take on the weapons, but have you talked to any of the others?"
Haley immediately went on the defensive. "The blade is evil. There isn't anything else to talk about."
"Evil isn't real. Good and evil are just matters of perspective. Yes, the blades are troll magic, but what is evil about helping you become stronger?" Crow spoke nonchalantly. "The blades have a purpose, and of course you’re expected to aid that purpose, but they also work on your behalf. Mine has saved my life a number of times."
"The trolls hate humanity, Crow. If you work with the blade, you're working against your own people." Haley wasn't happy with this new direction of conversation. 
Crow shook his head. "I don't believe that for a second, and if it came down to a point where I did believe I was doing something completely wrong I could stop myself. I am still in control of myself, Haley. Do I seem like a bad person to you?"
The last statement froze Haley's response in her mouth. Was Crow a bad person? He didn't seem evil. He was kind, and he had much in common with her. He hadn't hurt anyone. He'd bonded with his bonesteel blade, yet he seemed to remain himself. Was Xan's weariness of the blades really justified? The assassin was paranoid, but was his paranoia correct? Haley recalled a moment from long before when Xandrith had been terrified that the blade would cause him to hurt her. That fear had been real in his eyes. The blades would hurt people without even thinking twice, and they could force their wielders to do things completely against their will.
"No. I don't think you're a bad person Crow, but the blades can make you do bad things. If they gain control over you, they won't hesitate to hurt those you care about if they get in the way." Haley spoke firmly.
"Maybe, but if you can get your friends to see reason the blade won't have any reason to want to hurt them, and it could even help you save them. Haley, if you really want Xandrith to see you as strong and independent then you'll need every bit of help you can get. And I don't want to see you hurt either. You would be so much stronger with a full bond." 
Crow's words made a strange kind of sense. If Haley accepted the blade, she would be stronger. She would be better able to fight for her friends and protect them. A small voice in the back of her mind also noted that she would be more like Kassa, independent and strong. Xan might even notice her as a woman. That voice, Haley wondered, had it been hers or the blade’s? She wasn't certain, but the idea excited her. What was the downside if she could still control herself and her actions as Crow had said? Maybe Xan had only felt as though the blade could take him over. Had it ever really had any control over him beyond threats and suggestion? She had Xan's words, and she didn't believe he would lie, but it might be different for her. She felt confident that she could control the axe. 
Crow spoke, breaking her from her thoughts. "We should return to camp. I didn't mean to upset you. You make your own choices. I was just giving you my thoughts on the matter." He seemed almost apologetic. 
Haley shook her head. "No, it's alright. It's good to have another opinion to consider. Thank you." They spent the return journey in easy conversation. It seemed as though the tension that had existed between them had evaporated, and a sort of relaxed friendship had settled in its place. To Haley, Crow's acceptance of her scars made him every bit as much a part of the group as Kassa and Xandrith. In fact, Crow was even easier for her to relate to. He was much closer to her age, and she felt like an equal when she spoke to him.  To Crow she was a woman as much as he was a man. They were adults, not children that needed to be looked after. It felt liberating to know that at least one of her companions viewed her as an equal. Crow was a good person, and he understood her. Haley was glad to have him as a friend.
 
***
 
"Oh, what's this!?" Crow's voice shattered the moment, bouncing through the small clearing like a fox chasing a rabbit. "We leave you alone for an hour and you get up to all kinds of mischief." He chortled as he and Haley entered the clearing. 
Kassa drew back from their near-kiss with a sigh, and Xandrith settled back as well. He felt like a child caught playing naughty games with the neighbor girl in the loft by his parents. Whatever may have been was gone now, and he wondered if it would ever come to pass again. The assassin briefly considered trying to kill Crow again for denying him that moment. 
Haley seemed quiet, withdrawn. She wouldn't look at Xandrith or Kassa as she entered the clearing again and took a seat far off from them. Crow sat down heavily beside her. 
Crow, for all that he had entirely broken the moment, seemed unaware of the tension that he had created. He went on as if all was right in the world. "I guess I owe you an apology, Xan. In my own fear of the unknown I pushed you too far, and for that I am sorry. If it is your decision that we should use this forbidden magic to get inside the city, then I will not question it any further."
Xan took a deep breath before making his own reply. "I suppose it was wrong of me to try and turn you into a blackened corpse. Everyone is entitled to a mistake now and again." Xandrith forced his wolfish grin. If he'd ever made an apology he really didn't feel, that one had been it. 
"Well, that's all settled then!" Crow piped emphatically. "Shall we get going again?"
 
They settled into a quiet if not entirely relaxed mode of travel for the next few days as they drew closer and closer to Yillan Reach. Xandrith didn't need to question the others to seek out their moods. Everyone in the small group wore their heart on their sleeve, even those with masks covering their faces. Fear and anticipation were mixed with clear signs of worrying paranoia. Even Little Crow, always boisterous and confident, was showing the signs of his discomfort with their surroundings. The world around Yillan Reach was quiet. There were none of the normal signs of animals that one would expect along a traveled roadway, and they met no other foot traffic. Though the trees were all budding and showing the first signs of recovery from the depths of winter, even the insects seemed to be making an effort to pass unnoticed through the environment. The word ‘haunted’ came unbidden to Xandrith's mind and he couldn't force it away. 
Then there was the matter of the followers. Xandrith hadn't spoken with the others about it yet, but he was still keenly aware of the mechanna things that were tracking them to the city. They had been moving slowly closer to Xan and his friends, but so far hadn't gotten close enough to be a direct threat. Xandrith was at a loss to figure out exactly what it was they wanted from him and his friends. If they were going to attack, what was it they were waiting for? Unless, of course, Xandrith and his friends were walking directly into some kind of trap so they didn't feel the need to interfere. That was a possibility that sat heavily upon Xan's shoulders. 
Again Xan questioned his decision to keep news of their pursuit from his friends. He should tell them. It would be better if they were all prepared to deal with whatever danger was following them. Still, some part of Xandrith was clinging firmly to his secrets and made him unwilling to let them out. The fact that he knew they were being followed and Little Crow did not gave Xandrith a feeling of security for some reason. He couldn't make himself trust the newcomer with any knowledge he didn’t already possess. 
He was positive that was one of his least intelligent and well thought out choices, but knowing that Crow was in the dark about their pursuit made Xandrith feel like the more capable killer. When traveling through the darkest parts of the world with his friends such bravado was probably not only foolish, but dangerous. Yet for all that he realized that, Xandrith was loathe to part with his secret. Maybe it wasn't all foolish bravado. 
Letting Crow know they were being pursued might give the trouble maker more leverage to try and turn the others against him. The young man was poison to their group. Xan feared he'd already turned Haley against him. Or had Xan done that himself when he'd attacked Crow? That hadn't been a rational response. The assassin was fairly certain that he was losing his mind. Violent outbursts were getting more difficult to control. The worst part was that once he calmed down again, he could clearly see just how foolish he was acting and that only served to agitate him further. That sense of not being in control was keenly bothersome.
With a quiet sigh, Xandrith pushed those worries to the back of his mind and let his eyes fall upon the more pressing concern that was currently rising into the sky before him. The walls of Yillan Reach stretched high into the sky just a few hours of walking away. When last Xandrith had approached the city it had been like walking into a crypt, a massive shell containing naught but death and the memories of terror and horror that had brought death. From what Xan could see as his small party of companions approached the walls now, little had changed. No city should be so quiet. Stranger still, the sky above Yillan Reach was black with clouds that hung like smoke just above the city walls. No sunlight poured through the darkness, and yet no rain fell from those ponderous and evil looking clouds either. The dark haze refused to move from where it hung despite the wind that blew heavily through the trees, still sharp with cold from the only recently passed winter. It was as though the walls were gripping the haze to themselves like a beggar holding his cloak to his shoulders to fend off the frost. 
"This place scares me." Little Crow said, breaking the uneasy quiet. His voice held none of its normal levity.
"It should." Xan replied. "It's hungry, and we're what it’s hungry for. We need to be on our guard. You can assume that they already know we're here."
"They?" Crow asked.
"The Drayid." It was Kassa who responded. "They need our flesh to house the lost souls of their people."
"The Drayid are just tales to scare children." Crow replied. Xan could tell it was a reflexive reply.
"Like Trolls and magic swords?" The assassin quipped with a grin.
Little Crow didn't reply to that. 
Kassa took the moment of silence to explain. "The Drayid weren't the monsters that the mages have made them out to be. If it weren't for the Order of Mages, the Drayid would be living side-by-side with us now. The mages imprisoned all of their people and then created a version of history that would suit their own purpose. It didn't happen immediately, but over the years the mages’ version of the truth became the one that everyone accepted. The Drayid were banished into a prison made by the mages, but the mages didn't fully understand the magic they were using to imprison their foes. The results were that the Drayid were driven mad, and their supposedly impenetrable prison was actually fractured when the Drayid were forced into it."
Xandrith nodded. "The Drayid can use the mechanna magic to slip into bodies and live in our world again, but it's not what they really want. They've traded one horrible existence for another, though apparently they consider this horror the lesser of the two. They're angry and more than a little insane, and all they want is to be entirely free of the prison the mages forced them into. If you thought the stories your parents told you of the Drayid were terrifying, you should see what they've become."
"And we're really going to walk straight into this?" Crow asked, the fear that held his normal levity at bay was still heavily upon him.
"I've had my doubts." Xandrith answered with a straight face. "I'm not immune to fear, but who else is going to do this? Little Crow, you've thrown your lot in with the Trolls, and there is no future for us with them. If I don't go into Yillan Reach and try to open the Great Vault our world is doomed. The thing the trolls worship as a god thrives on chaos. It wants to see everything burn and writhe in a tide of destruction. Worse, it will have access to the power to make that happen. If I didn't believe that with a certainty I wouldn't be here now."
Crow seemed skeptical. "You're an assassin. You kill people for money. Do you really think you can save the world?"
Xan grinned. "Wouldn't that be a great joke?"
"The first time I saw you Xan, I knew you were something special." Kassa chuckled.
The assassin let his features dip into a frown. "As I recall, the first time you saw me you shot me in the shoulder. That's not a great way to treat something special."
Kassa nodded. "I was aiming for the wall, though. You can hardly hold that against me."
Xan chuckled. "You did save my life later, so I guess we're even. Besides, I remember the first time I saw you as well. I knew instantly that you had a beautiful back end."
It was Kas's turn to frown. "It's the end of the world and you're still going to be so crude?"
Crow's nervous laughter broke up the banter. "You two are entirely mad. We're at the door of death, allegedly on the cusp of destruction, and you're making jokes? I knew you were strange, but your nonchalance in the face of death is just shocking."
Haley spoke, breaking her long silence and reminding the others that she was, in fact, still present. "Being afraid of death all the time doesn't help you survive. Fear will kill you if you let it. Sometimes you just have to act."
Everyone looked to her as she spoke. There was no levity in her voice. Neither was she speaking with a show of confidence or bravado. She delivered her declaration as though reading it from a scroll, monotone and cold. Xandrith found it unsettling for some reason, and from the corner of his eye he thought it looked as though Kassa was sharing in his moment of intuition. The words were certainly wise, but her inflection was too blank. 
"Haley?" Xandrith asked, stepping forward and reaching a hand out for her shoulder. She took a quick step back out of range, the expression on her fox mask neutral as she stared up at him. Crow stepped to her side, his shoulder brushing hers. She didn't flinch away from him. Some dynamic had just changed. 
"We should keep moving." She said after a few seconds. 
Crow nodded with a smile. "Yes, we're getting nearer the wall. It's almost time to see if your little magic trick can get us safely through to the city."
Xan nodded numbly as his mind tried to process the sudden change in their little world. It had just happened. None of them had even seen it occur, but Xan was positive of it. It was as though a voice had just spoken in his head, "She's gone from us." Haley had accepted her axe's joining. Xandrith couldn't see the bond, but he knew it was there. It was in the blankness of her expression and the hollow voice with which she spoke. She was becoming that thing that all the wielders of the blades became, a hybrid of man and monster. Why had she given in? What had finally turned her to accept the empty promises of the axe? Fear of what lay ahead? Anger at Xan for attacking Little Crow? Did the reason even really matter? 
Their group of four had just become more evenly divided. Two of their numbers stood clearly in support of the trolls, and that left only Xan and Kassa still striving towards the goal of opening the Great Vault. Xan wondered what powers would awaken in Haley now that she was fully joined with her blade. He also wondered if she still cared enough about their friendship to resist when the blade called for his death. Xandrith had no doubt that it would seek to end him. It was only a matter of time. It would strike when it believed that he had no chance of winning. They walked the rest of the way to the wall without speaking to each other. 
Xandrith was so lost in his own thoughts that he barely noticed when the trees fell away and the wall filled the sky before him. It wasn't until he could walk no further forward that he came to a complete stop and the reality of the situation settled upon him. They'd made it back to the Reach, and he was on the cusp of entering that dread place again. When he'd left with Kassa months earlier he'd never anticipated a return to the fallen city. In fact, he'd repeatedly promised himself never to set foot within those impervious steel walls again. The city was a death trap. Worse, it was a trap that knew exactly who was approaching it, and it had had time to prepare. The followers that had distantly stalked them for days were coming closer now that Xan and his fellowship had run out of places to go. As far as their sneaky pursuit was concerned, Xan and his friends had backed themselves into a corner. The assassin placed a hand against the wall before him and the cold metal sent a slight shiver through his four fingered hand and up into his arm. 
"This will work." He said quietly, not sure whether the words were meant for his own ears or for everyone else. 
"Well, open your door thing then." Little Crow chirped impatiently. 
Xandrith shook his head. "It's not time yet. Soon, but not yet. We might as well set up a temporary camp for a while and get some rest. Don't put down anything you can't afford to lose, though. We'll probably have to leave in a rush."
"Oh great, so we're just going to sit around outside this massive city of death and wait for a while?" Crow said, his agitation quite obviously spurred by his own discomfort and fear. 
"I could open it right now." Xandrith snapped. "How many years of your life do you want to give up, Crow? I could siphon your life into magic and cut us a path right through the wall, but I can't guarantee you'll have enough left in you to make it to the other side."
Crow took a step back. "Well then how do you plan on opening this gateway?!"
It was time for Xandrith to lay his cards out for everyone to see. "We're being pursued, probably by the Drayid's mechanna creatures, and I intend to use them to open the path forward. They've been closing in steadily ever since we grew near the wall. They believe that we’re trapped."
"That's impossible." Crow was shaking his head. "I would know if we were being followed."
"Really, how?" Xandrith asked, honestly curious. 
"I know when I'm being pursued. It's a trick of the sword. I can feel the intent of those trying to follow me. It's like a pressure on my back." Crow explained. "I would know if someone was after us. Trust me."
Xandrith shrugged. "Ability or not, they're out there and they're getting closer. My guess is they'll wait for dark and try to take us by surprise." 
Crow just shook his head. 
Kassa was looking between the two men. "I don't think we could get this close to the city without attracting notice, Crow."
The young man turned to face Kassa. "I've had these abilities for two years now, and I've never had them fail me. I'm more inclined to trust my own instincts than Xan's, but I will wait out the night here even though I think it's a bad idea. The very best we can hope for is that we will be attacked in the middle of the night and that’s not exactly something to look forward to."
"We'll have a nice surprise for them when they get here." Xandrith said, sitting down with his back to the wall. He was tired of walking and even more tired of arguing with Crow. The others sat down as well, everyone looking fairly uneasy. 
Xandrith watched as Haley sat down near Little Crow. He stifled the sigh that wanted to escape between his lips and turned his eyes to the dark churning clouds overhead. They were as turbulent as the future was uncertain. 
"What's your real name, Crow?" Haley's voice brought Xan's attention back to the ground.
"Does it matter?" He replied quickly. "One name is as good as any other."
"It matters. If we're going to fight together, we should at least know each other's names." Haley insisted. 
Crow seemed to be considering this for a time, but he did finally answer. "Marrick. My friends used to call me Rick, but it has been a long time since anyone has used the name. After I picked up my sword," he partially drew the black blade at his hip before sliding it away again. "Things changed quickly for me. I didn't have time for my old friends, and they couldn't go with me to all the places I needed to go."
"I had a friend named Marrick when I was younger." Kassa said quietly. "He was an idiot, no offense. I believe he was arrested for starting fires. I'm not sure what happened to him after that."
Marrick laughed easily. "I'm not into fire. Before the sword I was never in any kind of trouble. I was going to work in my father's wood mill. I'd already been training to follow in his footsteps. It was hard work but I was good at it, and it would have provided me with all my needs. Besides, my father was quite insistent that I take over the family business." A cloud passed across Crow's features for a moment. "That seems like it was forever ago now, but it has only been three years. What about the rest of you? What were you going to be before this?" He gestured at their surroundings, though he was clearly indicating their current lot in life. 
"I was a watch captain." Kassa spoke first, her voice almost wistful. It hadn't even been a year ago, though Xan supposed it probably felt like ages ago for her. "I grew up believing strongly in the justice system and I wanted to be the sort of person who helped keep dangerous people and things off of the streets and away from the innocent. I knew everything wasn't as simple as I wanted it to be, and I knew that there was corruption in the system, but I felt like I was making a difference. Then I arrested a notorious assassin and instead of becoming famous for removing an evil from the streets, I decided to set him free and see where things went from there. It’s been interesting."
A look passed around the group as Kassa finished her brief story. Who would go next? Haley and Xandrith eyed each other, not sure which of them should be the next to share. The silence was deepening and becoming more awkward. The assassin gave a reluctant sigh. 
"I probably would have become a fisherman if not for the interference of the mages. They took me from my home and then tossed me away when they discovered I wasn't what they’d expected." Xandrith held up his scarred hands. "They made sure I couldn't fit into normal society and left me to die, so I just did what came naturally to me. I suppose I could have died, or lived on the streets as a thief for the rest of my life, but instead I decided I wanted more. I don't think I need to go into the details of what I did to make myself more successful. That seems to be public record at this point. Suffice it to say, I became good at what I did. If I hadn't gotten this stupid idea in my head that I could make up for all the awful shit I've done over the years, I'd probably still be stabbing folks for gold. It was much easier than all of this."
To Xan's surprise, Haley picked up as soon as he stopped speaking as though she'd used the time he'd been unwinding his life's summary to prepare herself. She reached behind her head, grabbed the seam on her mask, and pulled it off with both hands. Crow, surprisingly, didn't flinch as she drew away the mask. It was as though he'd already known what he would see. 
"I was learning to cook and clean and to keep a house." She began. "I probably would have lived my entire life without ever encountering violence, or ever leaving the area around the village where I was born, but one man decided to change all of that. He killed my family and tried to kill me, but I was stronger than he was. I'll never be the simple house wife I was meant to be, but this is better anyway." She lifted her axe. "I'm stronger than I ever was, and I'll make my own way in life." Her eyes passed over everyone in the group. "I don't need anyone."
If Xandrith had possessed hackles, they would have risen. "Anyone can survive alone Haley, but it doesn't feel good. You can grow accustom to the emptiness, but that doesn't make you any less hollow. Take it from someone who has tried that route."
Haley's eyes met his, silver and challenging. "It's not like I have an option, Xan. No one wants me anymore. I'm like you are. I'm damaged and broken, but I'm even worse because while people can ignore your fingers they can never stop seeing this." She pointed at the hideous scars along one side of her face. "These scars are all I am to most people."
"You are not defined by your scars. I have never judged you for them, and neither has Kassa. Yes they are awful, and I know you’re ashamed of them, but people can see past them if given a chance. You can't let them define you."  Xandrith replied, doing his best to keep his voice level and calm. He shouldn't be angry at Haley. He could understand her sense of alienation, but at the same time Xandrith was angry with himself for letting her feel that way. What had he done wrong that she felt so terrible about herself?
"You do judge me for them, Xandrith. I know you do. I'm just some injured little bird you're trying to nurse back to health. You see the scars and you want to make me better, but you don't see me as a person. You don't see how strong I've become and how independent I am." Haley was obviously becoming agitated. 
"Of course I do! Even in the short time we were apart I can see how much you've improved. You are strong, smart, and everything I'd hoped you'd become." Xandrith wasn't sure what other way he could convince her of the pride he felt in her.
"Then why did you leave me behind Xan? Why aren't you as happy to see me as you are to see Kassa? And why don't you love me?!" Haley came to her feet as she shouted the last line. She looked surprised at her own words, but then her face hardened into a shell of anger.
The words hit Xandrith like rocks, sharp and heavy rocks that sliced away at his confidence and his strength. "I didn't mean to hurt you when I left. I wanted to protect you." He stood up as well, though his legs felt weak. He felt tired. "I do love you, Haley. I want you to have the life I couldn't have when I was a child. I don't want you to be like me because I want you to be better than me. You are the little sister that I never knew thanks to the mages, and I want nothing more than to see you grow strong and confident."
"Little sister." Haley mumbled the words with no small amount of venom as she looked down at her feet. It was as if those two words had unlocked something inside of her that she'd been trying to keep locked away and hidden. She turned and fled. She ran like a flake of ash caught in the winds of a storm and she soon vanished into the woods. Xandrith moved to follow her, but Crow stood in his way.
"I don't think she needs you to chase her right now." He said quietly.
Xandrith locked eyes with the young man, the impulse to strike him down hammering through his body. "You don't know what ..."
"Xan." Kassa spoke and placed a hand on the assassin's arm. "Let Marrick go after her. He's closer to her age, and I'm sure he understands what she's going through."
Marrick bowed his head to Kassa and then turned and ran off into the woods the way Haley had gone. Xan watched him go with eyes shaded by a mix of distress, rage, and confusion. "I don't understand." He said quietly to Kassa. 
"That's obvious." Kassa said with a half-hearted smile. "Sit back down and we'll talk." She gestured to Xan's place by the wall. He hesitated for a moment, looking at the woods into which Haley and then Marrick had vanished. Once his eyes had taken in all they could see, he reached out with his other senses. Their pursuers were drawing closer. They had maybe an hour or two depending on whether or not the followers intended to make themselves immediately known when they arrived. Xandrith sat down heavily and let out a sigh. 
"This isn't the time for this kind of foolishness." Xan snapped at the air.
 
***
 
Haley's emotions were a burning mass of pain bubbling up through her and pouring out of her eyes in drops of burning, salty agony. She'd known. She'd always known that Xan didn't see her as a woman, but hearing those words from him had been worse than any pain she'd ever felt. She was his little sister, a sexless member of his family that he would never be romantically interested in. With his own words he'd condemned her to nothingness. 
She grabbed the hilt of her axe and tore it from its scabbard. "You told me he would love me if I was stronger!" She screamed at the black metal. "I accepted your bond and you lied to me! He doesn't love me, and he never will!" She drove the head of her axe into the ground before her, burying it deep in the earth with all the strength she could muster. "You are a damned liar! I hate you!"
He does love you, even if it is not the love that you want, Haley. I can only give you the means to better yourself. I can't promise you things that are simply beyond reach. You don't need the assassin. You can have so much more.
Haley's heart fell. "I don't want more. I just want him."
"Sometimes, no matter how badly we want something, we just can't have it." The voice that came from behind her startled Haley. She swung around with her axe again in hand, and Crow was standing a few feet behind her. She turned her face away, not wanting him to see the tears flowing down her cheeks. She grabbed the mask she'd taken off to tell her story and pulled it back over her scarred face. 
"I don't need another talk from you." She snapped at Merrick. "Fuck off and die."
"I can't do that. I told Kassa and Xandrith that I would come after you. It's not safe to be out here alone, at least not if Xandrith is to be trusted." Crow replied calmly. 
"I don't need anyone's protection." Haley replied with venom in her voice.
"I'm not protecting you Haley. I'm here to fight by your side if necessary. That's what friends do." Crow was confident and steadfast in his response. He didn't even hesitate despite the anger Haley was casting in his direction.
The young woman couldn't think of another way to get him to leave. Why weren't words enough? "I don't want you here." 
"Maybe, but you need me here." The words were spoken softly, with a note of compassion that Haley hadn't expected. "You knew how he felt. You can't let his words hurt you like this. He meant them as a comfort, you know. I don't like the man, but even I know he wasn't trying to cause you grief." 
A tear seeped from Haley's eye to be absorbed by the mask. "As long as he didn't say the words, I still had a reason to hope. I … I let myself believe that there was a chance. There never was."
"Why are you so broken hearted? Don't you see what you have here?" Crow's expression was pained. "You have a family. You have someone who loves you. That's something special. I would be happy if someone felt that way about me. I won't say I understand romance, though I've spent a fair number of nights in the company of women, but the love of a family is something really special. That man, Xandrith, he doesn't look like he has much love to spare. The fact that he cares for you is something to be proud of."
Haley just shook her head sadly. "I don't know if it's enough. I don't know if I can stay with him when he just sees me like his little sister. It hurts so much."
"It's going to hurt for a time, but you'll start to feel better. You've got the axe now, and it will give you a purpose. You just need time." Crow tried to reassure Haley, but Haley couldn't help but feel that the situation was one of complete despair. Being bound to the axe didn't seem to be a good thing at all. It had promised her the power to make her dreams come true, and so far that was a complete lie. If she couldn't have Xan, then what did she really have to strive for? She felt lost.
For a long while they sat in silence. Haley's tears stopped falling, but she still hurt inside. Crow never left her side, but he didn't speak either, and for that she was glad. He was proving himself a surprisingly apt friend. She decided that she should break the sphere of quiet that had settled upon them. It was only fair, since he'd come so far out of his way to see that she was alright. 
"I'm sorry I yelled at you." She said quietly, and then a bit more loudly. "It was wrong of me to treat you like that."
Crow just shrugged and smiled. "Heartache can make anyone irrational. Things are going to be alright."
Haley wasn't sure if she agreed, but she nodded anyway. "I hope so."
"At the very least, they can't ..." Crow began but something caught Haley's ear and she held up a hand to gesture for silence.
"Do you hear that?" She whispered after a moment.
Merrick nodded. "Something’s coming."
 
***
 
Kassa sat down at Xan's side with just a small space between them. "Haley believes she is in love with you." The watch captain spoke plainly, and Xan flinched at her nonchalant delivery of the theory.
The assassin shook his head. "She's too young to be in love, and I'm not the sort of person people fall in love with."
Kassa chuckled. "A young lady is never too young to be in love Xan, and for Haley you're the perfect person to thrust her adoration upon. You saved her life when she was cold and alone, and offered your hand in friendship when others wouldn't have even looked her in the eyes. You shared your skills with her, and you don't see her scars first. You are the only man she has ever trusted since she was scarred, so of course she loves you."
Xandrith squirmed in his seat and looked uncomfortable. "Well, she's made a mistake. She's just a little girl. I care about her, but not like that. Kassa, I can't see her like that."
"She knows that, or at least she knows that now. This outburst was her attempt to make you see her as a woman and not just a little girl, and you responded by comparing her to your little sister." Kassa smacked Xan in the back of the head with an open palm. It wasn't hard, but it rattled the assassin's brains for a second. "That wasn't very smooth."
Xandrith frowned. "I'm not really very good with people. I'm usually killing them. What was I supposed to say to her? I can't just pretend to feel the way she does to make her happy." The assassin locked his jaw in consternation.
"No, that wouldn't have been good either. This was all going to come to a head at some point, but I wish it hadn't been in such a dangerous place. It’s probably better that she knows where you stand. I am afraid, though, that this encounter may cause us more trouble than it normally would." Kassa reply was cryptic, but Xan had a good idea what she meant.
"Haley isn't on our side anymore, and I've just pushed away the last chance I had to bring her back." Xan said the words but he could hardly believe them as he did so. "She's with Crow now, and that means she has sided with the Trolls."
Kassa nodded. "I don't think it's quite that simple, but that is similar to the conclusion I've drawn myself. I think when she saw us close together … I think it was the final push of separation she needed. I think that's what initially triggered her into accepting the blade. We don't know what that damned axe is telling her, but it's obviously working to break our group apart. I think it's succeeding. Crow, Marrick, doesn't even really need to work against us."
"I could break the bond." Xandrith spoke quietly as though someone might overhear him, though it seemed that no one was around. With Crow's talents, however, that didn't really guarantee privacy. "It's not a complicated process once it’s known."
"What does that do to the person who is suddenly severed from their connection?" Kassa's question was one that had echoed through Xan's mind for some time. He'd never had a chance to test what severing a bond with a bound weapon could do, and there was no information on that subject floating around in his head. His encyclopedic knowledge of spells told him that it would be dangerous and there was a likelihood that those forcefully severed might die. 
"It's dangerous." Xan replied hesitantly. "I don't know everything, but it could kill or drive the severed person mad. It all depends on how deeply the weapon is bound into their body and mind." 
"And you could do that to Haley?" Kassa seemed surprised.
Xan closed his eyes and shook his head. "No, but I could try it on Crow."
"Xan!" Kassa snapped. "He's just a boy. He doesn't deserve to suffer because of his cursed weapon anymore than Haley does." When Xandrith met the captain's eyes he could see her shock and anger reflected back at him. He had to look away lest he get lost in that reproachful look.
"I'm sorry." The words weren't easy to speak. He wasn't sure if he really was regretful. The boy Crow agitated him. The logical part of his mind knew his dislike was irrational, but the instinctual and aggressive part of him wouldn't be quieted. That part of him wanted Crow removed from the world. 
"You're not alright, are you?" Kassa asked, and Xan could tell by the tone of her voice that she was really worried. "That thing with Crow earlier, that wasn't just a case of you losing your temper."
Xan kept his eyes closed. He was afraid to look at Kassa again. "These changes to my skin, the black streaks, they're not only skin deep. I'm changing inside too. It's becoming increasingly difficult to feel remorse or regret. Anger and rage excite me. I want to feel that tide of uncontrollable fire rushing through my body. It feels wonderful Kassa, like I'm unstoppable. I know that it's wrong. I know the violent urges are brought on by the rising of my troll nature, but sometimes it's difficult to find the line between what I was and what I'm becoming. The only thing that keeps me moving forward is knowing that I only have to go a little further. My goal is just inside these walls." Xandrith wrapped on the metal wall with his knuckles. 
"You're not going to lose yourself, Xandrith." Kassa's voice was surprisingly intense. "You need to think beyond these walls and beyond this place. Once we're done here you need to help us all get away, and have you thought about what is beyond all of this for us?"
Xandrith opened his eyes and looked back at his companion. "For us?" He echoed the words like a trained bird, uncomprehending of what they meant. 
"For you and me, Xan. You have to know how I feel about you by now. I care about you, and I don't want you to talk like this is the end of the line. It's not. We're going to free this pig-fucker from his box, and then we're going to go have a life together. I don't care if Haley comes with us, but you and me, Xan. We're going to go someplace and build a home together. Then we're going to forget any of this mess ever happened. You're never going to draw on your magic again or pick up a knife that you're not using to cut your food, and I'm going to stop dreaming about the eternal blackness of death. Maybe we'll have a couple children. I know we're not young, but there is time."
Xandrith found himself smiling and, for a change, it was an honest expression. "I've never thought that far ahead, but that sounds kind of nice. Do you really want to spend that much time with me, though? I'm not a very nice person."
"I could do worse than the guy who fought to save the entire world." Kassa smiled and leaned against Xan's shoulder.
Xandrith shook his head. "When you say it like that, you make it sound like I'm some kind of hero. I'm not. There are a lot of great people out there who would have tried to do the same if in my position. No one wants to see their world die. I'm just the unlucky idiot who drew the short straw."
Kassa laughed quietly. "Do you really believe that?"
Xan quirked an eyebrow at Kassa. "Of course I do."
"You're the most naive killer I've ever known, Xan. It's actually kind of sweet." She reached up and turned his face so that they were only inches apart. It took only a slight forward motion to bring their lips together. She was warmer than Xan had imagined, softer than he could have guessed. The kiss was a gesture so very gentle and sincere that it seemed like a fragment of a dream cast into the torrid riptide of a fearsome nightmare. The moment passed quickly, and Xan found himself clinging to it like a drowning man will cling to anything that floats. 
"That was very nice." Xan said quietly. They were words that were far too weak to encapsulate what the simple gesture meant to Xandrith as a human being. In that moment he had felt more human than he had since he'd shredded his own being to restore Kassa to life. 
"Kassa, I want you to know ..." Whatever words may have come next, Xandrith never got to speak them. 
"Do you hear that?!" Kassa asked as she came to her feet, her hands going to her hips to grab knives that she didn't actually wear. For Xan it was like watching a shadow of himself. It was strangely unsettling. The same sound that had alerted Kassa finally reached Xan's ears, and with a sudden rush the reality of the world snapped back into focus for the assassin. The memory of that gentle kiss was dashed against the rocks of impending doom.
The sound of people running through the woods in their direction brought Xandrith to his feet. He had nowhere to reach for magic yet. He wasn't going to drain Kassa, and he couldn't be certain who was running towards them. He reached out with his magical senses and he quickly found the creatures that had been stalking him and his companions for days. They were rushing towards the wall in about the same direction the crashing through the woods was sounding. Worse though, Xandrith could feel other pulses in the woods, low magic-emitting traces all converging towards the clearing. All of these realizations struck within a second and before either of them could actually see the figures running in the woods. 
Little Crow emerged from the trees first, dragging Haley behind him. He flung her towards Kassa and Xan as he broke the tree line. "They're coming!" He shouted, drawing his blade and spinning to face those in pursuit. 
His words had barely cleared his lips when the first attacker tore through the tree line. It wore a tattered black cloak, but that couldn't hide the fact that the thing wearing the cloak was only barely humanoid. It ran on four metallic legs that sprung from a poorly reconstructed human torso. Bone and once living organs were haphazardly held in place by steel struts connecting the living pieces to the metal. It moved with more fluidity than the similar creatures Xandrith had encountered before. The Drayid were improving their designs, or at least their mastery over the stolen bodies. Either way it wasn't going to make the situation any easier to cope with. The assassin cursed himself for letting his attention stray. He shouldn't have been caught off guard. He should have been ready when they attacked. 
Haley was regaining her feet and had drawn the knife she wore at her hip in one hand, her axe in the other. Kassa was charging the first metallic creature to enter the clearing and Little Crow popped out of existence as fast as he'd entered the clearing, vanishing before Xan's eyes as though he'd never been there at all. Xandrith could only guess that he was using one of his blade-gifted powers. He didn't particularly have time to worry about it just then. The creature of metal and flesh tore into the clearing on the attack. It didn't even hesitate as it lashed out at Kassa with a long blade it bore in its right hand. Xandrith felt more than saw the pulse of energy that crackled from the beast's left hand. Xan grabbed at the creature's life energy and pulled, drawing its power into himself. The ripple of deadly energy that had been aimed at Kassa fizzled out before it could hit her and she seemed unaffected by what remained of the attack as it washed over her. She drove her blade home through the Drayid's torso, rupturing the living carcass and sending a gush of thick, black, and oily blood pouring from the massive gash. 
Another figure broke into the clearing and Xandrith immediately reached for it and grabbed at its life force.  Magical energy coursed through Xan's body demanding to be formed and released, but he knew that he didn't dare let it go in the form of an attack when what he really wanted was to open the Tesserect passage. As his companions fought for their lives, Xan forced himself to turn his back to them and the chaos erupting behind him. He needed to focus. He was going to perform a spell he'd never done before, and if he didn't get it right he could kill them all. The assassin gathered the forces he'd stolen to himself and then dove deep into the well of knowledge hidden within his mind. 
Hundreds of thousands of spells and glyphs floated through his inner vision, but he knew which ones he was looking for. He'd already found them buried deep within the part of his mind that held the darkest and most forbidden magics. The spell for the Tesserect passage began to take form as the seals necessary for its binding carved themselves into Xandrith's thoughts as though they were being etched into his flesh. There were numerous variables and conditions necessary to properly craft the passage, and Xandrith didn't know what they all meant. He tried to let instinct guide his crafting, but it all seemed alien and strange.
As the final seal began to take form a terrible coldness swept through Xandrith's body. It welled up from the center of his mind and spreading out in a wave. He didn't know what caused it or why it happened, but he knew beyond any doubt that the feeling of dread that was filling him was the exact reason the Tesserect passages were forbidden magic. He was tapping something very dangerous and using it for a purpose that it was not meant for. He reached out with his right hand and touched the solid wall in front of him. It wavered as though he'd put his hand into a pool of water, and then a gray passageway formed in front of him. It looked like the hallways of a house except that all the walls, the floor, and ceiling were the same exact shade of gray with no clear markings to distinguish any surface from another. That sense of impending dread flooded through him again as Xan looked into his creation. Should he really lead the others through this place?
He looked back over his shoulder to see the others locked in a state of fearsome combat. There were four of the metal creatures in the clearing, though two of them seemed to be moving lethargically. Those must have been the ones drained by Xan's magical theft. It was clear his friends were in trouble, they were pulling back as they fought. Though the Drayid were taking hits, they weren't stopping in their constant assault. Wounds that would have killed a mortal creature were doing little to slow them down. 
"Retreat, through the passage!" Xandrith yelled. They could stay and die, or chance the Tesserect passages. The options weren't ideal, but they were what they were. The fight was too heavy for anyone to simply make a break for it. Xandrith grabbed for more magical power, leaching from one of the creatures he hadn't yet tapped since that was less burdensome for him than completely draining one of the partially spent creatures. He wound the power through himself and wove it into a wall of force. With the right finesse these walls could be used to build barriers that would keep enemies at bay, but Xandrith lacked finesse. He threw his wall down between his companions and the enemies and then pushed out with all the magical force he could muster. Their attackers were thrown backwards a few feet, and Xan took the opportunity to get his friends moving. 
"Let's go, through the passage!" He called again, and this time Kassa and Haley came running. Little Crow appeared a moment a later, following behind the women. The Drayid were not far behind. They'd been knocked back, but they recovered quickly. Xandrith backed through the opening of the Tesserect passage and in doing so he pushed Crow in. Crow seemed to have stopped momentarily at the entrance. As soon as they were through, Xan closed the first gate and suddenly everything was absolutely silent but for the sounds of Xan and his friends’ slight movements and breathing. 
Xan turned to face the others and they were all looking at him with expressions mixed of fear, relief, and growing anxiety. Xan spoke quickly. "Walk forward down the passage and don't look back. Keep moving forward no matter what happens. If the passage turns or splits, pick a direction and keep walking. Don't stop, and don't look back. Absolutely, under no circumstances, walk back down the passage the way we've come.  Got it?"
There were nods and looks of growing concern. It was far from encouraging.
"Then move!" Xan said as he pushed Crow forward. The others began to move, walking down the strange gray corridor. There was enough room to walk two abreast comfortably and so they did. Haley and Kassa were in the lead, and Xan walked next to Crow. They'd gone nearly twenty feet when Xan caught Crow looking back over his shoulder. He smacked the young man on the arm. "Stop it."
Crow's head snapped forward. He looked troubled. "The pathway behind us keeps changing, and I think I saw something back there."
Xandrith nodded. "This place doesn't work like our world. Don't look back there anymore."
"What happens if I do?" Crow asked, a question born of either his rebellious nature or some morbid curiosity.
"I don't know, but it probably won't be pleasant." Xandrith answered.
"This reminds me of walking through the glimmer mist." Haley said softly. 
Xandrith shook his head, a shiver running down his spine. He'd been trapped in the Fae mists for a long while, lost in the maze of madness and monsters that had a strong and terrible animosity for humans. He’d been lost in the mists when they had swallowed him up the night he'd split himself apart and brought Kassa back from the edge of darkness. He'd wandered through the fancy and chaos of that world for what felt like ages before he'd discovered that he could shape the paths he wanted, to some degree, with the sheer force of his magic will. The Fae world itself was a source of life and power. He'd only needed to understand that in order to take advantage of it. These shifting, grey, and seemingly lifeless corridors were something else entirely.
The Fae world had been confusing and nightmarish, but it had never seemed unnaturally malevolent. If it was hostile it was because Xandrith hadn't belonged there. The gray corridors of the Tesserect passage were different. Whatever madness Tesserect had tapped into was actively dangerous. The world of gray wasn't a natural place. It was like the web of some ancient, evil spider. The plain walls, branching corridors, and eerie sourceless sounds that erupted from the silence, all seemed as though they'd been designed to catch the unwary. The Fae mists had been a place not meant for humans to pass, but the Tesserect passages were just the opposite. They felt as though they'd been built specifically to lure humans foolish enough to allow their curiosity to draw them in. What harm could come of empty halls? To Xan it wasn't a question of whether or not someone had designed the passageways as a trap. That was only too clear. The only questions that remained were what had built the web of halls, and what was it that it wanted with those it trapped? These were questions Xan had no desire to answer. 
"There are some important differences." Xan answered. 
"Yeah, this place is hungry." Kassa replied, somehow articulating the unease that had been plaguing Xandrith. She was right. That was the key difference. The Tesserect passages were hungry, and Xandrith had just led a full meal directly into its gaping maw. 
As if aware of the disquiet spreading amidst their group, a low rumble rolled through the gray halls. It caused the ground to shake and undulate in an unnatural way. Xandrith teetered, as did some of the others. He reached out to the nearest wall to steady himself, and then almost fell entirely when he touched the surface and felt how cold it was. Even just brushing his fingers against it for a second had sent an icy chill all the way down his arm and into his shoulder. 
"Fucking hells, what was that?" Crow cursed, his hand wrapped so tightly around his sword hilt that his knuckles had gone white. 
"It doesn't matter." Xan snapped. "Just keep moving. This place wants us to stop and turn around. Let's not give it what it wants." 
From somewhere in their wake a deep and wavering tone growled down the passageway sounding a great deal like an animal groaning in the last minutes of its life. This went on for several seconds before it stopped and a chill breeze swept down the corridor, strong enough to rustle the fabric of Xan's shirt. The wind smelled of decay. 
"This place is fucked." Crow muttered, but he had started walking forward again. 
"Funny, I was going to say that we were fucked." Xan replied snarkly, though he wasn't particularly feeling the humor. He was keenly aware that they were in terrible danger. He hadn't necessarily saved them by opening the Tesserect passage. They may have been much better off fighting the horde of metal and flesh monsters, at least they were something that one could stand against and attempt to defeat. The gray corridors were something else entirely. They were a force unto themselves, a trap with their own set of rules. Xandrith couldn't shake the sense of dread climbing up inside of him, and he guessed the others felt much the same. Death was coming for them, and it was getting close.
 



 
Chapter 3
Gray Times
"Kassa." The voice drifted through the air, a whisper that emanated from the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the very fabric of the gray world. "Kassa, come here." They all heard it. It wasn't some illusionary voice picking away at the mind of an individual. The voice was clear for all to hear. 
"Why is it only calling her?" Crow asked. He had drawn his weapon a few minutes before and refused to sheath the blade. "What the hell does it want?!" There was no illusion of calm left in his voice. Little Crow was quickly becoming completely unhinged. 
Xandrith didn't have any answers for him, but if he had to guess he was fairly certain the gray halls were attempting to fracture their group. They were trying to get them to argue, split up, and run in different directions. If it divided them, they would be easier to deal with. "Just keep moving forward, Crow. We'll be out of here soon enough, and then none of this will matter."
"Kassa, you remember us, right? Kassa." The whispering voices rattled down the halls. 
"I wish it would stop." Kassa spoke for the first time since the voice had started calling her name. "I'm not embarrassed to admit that it's scaring me."
Xan was scared as well. "It's scaring all of us, Kas, but you can't let it get to you. This place is just a means to an end. If we keep moving we will get through it and then we'll never need to come this way again. Remember, lots of people have passed through these passages and come out the other side just fine."
"I don't think you should have brought us here." Haley spoke, her voice strangely calm emanating from her fox mask. "This place is far more dangerous than those metal things were."
Xandrith was more than a little surprised to hear her speak out against his decision. She'd always taken his side before. "That's easy for you to say now Not-Daisy, but while were fighting out there our lives seemed less than assured." Xan felt the urge to swallow down some unnamed emotion at having Haley’s old nickname slip from his lips. The name seemed sad and somehow inappropriate now.
"You pretend to care so much for us, but you keep putting us in danger's path." Haley snapped. "If you really gave a damn for us, would you have brought us to this place?"
Xandrith couldn't even protest. The anger in her voice forced his jaw closed. 
Kassa spoke instead. "We came searching for him, Haley. We chose to come here. Xandrith never asked us to join him. We're here because we are his friends. Perhaps you've forgotten that?"
Haley didn't reply, and for a moment there was silence. 
"Kassa." The voice whispered through the walls again. "Kassa!" This time it came as a growling scream which made the entire group jump. 
"How much further do these tunnels go?" Crow's voice shook as he spoke. 
"The passage is different every time. When we exit six hours will have passed in our world, but time inside of the Tesserect passages is impossible to gauge. We just need to keep moving forward." Xan tried to sound confident in his reply, but the passages were getting to him as well. 
"I should have never opened these roads." A voice spoke from behind their group and almost as one they all swung their heads to look back. A figure in red robes was walking behind them. He was an old man, his skin worn thin as though he hadn't eaten in weeks. His eyes were sunk so deep into his skull that they looked black. "They know about us now. They know and they're looking for us." His voice was a dry rattle. 
Xan snapped his head away from the figure. "Everyone look forward. Ignore it. It's not real." The others turned away as well and they resumed walking forward, but the old man's footsteps didn't fall behind.
"I thought I would bring the world together, but some things weren't meant to be tampered with." He was speaking again. "Six hours. That is how long it takes to draw one living thing across the threshold of our existence and into theirs. That's why it takes six hours to go anywhere. That is exactly how long it can hold you before it has to let go, but time doesn't work the same here. Six hours."
"Shut up!" Crow snapped, not looking back. 
"Tell them, Kassa. Tell them what waits for them beyond the gray." The old man ignored Crow.
"What does that mean?" Crow responded. "Kassa, what is he talking about?"
"I don't know." Kassa replied. "It's just trying to get to us."
"It's working." Haley answered, and she sounded almost as agitated as Crow. 
The path ahead of them split into three different directions. "Take the right most path and keep going." Xandrith instructed. "It doesn't particularly matter, but the less we hesitate the better. Any time we come to a branch we'll go right." The group walked down the right most path, though the corridor seemed to be slightly more narrow than the one they'd previously been in. 
"I wouldn't have gone down the right path." A young female's voice spoke from their backs. Xan resisted the urge to look behind him, but Crow's head snapped immediately. 
"Emmie?" His voice cracked and his forward pace stopped. Xan grabbed him by the shoulder and turned him around. 
"It's not real, Crow. Keep walking." Xan told him, but there was a haunted look in the boy's eyes. 
"Crow? Is that what they're calling you? That's funny." The girl’s voice came from behind them again. Xan looked across at Crow. His face was ashen. "I suppose you are kind of like a crow, though. You just circle above it all while terrible things happen below. Remember when those men raped me and cut off my head, Crow? You saw it all from your little hiding place under the floor. Did you like to hear me scream? It was really painful. Daddy was right about you all those years. You're worthless."
"Emmie, I was just a little kid. I couldn't do anything. I wanted to save you but ..." Crow started to turn again but Xandrith grabbed him by the shoulder. 
"She's not real. Keep your eyes ahead and just ignore what she is saying." Xan kept his voice level and as calm as he could, but for the first time ever he felt sorry for Crow. Whoever Emmie was, it was obvious Crow felt a lot of guilt about not being in a position to protect her. The pain on the young man's face was clear for anyone to see. 
"You could save me now." She spoke quietly. "Just take my hand and help me leave this terrible place. You could fly me free from here, Crow. Please, save me!"
"Steady, Crow. It's not real." Xandrith said again.
"I know." He answered quietly. He looked defeated, broken on a level that made Xandrith feel for him, perhaps for the first time. The loud-mouthed youth had been beaten into submission by the ghosts of his past. Xandrith could understand that. 
Emmie spoke again. "You don't know anything. Being dead is cold and terrible. Every minute of my existence is filled with the memory of how my life ended and you just sat watching me die. Now you just keep on walking with your back turned to me like I don't even matter. How many years did I take care of you? I cleaned your wounds after father beat you, tought you to read when he refused to let you go to school."
Crow didn't reply and so the Emmie figure went on. "Do you remember all the nights I gave you part of my dinner since you were in trouble and weren't being fed? I even spoke up on your behalf. Do you remember the beating I got for that? This is how you repay me?" To his credit, Crow didn't reply to this taunting, but Xan could see the weight of the words resting heavily upon his shoulders. As suddenly as they'd begun, the footstep at their back ceased. Instead of filling Xandrith with relief the new silence only worked to set the assassin further on edge. 
"There’s something ahead." Haley called out.
"Ignore it, keep walking." Xan answered from behind her.
"I think it's a body, and it's right in the middle of the path." She added a moment later. 
"It's definitely a body." Kassa added. "Looks like a woman."
"It's just another attempt to get us to stop. Walk around it and keep moving." Xan instructed, though a shiver was passing down his spine. This was obviously another trap being set by the gray halls, but who was this one aimed to attack? "Don't look at her if you can avoid it. I'm sure one of us will know who she is." Xandrith added after a moment's thought. He should have heeded his own advice. The others listened and everyone made a point of not looking down at the decaying woman in the middle of the path, though missing her scent was impossible. Xandrith looked. He wasn't really curious, but he had believed himself beyond such easy emotional influence. Of course his foolish superiority was sundered the moment his eyes met the sunken sockets of the corpse. 
It felt as though it had been a lifetime since he'd last seen Leahn. So much had changed for him in the time that had gone by. He hardly felt like the same person at all anymore, but in reality it hadn't even been a full year. The months of decay had not been kind to her. Leahn had been a warm eyed, slightly over-weight, and sweet woman when Xan had last seen the deceased mage. Leahn had set Xandrith on this quest to begin with. Xan had come to end her life and she'd known it, but still she'd treated him as a friend and set him on the start of the tasks that had led him to where he was. She'd had faith that he could be more than just an assassin, and her faith had ended with a knife through her heart. Those dead eyes stared up at him, seeming to follow him as he walked past her rotting corpse. 
Xan knew there was no way she could actually be there in the halls of gray, but at the same time her dead, penetrating gaze felt like a completely natural accusation. Those eyes said, "I let you kill me, and I only wanted one thing from you. Look how you've failed me. Are you even human anymore? You're a monster. You were a monster when you killed me and you'll always be a monster." Xan forced himself to look away, but it was already too late. Those dead eyes were haunting his mind now. Leahn's voice filled his head, reminding him of his failures and the waste he'd made of his life. She'd given him a second chance, and he'd blown it. 
"It's not real." He muttered beneath his breath, just loud enough to hear himself, but the words felt flat and lifeless. He didn't believe them. These gray halls knew him. They knew about his failings, and they were reminding him of the mess he'd made of things. Her head turned and a terrible smile spread across her dead face. 
"Give up, Xandrith. You've already lost." The words were hollow, a hoarse echo of the voice Leahn had possessed in life. "You've brought us exactly what we need to destroy you."
"You're not real, damn it!" Xandrith yelled and his voice echoed from the halls around him. The words slammed into him with even more volume than he'd given them to begin with. As the words struck him, clarity also assailed the assassin. He looked up sharply and found himself standing alone in the hallway and facing the wrong direction. He spun back around expecting to see his three companions just a few feet away, but they were gone and he found himself facing an impenetrable gray wall with halls branching both left and right, but nothing going forward. 
Laughter trickled down the gray halls, a masculine chuckle bouncing from surface to surface and filling the horrible silence of the other worldly plane in a disturbingly unnatural way. 
"We've searched for you for so long, Xandrith. We never thought you'd come to us yourself." A voice spoke from behind him, but Xan didn't look back. He started walking down the path to his right at a fast pace. He'd broken his own rules. He'd stopped and looked back, and now he was lost in the gray. That had been stupid. The deception was so obvious that Xan felt painfully stupid for falling for it. It had appealed directly to his humanity, and he'd been only too eager to fall into that trap. 
"You can try and run from us, but it's already too late. There are no missteps within our realm." The voice spoke again, but the tone and timbre had changed. It had possessed a masculine voice the first time, but this time the words rang with the clear and chiming tones of a powerful female speaker. "This place is ours. It is us. Tesserect believed he'd discovered a shortcut to pass through space, but what he'd really found was origin. We connect all points, we are all points. The delicate strand of power that lets you pass through here is easily broken and you've fallen from the route, little assassin. There is no point in trying to escape now."
Xandrith kept moving. "If there is no point in trying to escape why do you keep trying to convince me to give in? If it were hopeless, you could just leave me to die." 
"Die?" The female voice had become the male voice again. "You won't die in here. Death is for your world. Here, we will devour your being. You will see. The hounds are coming."
As if to emphasize the last words, a snarling sound echoed down the hall from behind Xandrith. "I've dealt with dogs before. I'm not impressed." Xan replied.
"We shall see." The voice replied, and then it was gone. Xan wasn't entirely certain how he knew it was finished talking to him. It was as though a pressure that had been pushing against his back was suddenly lifted. Talking back to whatever it was would accomplish nothing. That didn't stop him from putting in some choice last words. 
"When I'm done with your dogs, where would you like me to shove the broken pieces?" He yelled, knowing there wouldn't be an answer. There was something satisfying about getting the last word in even if he was just talking to himself. An eerie howl filled the air, closer than the snarling had been before. "Damn dogs." He muttered to himself before increasing his forward pace.
The path in front of him split and he went right without slowing down. He had no idea where he was going or if it even mattered that he was choosing directions completely at random, but he wasn't going to just stop and let the dogs get him. A particularly loud snarl from behind him coerced his steady forward pace into an all out run. He didn't bother to look back to see what was at his heels, if anything. 
Running down the gray corridors was disorienting. It was difficult to maintain a fixed perspective on exactly where the floor met the walls and where the walls parted into new lengths of hallway. Xandrith ran recklessly forward, careening down the blank pathways heedless of his direction of travel. Each time he rounded a corner it seemed he would lose his balance and careen into the nearest wall, but the assassin found himself rolling through the turns, his body leaning and bending through the passageways with ease as though diving down the gray ways was completely natural to him. His feet felt light, and the pounding of his heart was a steady and forward driving beacon. He was filled with fear, but at the same time he felt alive. The long days of torture seemed a blurry vision into some unknown past and he felt like a remade man. He began to laugh.
The sound was horrifying as it rolled up from inside of him, bouncing out of his chest to the beat of his footfalls. Even to Xan's own ears the laughter was a crazy sound. This was madness. This was insanity. It was wonderful and intoxicating, and it drove him forward even faster than the quickly approaching snarls creeping up behind him. Something lost was found again. 
The center of his spine tingled and Xandrith dove to the side in a roll. Something large and terrible sailed through the place where his body would have been if he hadn't dodged. It landed in front of him on four powerful legs. One of the gray walls stopped the assassin mid roll and he used the surface to straighten himself up and launch himself into a standing position as the dog began to stalk towards him again. It was a large canine creature with fur the color of smoke and eyes like shards of coal glaring out from beneath its heavy brow. The top of its head was level with Xan's shoulder and its mouth hung agape, impossibly wide. The beast would have no trouble putting all of Xan's head directly between its large white teeth and it looked like it had the jaw muscle to crack him open like a ripe melon. It had long, saber-like teeth, some of which were easily as long as a stiletto dagger. Its body was devoid of fat and was instead a mass of knotted and angry muscle, lean and powerful. It could have been called a wolf, but only if one was envisioning a wolf built out of the nightmares of lunatics. As the assassin came eye to eye with the creature he began to wonder if his earlier bragging about returning the creature in pieces might have been ill thought out. Fortunately he didn't have long to ponder the error of his ways.  
The dog creature closed the gap between them with a sudden forward spring and Xandrith had nowhere to go. He grabbed for the creature's prominent collar bone as it sprung at him. The beast was powerful, far stronger than Xan had feared. He barely managed to keep it from locking its jaws around his throat as it snapped and tore its way forward, trying to get its long teeth into Xan's flesh. The assassin reacted on instinct alone. He drove his knee up into the dogs soft underbelly as hard as he could, hoping that the blow would be enough to at least knock the creature back and give him a moment to recover. It flinched, but it didn't go away. Xan tried again, but this time the dog leapt back to avoid the blow. This was just the break Xandrith needed. He hadn't hurt the thing, but at least he was free from it for a moment. 
Xan reached to his hips for his knives, and his hands came away empty. He wasn't carrying knives. He reached for his other weapon, the magic he'd come to rely upon, but it wasn't there. He couldn't draw any energy from the dog creature and the glyphs of magic spun away from him, gibberish that he couldn't hope to make sense of. What was happening? Of course he realized almost immediately. His magic didn't work in this place. He'd known that before he entered. 
Xandrith didn't even see the second creature that launched itself at him from his unprotected side. The force of the impact knocked him from his feet and before he even understood what had gone wrong powerful jaws had clamped on to his shoulder. The saber-like teeth of the dog ripped through his flesh like it was wet parchment. 
We won't die here. Not like this. An inner voice spoke to Xan, one that he hadn't heard in quite a while. He felt a surge of strength flash through his body and he clenched his right fist. His left hand would barely respond to him. As his fist closed, he felt his hand clenching down on the rounded surface of a knife. The hilt was a familiar shape that seemed as though it had been built specifically for his palm. He recognized it immediately. What he was feeling was impossible, but he couldn't deny the reality of the sensation in his palm. He struck out blindly, pain driving him to desperation. The knife that couldn't be struck flesh and suddenly the weight of the demon was lifted from his body as it howled and backed away. Xan's eyes passed over the impossible blade. 
In his hand was the bonesteel weapon that he had destroyed when he'd brought Kassa back from the brink of the death. Every detail of the weapon's design was exactly as it had been, but the weapon was a dark red color instead of the light stealing black it had been before. Dark green blood dripped over the red surface. The second beast charged Xan and he was forced to pull his eyes away from the blade that had appeared from nowhere. He didn't exactly have the time to consider the nature of his good luck in that moment. 
The dog-thing was far too heavy for him to absorb the impact head on, and so Xan rolled his body with the impact. As he did so he launched his knife-laden fist forward with all the force he could muster. The creature's momentum carried it past Xan without knocking him back down and the strange red knife tore into its lower abdomen, opening a wide wound that spilled ichor out onto the gray floor. Xan didn't stop to enjoy his successful strike. His knife hand seemed to work of its own volition, striking repeatedly like a venomous snake delivering its toxin to an attacker. Each blow severed flesh and muscle sending the horrifying beast into a rage of agony and shock. Unfortunately for Xan, agony did not seem to inspire fear in the monster. Even as Xan took a moment of reprieve to give himself some distance the dog spun around to pursue his aggravator.
Xan shifted his grip on his knife and charged back into the fray. His reactions should have been slower, the knife should have been unfamiliar and ungainly in his hands, but everything he'd ever learned about combat technique was suddenly at his finger tips once more. It was all back as if it had never been gone to begin with. Xandrith's body was once more a honed weapon and he let it sing. He jumped atop the nearest of the dogs, dodging just beyond its teeth as it attempted to get a grip on his neck. Even as his body weight came down he drove the point of his blade into the firm muscle at the back of the dog's neck. The surprised beast attempted to throw him and that extra momentum was all that Xandrith needed. He rolled across the dog's back, dragging his knife through muscle and locking it into the heavy spinal cord. The pop as he used his blade for leverage to sever its spine would have been audible from a great distance. The first of his aggressors was falling, but the other was still an imminent threat. 
The corpse of the first dog stood between Xandrith and the second. They met eyes across the fallen menace, two killers locked in deep consideration of the other. 
"You could just leave, and then I wouldn't have to kill you too." Xan offered in a conversational tone.
The dog let out a slow, deep breath before its lips peeled back over its startlingly white teeth and a low snarl rose up from the back of its throat. 
"If you insist." The assassin whispered quietly to himself. He leapt forward across the body of his fallen foe. It was an insane thing to do given his relative size and weight in relation to his enemy, but at the same time it was probably the last thing the creature had expected him to do. Xandrith couldn't read the dog-thing well enough to know if it was truly surprised, but when he struck it with the full force of his body it didn't immediately lunge and take a bite of him, so he considered the attack at least a partial success. He slashed out with his dagger, looking to get purchase in a joint at the shoulder or behind the head again, but this creature seemed to have learned from the mistakes of the other. It dropped and scuttled back as Xan landed. The red dagger drew a line of blood down its hide, but the hit wasn't substantial. 
The counter attack came in quickly. Teeth struck forward aiming for Xan's right thigh. He saw it coming with just enough warning to get himself mostly out of the way, but the teeth still grazed his flesh and opened up long cuts which flowed freely with blood. Xan cursed and struck back at the beast's head with his knife, but it was already withdrawing and he caught nothing but empty air. He steeled himself for the next pass. His opposition seemed to be doing the same. They glared at each other from a few steps apart. This time the dog made the first move. Xan's only warning was the bunching of the muscles in its hind legs and then in a flash the vast mass of the toothy monstrosity was hurdling through the air in his direction. 
Instinct kicked in. Xan shifted his grip on his knife and dove forward to be leading his dive with the red blade. His last minute evasion took him just under the dog creature and the tip of his red knife landed home at the base of its ribcage. There was a shriek of agony from above him as he slid out from under the falling beast, clearing the weight of its body and the stench of its guts as they poured out of its stomach. It hit the ground hard and the landing caused even more of its innards to pour out all over the pristine gray hall. Xan got to his feet and turned to watch his opponent’s last minutes. To his horror, the dying monster actually attempted to claw its way towards him again. It pawed its way through its own entrails in an attempt to attack the assassin one more time. It didn't have enough life left in it, and it slumped to the ground a few feet from Xan after a few minutes of the horrid display.
There was no reveling in victory or taking the time to enjoy having downed a foe. Xandrith immediately began moving through the halls again. He'd killed the two creatures, but he didn't know if there were more or if the gray halls had something else to send after him. He wasn't going to take any chances. He was injured now. The wound in his shoulder had become an agonizing reminder that he'd come very close to having his throat ripped out. Muscle and bone jostled uncomfortably as he jogged along the gray walls. It was time to find the way out. He'd gone several feet before he realized that the red knife was gone. It had vanished back into the void from which it had spawned. If it wasn't for the blood trickling down his arm, it might have all been some strange illusion created by his own mind. 
A mournful howling swept down the hall from behind Xan.
"Shit." He commented as he switched from a jog to a somewhat ambling run. It was difficult to maintain a smooth pace with his injured arm and the relatively small but bothersome cuts to his thigh. Other howls joined the first, seeming to coming from every direction. "Shit." Xan noted again and he refused to look back over his shoulder. 
"We're coming for you, Xandrith." A voice that was like a chorus of voices rang through the very walls of the gray passageways as though it was born from every surface all at once but aimed directly at the fleeing assassin. "We're going to kill you."
"No thanks." Xan muttered beneath his breath as he forced himself to run a bit faster. It was no easy task when every footfall sent a terrible jarring pain through his injured left shoulder. Xandrith was thankful that his fear response was one of flight as opposed to one of submission because he was terrified. If he survived he intended to never tell anyone exactly how terrified he was. Assassins weren't supposed to be afraid of anything. 
"We're getting closer." That damned voice chimed in again. 
As the words dissipated Xan saw something ahead of him that sent a surge of hope racing through his heart. It looked like the exit. The portal looked like the one he'd opened to first enter the gray ways, and it was only a short distance ahead of him. As he drew closer to the portal it became readily apparent that something had gone wrong with his spell casting. The opening was shoulder height off the ground and the gap was barely wide enough for someone to slip through. Still it was an exit, and Xan wasn't in any mood to go looking for a larger one. He dove for the gap even as the snarling at his back grew louder. He didn't need to look back to know that his pursuit was closing on his heels. 
He caught the lip of the opening with his good hand and quickly pulled himself up. He wasn't as strong as he'd once been, but he'd also lost enough weight that it almost made up for the difference. He dragged himself through the gateway. It felt as though cold water had been dumped over his head, but he pulled himself from one side to the other with a huge sigh of relief and then rolled out onto a slab of cold paving stones in the shadow of the great wall. He took a deep breath and let it out shakily as sweat poured from his brow. He took quick mental stock of himself, but he seemed alright. Even his left shoulder wasn't hurting. He poked at it with his good hand and discovered that though the hole and the blood remnants of the wound remained on his clothes, his flesh was unblemished.
"Xandrith!" An excited voice called, and suddenly Kassa what at his side wrapping her arms around him. "I thought you were dead! You disappeared while we were walking down the paths and I didn't think we'd ever see you again. You said it always takes six hours to exit, but I've been waiting for two hours."
Xandrith sat up and grinned, then shrugged as though indifferent. "I don't die easily." When he noticed that Kassa wasn't returning his grin the expression fled his face. She was certainly happy to see him, but Xan could see the shadow of something else haunting her features, and her eyes seemed darker than normal and troubled. "What's wrong?" He asked, the mirth falling from his face.
Kassa looked down at her hands as if afraid to face Xan directly. "Haley and Crow are gone."
Xandrith snapped to attention, standing up quickly and dusting himself off.  "What do you mean they're gone? Where have they gone?"
Kassa shrugged. "They were ahead of me when we crawled through the exit, but when I pulled myself through I blacked out. I came to laying about where you are and they weren't here. I don't know where they went."
A long litany of curses passed between Xan's lips. It only took him a second to put together what had happened. "It was Crow. I don't know all of his abilities, but he must have knocked you out when you came through the portal and then gone off with Haley. I don't know whether she would leave with him willingly or not, but that has to be what happened."
"Why would they leave us?" Kassa asked, confused. "My head doesn't hurt or anything. I don't feel like I was knocked out."
Xan shrugged. "He may have an ability that allowed him to knock you out for a short period of time without hurting you. His blade is a mystery to me. I'm not sure why he'd leave, but I'm positive he has some sort of plan. He doesn't want me to be here and now he's got Haley. He knows she can be used as leverage against me."
"Then we should go after them. We don't need him causing us any trouble while we're here. This place is dangerous enough without him running around trying to sabotage us." Kassa replied. 
Xan shook his head. "That would normally be my first impulse as well, but Crow is well adapted to stay hidden from us. He could be here right now and we wouldn't even know it. I'm afraid we're just going to have to move forward under the assumption that he might pose a threat at any given moment. Tracking him will just waste time since we'll never find him unless he wants us too, and then he might as well come to us."
Kassa sighed heavily. "What do we do now?"
Xan was quiet for a moment as he thought. "We need to find a place to bed down for the night. I think it's time you know what I intend to do here."
 



 
Chapter 4
Incredibly Stupid 
"That is the stupidest idea you've ever come up with!" Kassa whispered harshly from where she was hiding wedged into a dark corner of a storage space in a small home that Xandrith had decided was appropriate for keeping them concealed. 
Xan frowned. "It's not stupid. It's desperate. There is a difference. Listen, there aren't a lot of options."
"I get that, but what would possibly make you believe that those things, these Drayid, will even give you the chance to negotiate with them? They certainly haven't proven particularly social so far. They have tried to kill us every single time we've encountered them!" She seemed to notice her voice was rising because she spoke more softly next time. "They mostly succeeded with me, remember?"
"They are essential, Kassa. To open the box I need access to a massive amount of life energy. When the mages tampered with the seals on the Great Vault all those years ago they sacrificed hundreds of their own people to the cause. We don't have hundreds of lives to spend. We have me and you, and I don't intend to let either of us die." Xandrith tried to declare his point with confidence and bravado, but that was difficult to do at a whisper. 
Kassa was quiet for a time. When she spoke again it was with an uncertain resignation. "How do you intend to get them to even listen to us?"
"I need to find and steal the Great Vault." Xan spoke confidently. 
Kassa lifted an eyebrow, the gesture could barely be seen in the darkness of their hiding place. "You're going to steal the one thing they probably have guarded by hundreds of their own?"
Xan nodded. "Once I have that, they'll have to listen."
"Why?" Kassa looked honestly confused.
"I might not be able to destroy the box or open it on my own, but I could open another one of those passageways to the gray place and throw the box into that. The Drayid would lose their foothold here and would be forced from their stolen bodies and back into the box."
Kassa's seemed surprised. "Really?"
"Maybe. I don't know, but it's a good threat. Once I can get them to stop and listen I can try and convince them to let me open the Vault." 
Kassa was still skeptical. "What happens to them once you open the Vault? Will that let all the mad Drayid out into the world all at once?"
Xandrith shrugged. "I've been thinking about what will happen for a while now, but I can't be certain. I don't understand the magic that has held them clearly enough. All I know for certain is that this is the only way for me to get into the Vault to recover the one trapped inside. Without him, or it, or whatever it is, I don't see how we can fight against the chaos the trolls are bringing upon us."
Kassa closed her eyes and lapsed into silence again for a time. When she spoke it was with the kind of resignation that told Xan she would go along with his plan. "This is a stupid plan."
Xan nodded. "You said that already."
"I know, I just want to be sure you know how I felt about this." Kassa leaned forward from her hiding place. "Xan, what is this going to do to you?"
Xandrith knew exactly what she meant, but he laughed quietly and pretended to be oblivious to the true meaning behind her question. "I'll probably be pretty tired when all is said and done."
Kassa frowned, looking as though she was only a moment away from applying her fist firmly to Xan's face. "Damn it, I'm not in the mood for jokes. What is going to happen to you when you use that much magic? You said that drawing on the blood magic was changing you, well what is going to happen when you draw on that many lives at once?"
Xandrith's artificial smile fell away and he shrugged his shoulders in defeat. "I'm not sure. I think I can maintain control, but I don't know. If it goes really bad I might need you to ..."
"Don't ask me to kill you. You know I can't do that." Kassa snapped, cutting the assassin off. 
"I know you can do what is necessary, Kas. I wouldn't have let you come with me if I didn't believe that." Xan answered, speaking thoughts he'd had many times, but had never dared to put into words. He could have escaped from his friends after they'd set him free from the prison, but he'd hoped that if the worst happened and he lost control of himself that they would be able to stop him from doing anything terrible. The turmoil, rage, and chaos of the troll lineage spreading inside of Xan was a constant source of fear. It was easy enough to subdue when he could avoid magic, but drawing on his powers brought it back to the front, and it was getting stronger. 
"You're a fool if you think I'd have let you come here by yourself. We're doing this together, and when we're done, we'll leave here together." Kassa stated firmly. Xan smiled again, an honest expression brought out by the sincerity of his friend. Her faith in him made him question his own bleak outlook. 
"I'm sure we will." Xan replied as he stood himself up, stretching out the kinks left in his body from his ordeals over the last few hours. "We should get moving, there is no point in staying here any longer. The Drayid seem to be able to move during the night and during the day. We'll just have to try and avoid them as much as possible. If they don't see us, they can't pursue us."
They stood, getting ready to depart from their hiding spot. As they did Kassa stumbled forward and fell heavily against a nearby wall. Xan immediately reached out and steadied her. "Are you alright?" He asked, unable to hide the concern from his voice. 
Kassa shook her head, seeming confused. "I think so. I've been disoriented since we left the gray halls. Sometimes I feel like I'm going to feint, but it comes in waves."
"If you can't go any further I won't hold it ..." Xan began, but Kassa cut him off abruptly. 
"I'm fine, just fine. I haven't had a good night's sleep in a while. It's just getting to me." She shrugged, rolling her shoulders and stretching her neck. "I'm fine." She reiterated, and Xan wondered if she was telling him or herself. 
Xan was about to express further concern, but Kassa spoke before he could. "How are we going to find the Great Vault? Do you know where to look?" Kassa turned her back to Xan and walked in the direction of the door. 
The assassin sighed and let the matter drop. "Tibsenth told me where it was kept during the Order’s rule of this place, but I don't have to rely on that information. The Vault is making a sort-of noise, like a hum. It's all over this place, but it seems to get louder when I move towards where it's being kept. Or where I think it’s being kept." Xan explained, though a hum wasn't exactly the correct way to describe how the Vault was leading him towards it. 
Kassa attempted not to look too skeptical. "I'm going to assume this is a magical hum since I haven't heard much of anything since we've been in this cursed place."
"It's not very easy to explain. I just kind of know where it is. It's like ... like it's pushing on me?" Xan shrugged. "The point is, I can find it."
Kassa didn't look impressed. "I guess that's good enough." 
The companions pushed their way back out into the alleyway adjacent to the small home they'd been hiding in. As ever, stepping foot onto the streets of Yillan Reach was an unsettling experience. The Reach still looked like a human city, but it lacked all of the key elements that drove home the feeling of inhabitation. The dead city felt like a meticulously created imitation of what a city should be. It was as though it had been built by something that had seen a human city, but never actually experienced one. There was no bustle of life, no mixing of scents that indicated fires were being kept and meals being cooked. There were no distant yells of children playing, and no discordant calls of scavenger birds looking for food in the streets. The Reach stank of death and decay, and yet no birds circled the city at all. It had become a forbidden place, even for the animals. 
Xan led them along the back roads, not entirely sure where his final destination would take them. He'd wind down one set of streets until he could go no further in the direction he felt he needed to travel, and then he'd change routes and head down another. He focused on the pressure of the Vault as it thrummed its magical presence throughout the city. There were many occasions when the assassin found himself forced to take an indirect route in order to avoid the main streets and wide open areas, but Xan had no intention of being caught out in the open. If possible, he wanted to avoid being seen or tracked at all. Unlike out in the woods, he couldn't exactly get a fix on whether or not they were being pursued. Out in the open it had been easy enough to catch the faint life trails of his stalkers, but the city was flush with the Drayid. They'd been busy since his last visit. Their near-dead citizens crept all through the city. 
 Xandrith wondered about the Drayid’s existence and how they spent their time. Did they socialize, or lead some semblance of a normal life? It didn't seem that way to Xan. They seemed merely to be. The once proud Drayid had been reduced to a state of predatory stagnation. They existed only for the purpose of killing and dragging more of their kind partially from the Great Vault back to the world from which they'd been cast. The mages had committed a terrible atrocity and this was the result. The scope of the horror was beyond imagining. 
Moving through the silent back streets was a tense experience. Neither of the companions so much as whispered a word to one another in fear that they might draw the attention of the city’s silent guardians. Though Xan could tell the city was full of the Drayid creatures, the mechanna monsters remained strangely and almost entirely hidden. The few times that Xan spotted one it was always distant and never actually moving. Someone who didn't know better might assume that it was dead. Xan knew that it was merely hibernating, waiting for someone foolish enough to get too close and set it off. He knew they had to be aware he was within the city. The same way he could sense them, they could also tell about where he was. Maybe their own heavy presence in the city was hiding him. It was either that, or he was just walking directly into a trap. That was certainly a possibility. 
A scurrying noise stopped Xan and Kassa in their tracks. They'd just crossed from an alleyway into a large and relatively open back street when the unexpected sound came scampering down the street in their direction. There wasn't time to jump for cover without making more noise, so they both froze in place as though a lack of motion might disguise just how exposed they were at that moment. As one they focused their attention on the source of the sound and what looked at first glance like a rat came walking down the middle of the road. The small creature stopped and stood on its hind legs as it came within visual range of the assassin and his companion. It took only a brief inspection to see that the thing in the middle of the road was not a rodent at all. It was slightly too large, and its small eyes gleamed with the glow of a blue fire burning from behind glass. It was one of the mechanna creatures, a mixture of flesh and metal, but on a scale Xan and Kassa had never encountered before. 
Xan grabbed for a throwing knife, but he didn't have one on him. A moment later Kassa's arm struck out like a snake seeking to inject venom and a small metal blade crossed the distance and slammed into the creature's torso. It thrashed back and forth, writhing on the knife as a tiny shriek began to echo through the empty streets. They were found. 
"Shit!" Kassa swore, breaking their long silence as she went to retrieve her knife. Xan was right behind her. He watched as she pulled her blade from the small metal creature before stomping it into silence. Up close it looked even less like a rat than it had previously. The metal work was strikingly intricate, but the living pieces were no less macabre than they were on the bigger versions. A human hand had been haphazardly melded to scraps of a rodent and bolted tightly together with bands of rusting metal. It ran on the fingers, led by the glass eyes set in what had been the rat’s face. It was a travesty of existence. 
"I guess we won't be doing this without stirring up trouble." Xan commented. He took a breath and settled his senses so he could focus on the location of the Vault. It was still a long ways off. Even at a run it could take them a few hours to reach it, and that was without having to worry about the entire population of the city trying to kill them. "Come on, this way." He said, and started jogging towards a street he would have normally avoided. The Drayid were coming. He couldn’t pinpoint them within the chaos of the city, but he could feel that they were on the move. They were all connected to some extent. Once one had seen them, it was as good as alerting all of them. 
"How long do we have until they're on us?" Kassa asked. In reply, a dark figure jumped from a building top and landed in the street directly in front of Kassa and Xan. The landing made a loud metallic clink and was followed by the unmistakable whirring of gears and mechanna wizardry. 
"Not too long." Xan replied even as he reached out with his power to grab the half-living thing and draining it. He wrapped his extruded power around it and slammed the creature into the wall with all the violence he could muster. It exploded into a pile of metal, blood, and human pieces. A sense of dark exultation rushed through Xan. "I'll grind your bones to paste!" He verily spat the words between teeth clenched in glee. 
Kassa grabbed him by the shoulder. "Come on Xan. We need to keep moving." Xandrith snapped his head to face Kassa, and for a moment he didn't even recognize her. The lust to crush and destroy flowed through him like a river. "Xan ..." She spoke again, softly, and this time Xandrith's mind latched on to his memories and he pushed away the rage and violent lust. 
"Yes, we don't want to get caught in the streets."  He said quietly and they ran on past the destroyed Drayid creature. Xan refused to look at it. He didn't want to entice his darker side any more than necessary. He probably shouldn't have resorted to his magic so quickly. "I need a weapon. I can't keep using magic like that."
"We can probably find you something but ..." She didn't finish her sentence, but Xan knew exactly what she was leaving off. He shouldn't have been able to fight anymore. He'd given those abilities to Kassa, but since he'd traveled the gray halls things were different. He felt more like his old self. Something about those passageways had reconnected his body to his knowledge. Xandrith felt like he was ready for combat. 
"I'll be fine. If you see some place where we might find weapons, let me know. I'll try not to use magic unless the situation is desperate from now on." Xandrith tried to be as comforting as possible with his words, though there was a great deal that still concerned him. Regaining his old abilities was a blessing, but he couldn't help but feel that it was a blessing that came cloaked in danger. His only other way to help, his magic, was even worse. The side of him that relished in violence and destruction was steadily growing more powerful. It was far too easy to rely on magic to get him out of bad situations and if he kept allowing himself to do so, it wouldn't be long before there was nothing at all left of his humanity. Xan as a human wasn’t a great person, but he could only guess that a troll version of himself would be much worse. 
Xandrith turned them down another path and onto a main road. There was no point in trying to hide again. Now that the section of the city they were in was known, the Drayid would come down on them in force. The only advantage they could keep now was that they might be able to move quickly enough to keep the hordes off of them. They'd have to deal with anything they ran into, but at least they wouldn't be easily encircled.
A pair of metallic creatures ran out into the street from two separate directions. Xandrith recognized them readily. They were the same kind of beasts that had roamed the hallways of the mages’ tower when last he'd been to the doomed city. The closest of the creatures was already spilling acid from its mouth set in a rotted horse's head. The acid shot across the space between the monsters and Xan, hissing and crackling as it landed on the ground and partially melted the remaining organic bits of the horse's face. 
Xan suppressed the urge to reach for his magic and instead found himself dancing lithely to the side to avoid any of the vile splatter. Kassa skittered the other way and her sword appeared in the air before her. The assassin had less than a moment to feel jealous of his companion’s weapon before he noticed that his right hand felt noticeably full. He raised his arm defensively and there in his palm was the red tinged bonesteel weapon he'd manifested in the gray corridors. It shouldn't have existed at all, but there it was. Xandrith still wasn't about to second guess his good fortune. 
He darted towards the nearest creature as it rose up on its hind legs to meet him. The spidery looking front legs of the mechanna monstrosity struck forward like hinged swords, but there was so much mass to move that they seemed to come slowly at Xan. He dodged first one of the leg-swords and then the other as he dove in close enough to the beast to strike at flesh. He sunk his red knife into two separate areas before he was forced to retreat beyond the monster’s attacking range. The knife blows didn't have a huge effect, but they did stun the thing long enough for Kassa to swing in with her sword and sever the horse head from the shambling creature. Xan and Kassa both spun backwards as their decapitated enemy began to convulse and flop around the street with its dangerous and still deadly legs slicing through the air in the throes of its death. There was no time to appreciate their accomplishment however, the second of the two monsters had never stopped its charge. 
This second horror was worse to look at, though it did share a similar body style. The inclusion of a human torso as opposed to the fore-body of a horse made it all the more macabre. The dead and glowing glass eyes protruding from the once human sockets were horrifying to behold. This one didn't spit acid, but it did carry two swords mounted to its arms, and it moved with far more articulation than the first one had. Kassa met it first with a flurry of sword strokes and parries. Xandrith watched with a critical eye, looking for a failure in the things tactics. Its movement was so precise and deadly that it wasn't easy to find a weakness at first. The difficulty was compounded by the fact that the metal parts of its body were a complete mystery to Xan. Something in there might have been vulnerable, but if it was, it didn't appear to be to Xan's trained eye. At one time his knife would have shown him the weakness in his enemy, but their dynamic was different now and Xan wasn't trained in killing mechanna things. Assuming he survived everything else, including the impending apocalypse, he would have to make a point of learning more about the mechanna and their creations. 
Xan stepped into the battle. He didn't have a precise plan in mind, but he wanted to take some of the pressure off Kassa. The Drayid shifted its fighting style almost immediately. It had to back off its attack patterns, but it was still managing to fend off both Xan and Kassa with a surprising flair. The first few moments of the fight were confusing. Kassa's attack patterns were exactly like Xan's, but it only took them a few passes to adapt their motions to a flow that worked with their identical fighting styles. They fell into a beautifully dynamic pattern of attack. Xan had never fought alongside someone so smoothly before. It felt like art. 
Art or not, they were losing ground. Of course both Xan and Kassa were landing minor hits, blows that would have destabilized and injured a normal opponent. Those same blows had no effect at all on the mechanna. Its metal crafted arms shrugged off cuts, and the rotting human torso swallowed straight stabs and ignored them. It was going to win by attrition if nothing else. More mechanna could arrive at any time. The longer Xan and Kassa fought in one place, the more likely it was that they would die in the Reach. Xan took a deep breath and poised himself to make a critical strike.
The razor sharp legs rose poised for another attack, but Xandrith didn't wait for them to fall. He charged forward and threw his entire body into his next strike. It was a move of desperation that would leave him completely vulnerable, but if he and Kassa were going to do any harm to this monster they needed to get it off center and vulnerable. On all four of its mechanical legs it was too sure footed and stable to allow for effective attacks. Xan's body struck the metal surface of the creature's underside and for just a moment he feared he hadn't gotten enough momentum behind his attack. The Drayid stood balanced on its rear two legs, teetering back and forth. If it fell forward, Xandrith would be crushed between its body and the ground, trapped with all those terrible, bladed legs. 
Instead of jumping away as his instincts were screaming for him to do, Xan drove his knee heavily into the monsters exposed underside. The toppling happened all at once then. It flailed, trying to correct itself, but its legs became ineffective weapons. The assassin struck at every vulnerable spot he could find and in less than a second Kassa was at his side slamming her sword into the beast as well. A metallic scream echoed from the dying monster, but Xan and Kassa didn't quit until they were certain it was dead and it lay silently upon the ground.
They stood over the corpse breathing heavily. "We need to get going again." Xandrith panted. 
Kassa just nodded, and they both took off down the road once more. It was all too clear that the horde was closing in on them. Two had been manageable, but they would be hopelessly outnumbered before long.
Xan's red knife had vanished again, and if Kassa had any questions as to its nature or as to why Xan seemed to be back to form in his fighting, she didn't voice them. It was just as well. They didn't really have time to talk, and Xan wasn't sure how to explain the situation anyway. It would have been nice to have explanations to give, but the assassin was as much in the dark as Kassa was. The trip through the gray had changed things. 
They ran for another two blocks before another of the mechanna creatures found them. This one slipped from an alley behind them and managed to attack before either of them had time to notice they were pursued. The blast of magical energy struck Xandrith squarely in the back and lifted him from the ground to throw him forward several feet. He landed on his chest and slid forward onto his face. For a moment he couldn't get up. His body was convulsing and his arms and legs didn't want to respond to him. His hands were curled into claws and he couldn't get his fingers apart. Four strong convulsions tore through his body and then he was finally able to begin moving his right hand. He immediately began to struggle back to his feet. Kassa was standing between him and the humanoid figure that had come up behind them. She had her sword drawn and ready, but the creature was stalking ever closer. It was surprisingly human looking. It might well have been one of the mechanna masters before the Drayid took it over. It had a single metal arm that ended in a three pronged claw, but other than that it seemed to be a human man. Xandrith could see the crackle of magical energy surrounding the creature, though it wasn't human magic so he couldn't make out the exact nature of what was being done. 
"Listen!" Xan shouted as he hobbled back to his feet. "We've come here for an important reason. I can help the Drayid be free of their prison." 
The magical energy building around the mechanna man surged, but this time Xan was ready for it. He grabbed his opponent’s life force and formed it into a wall between them and the mechanna. The barrier settled into place just as the surge of magic from the mechanna struck it. Xandrith could feel the links of his magical shell shake and split at the ferocity of the Drayid's attack. The assassin took a deep breath and focused more of his stolen magic back into the shell. He was terrible with crafting barriers. He knew this one wouldn't last long. 
"I have knowledge about the workings of the Great Vault. I can free all of your people. You needn't struggle through existence loosely tied to husks." Xandrith insisted, hoping that this more human creature might be better capable of listening and communicating. Xan knew that the Drayid were not mindless monsters. He'd spoken to one of them before, though that hadn't exactly ended well. 
Another surge of magical energy struck the barrier spell. This one almost tore it to pieces. Using his magic was drawing out Xan's dark side, even though he wasn't using it directly for violence. His patience was running thin. "I know you can hear me, damn it! Do you really want to exist the way you do now?"
To his surprise, the other answered. "We will take your knowledge as our own. Humans are not to be trusted." 
"It won't do you any good to take my knowledge. I have abilities that you can't replicate and that are needed to perform the task of setting you free." Xandrith tried to explain, hoping that he was getting through to the Drayid. "You have to have learned something of the sanguine mages, correct?"
The Drayid didn't respond, but neither did it continue its attack. From the corner of Xan's eye he saw more of the creatures crawling from side streets and alleyways. There was nowhere for Kassa and Xan to run to. They'd used up all their time and Xan didn't have the bargaining chip he'd hoped to have. 
Xan went on. "I am a sanguine mage. I can access magic that most human mages cannot, and with that power I can set right what the mages did to your people."
"Words are pretty things, human, but you have no proof of what you claim. We know who you are, Xandrith Dalt. We have the memories of all those we've taken, or did you forget? You are the assassin wanted for countless murders and acts of violence against your own people. What would make us trust you when you would turn your back on even your own kind?" The once human creature was questioning, but the fact that he hadn't yet restarted his attack told Xan that he had at least gotten the Drayid's attention. 
"My past is what it is. I'm not here to make excuses for those things I've done. I'm here to try and find hope for all the people of this world, myself included. I am doing this because no one else can. You can trust me because if I fail at my task, we will all be lost." Xandrith pleaded. 
The Drayid seemed to shrug as one, their various metal bodies gesturing their group indifference. "So you speak, but we know much of what is happening in the world. The humans are suffering from a plague, and trolls are rising to the surface and wiping out the remains. Is this the destruction you so fear? We do not fear this change. We will wait for the trolls to decimate humanity, and then we will take them as we have taken you. We have all the time in the world. We cannot die."
The assassin tried again. "The trolls destroying humanity is only the beginning. There is a force behind the trolls that wants to wipe all creation from this world. If it is allowed to reach the pinnacle of its power, we will all be unmade. Even those things that remain of your own culture, the cities you built, the art and history you've left behind, all of that will be gone forever. This enemy wants only our complete annihilation."
"And what do you want, Xandrith Dalt? You've come to us for the Great Vault, that much is clear, and with the power to free us, so you say, but that certainly isn't your goal. Is it? Are you here to be our savior, little human?" There was a mocking tone in the voice. 
"I'm not here to save you, but what I need to do will free you in the process. Do you really want the rest of your existence to be spent borrowing time away from the Great Vault, but never truly being free of that prison? I understand how that magic works. Even when you're in these bodies your existence is still tied to the void in the Vault. Is that what you want for your people?"
The entire audience of mechanna creatures seemed to swell up, and for just a moment Xan was certain they would descend to destroy Kassa and himself. The moment of tension passed. "You don't know what suffering is, human. For thousands of years we have sat in a shifting void of suffering and pain surrounded by nothing but the anguished screams of our own people. Women, children, loved ones, strangers, echoes of suffering strung out through a terrifying blackness that was without end." The creature in front of Xan raised its metallic hand and closed the three clawed fingers. "This stolen flesh is agonized. It screams as we bend it into submission, and it aches and burns as the flesh rots from the metal we've forced together, but even this is nothing compared to the void. Seated in this decaying shell, we can look out at the world again and feel the light and life that has been denied to us. Still the void waits behind us. We are never truly free, but after the long years of suffering in darkness, suffering in the light is preferable. What alternative are you offering us? Will you free us from the void and give us back our bodies, human?"
The words of the mechanna were hard hitting and filled with an immeasurable amount of pain. Xandrith had thought the Drayid were insane, and he might have even been right, but they had every reason to be completely mad. What was Xan really offering them in exchange for their cooperation?
"I'm going to break the Void entirely. When I'm done it will be gone, and the Great Vault itself will falter shortly after that." Xandrith answered, skirting the question. 
"What of the Drayid? What happens to those trapped within that void when you destroy it, Xandrith?" He took a step forward and placed his metal hand against the surface of Xan's barrier. "What exactly are you offering us, assassin?"
"I don't know." Xandrith said quietly, almost too quietly to be heard. 
"You do know, human. If you won't speak it plainly then we're done talking. What are you, the representative of humanity standing at the end of the world, going to offer to the only people who can help you get what you want?" The Drayid emphasized his last four words with a tap against the barrier on each word. 
Kassa spoke first. "There is no way to answer that question. What do you want from us?" Her voice was dark and calm. 
"We want the truth from you!" The Drayid's voice was metallic and harsh, echoing from his modified throat. "You destroyed our people, now tell us what you intend to do to us next!"
Kassa looked about to speak again, but Xan put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head. This was his burden. He'd come a long way, had done many horrible things, but this would be the pinnacle of the evils he'd committed. 
"I'm going to kill you. All of you. I will release you from the void into nothingness." Xan said with a voice that didn't waver as much as he feared it would. 
The Drayid took a step back from the barrier. "Yes. You're going to kill us. And you want us to agree to this?"
Xan nodded before speaking. "If you don't agree to it, I'm still going to do it. I have to."
"Honesty from the mouth of a human. We are surprised." The Drayid turned in place, apparently looking at his fellows, and then at the sky above. "We will welcome oblivion, Xandrith the Assassin. We will welcome an end to the eternal suffering, but you will not be so lucky. Our lives, all of them, will rest on your shoulders until the day you die. The mages began our destruction, but you shall mark its end."
"That is a burden I will have to carry. No one else can." Xan answered flatly. 
The Drayid turned back to Xandrith and gave a single nod. "Indeed. Follow us." He went out and around Xan's border as though he could see exactly where it stood. Xandrith and Kassa exchanged looks. Kassa's seemed to be asking, "What do we do now?" Xan answered her with an uncertain shrug. This is why they'd come to the Reach. It was too late to back out. 
"What happens if Xandrith fails?" Kassa asked, cutting through the strained silence. "What he's doing is a monumental task. What if something goes wrong?"
Xandrith spoke up quickly. "I won't fail. I can't afford to make a mistake."
The Drayid responded as well. "If he fails us, we will break both of you apart and make use of your bodies to free more of our kind. You might try to resist, but there are far too many of us, and Xandrith Dalt will be unable to fight back after attempting to open the Great Vault. In fact, it is unlikely that Dalt will be able to ever contact the conduits of his magic again whether he succeeds or not. The amount of power he will need to draw will strip his magical channels as effectively as running molten lead through a living thing’s veins would destroy their ability to pump blood through their body. If the surge doesn't rip him apart from the inside out, we will be surprised."
"That's not going to happen." Xandrith began to say, but Kassa cut him off. 
"You knew that was a risk and you still came here to do this?" Her voice was angry, but distant. There was concern, but it seemed somehow empty. 
Xandrith looked at Kassa but she wouldn't meet his eyes. He shrugged. "Allegedly, when the Drayid were first entrapped the mage who performed the magic, a sanguine, was killed immediately after the ceremony was performed because the mages were terrified of the power she possessed. How could those mages have possibly killed a woman that powerful? That question bothered me for a long time, but I've built more experience with using and controlling magic since then. I believe that they were able to kill her because she'd either completely burned out her ability to cast magic, or she'd at least seriously damaged it and was vulnerable. A sanguine mage who could draw unlimited power without any kind of backlash would be a god. Any time I form magic and use it I can feel the surge of magic through my body, and I imagine with the amount of power I plan on channeling to end the Vault I'm probably going to do serious damage to myself. It can't be helped, though. There isn't any way to share the burden."
"Then why would you come here, Xan? I don't understand why you'd come here knowing that you could rip yourself apart just attempting this." Kassa voice was sad, but still distant. Something was very off. Was it her fear? Was she that concerned about him? 
Xandrith forced a cocky grin. "I'm just arrogant enough to believe I can do this and come out of it fine." He held up his hands to show off the patch-worked of healed flesh that he had pieced together on his own. "Nothing has been able to stop me yet."
"If Haley and I hadn't come for you just in time you ..." Kassa began, but it was Xan's turn to interrupt. 
"... would have escaped on my own within hours. Everything was perfectly under control." Xan insisted reassuringly. 
Xan looked over in time to see a small smile cross Kassa's features. "You're a very stupid man." 
"I think you meant to say, 'incredible,' but I'll forgive you this time."  Xan let the punch he received in reply land on his shoulder. It hurt considerably less than the pain of forcing the smile onto his face. In his gut he felt certain that the situation was about to slip out of his grasp. Disaster was coming.  
 



 
Chapter 5
Will it Hurt?
Xandrith found the silence of his mechanna guards unsettling. They led the way through the deserted streets with nary a second glance at the two humans in their midst. The only sound accompanying their travel at all was the varied footfalls of their haphazardly constructed bodies. A metal clink or the dull thud of mangled flesh slapping the ground made for macabre travel music. Xan would have given a good sum of money to have a talented bard along for the trek. Of course he would have stolen the money back later, but he'd have let the musician enjoy the promise of the money for a while first. 
"Have you considered what is going to happen if you can't do this?" Kassa broke the silence in the only way Xan could have imagined he would have preferred it not be broken.
"It doesn't do a lot of good to dwell on failure." Xan quipped, though in fact the nagging concern of failure had been exceedingly prominent in his mind for days. 
The Drayid creature that had been acting as their main conduit of conversation spoke up, startling Xan. "If you fail to do what you have promised, we will break both of you down into components and use you to free more of our people."
Xan frowned. "That isn't the sort of encouragement I like to work with." The Drayid didn't respond. 
Kassa looked even more worried than she had before. "I don't think you're taking this situation as seriously as you should, Xandrith." Her dark eyes flitted about, landing anywhere but on Xan. 
The assassin shrugged and sighed. "You know me well enough, Kassa. I am taking this situation very seriously, but if I can't make light of it a bit, I'm not sure if I can get through this. We've worked very hard to get to this point, and now everything is resting on me doing something that has never been attempted. All so I can attempt to communicate with a being that has been imprisoned for thousands of years in a box, that may or may not be sympathetic to our plight. I am taking this very seriously." He tried to meet Kassa's eyes, but she looked away. That sent a shock of sadness through Xan's heart. For some reason, at that moment, he'd really hoped to meet her eyes and find support there. "I will do this." He insisted. Kassa's recent hesitance to meet his eyes was becoming a matter of concern for the assassin. She seemed so distant. 
"You spoke of communicating with a being within the box?" The Drayid spoke, its curiosity apparently piqued. "There is nothing else living within the box beyond our people. Further in is only silence."
Xandrith shook his head, just happy to have the subject changed away from his own competence. "That's not true. Long, long before the mages betrayed your people, the Great Vault was built by a creature akin to a god. He wanted to use it to seal away a rival of his, but the rival discovered what was happening and sealed him away instead. The mages had no idea that's what the Vault was for when they … did what they did."
"We know the history of the Vault, human, but we also know the nature of its insides far better than you do. Beyond the darkness in which my people are trapped there is indeed another place, but nothing lives within it. We would know if there were a being within that realm. Beyond the darkness is only silence and emptiness. If you hope to find something more than that you will be disappointed." He spoke plainly, like a teacher reciting facts. 
"What does that mean?" Kassa asked. 
Xan just shook his head. It was obvious that the Drayid didn't understand the nature of their prison as clearly as they thought they did. "We will open the Vault, and when we do all will be clear." Xandrith didn't need to start an argument with the Drayid just then. They already posed a distinct threat. "How much further to the Vault?" Xan asked, though he didn't really need to. He could sense that they were very close. 
"It lies just ahead." The Drayid pointed to a seemingly innocuous house along the side of the road. "We moved it after we took it from the mages’ tower. We thought it better to keep it within our control." 
"I'm going to need as many of your mechanna bodies as you can get here. I don't know how much energy this is going to take, but I can't afford to not have enough once the process is started. The energy must be used for something once I take it because it will be too great for me to return." Xandrith explained, trying to sound calmer than he felt. The moment of truth was approaching. 
"We are already assembling." The Drayid answered. "I warn you, assassin, if this turns into some sort of betrayal, we will not treat you mercifully. We have had thousands of years to think of ways to make your kind pay for what has been done to us, and we will employ as many of them as possible on you and the female if you have deceived us in any way."
"And I warn you, Drayid. If you interfere with this process, or do anything to hurt Kassa before I am finished, I will cut a rift in reality and shove the Vault so far into emptiness that your people will never, ever see the mortal world again. I will do what I have said I will, so don't get in my way." Xan's voice was as cold as the steel he'd regularly passed through the hearts of men and women. 
He met the Drayid's glass eyes and they stood locked in silent measure for a moment. The Drayid nodded. "So be it. Let us be done with this business." With that, the Drayid led them the rest of the way to the small home and pushed the door open. There were at least ten more Drayid inside all standing around a seemingly ordinary kitchen table. It looked a bit like the worst family meal Xan could imagine having to attend. "I hope uncle Wilclith didn't eat all the cream pie." Xan said softly. He chuckled dryly, though no one else seemed to be paying him any mind. 
Atop the table stood a nondescript wood box that appeared to be made of ancient drift wood. It had a rusted steel lock fastened to the front, but there was no indication the box could be opened anyway. There were no apparent seems or hinges anywhere in the wood. To Xan the entire box seemed to thrum with a magical pulse, like the heart of some great beast. This was the Great Vault. Xandrith found himself caught somewhere between awe and disappointment. This box had existed longer than humanity, and yet at the same time it was so unimpressive in appearance as to be almost boring. He took a step forward into the room, and then another, until he was standing just before the box. All eyes were heavily upon his back. 
With a single cautious hand he reached out and touched the surface of the box. As his fingers passed over the smooth wood surface a strange symbol formed on the top. It looked as though it had been burned there. Xan didn't know what it meant or if it was simply some form of decoration, but the unusual shape resonated in his mind. This is where it begins. He thought to himself. The thought was his own, but it still seemed foreign. 
"Are your people gathered?" Xandrith asked the Drayid, his eyes still locked on the symbol on top of the wooden box. He traced it with his finger. 
"You may begin when you are ready." Came the reply.
Xandrith took a deep breath and let it out slowly, removing his hands from the box for a moment. The symbol atop the box faded as he did so. He glanced over to Kassa, but she wasn't looking his way. Her eyes were scanning the growing number of Drayid that were filling the room. He wished he could have a moment to talk to her, to reassure her, but it was too late for that. The time had come for him to do what he'd come to do, if he could. He dropped his gaze to the simple box in front of him again and reached for it. As his fingers touched the surface the symbol reappeared. He let his thoughts spiral backwards into his mind.
It wasn't difficult to find what he was looking for. The spells related to the box were the oldest magic his mind possessed. He needed merely to look as far inward as he could, and there it was. Glyphs coursed through his mind, strange, alien symbols that were so different from most of the magical symbols he'd ever used that he could barely tell they were magic. The glyphs he was about to tap were far beyond the skill of any human mage. Xandrith would be relying entirely on instinct to do what he must do. 
"Here we go." He whispered quietly. He reached out for the sources of magic around him, making very sure to avoid grabbing Kassa. Usually when he grabbed for magic it was like filling a reservoir. He pulled until he felt himself filled up, but this time he knew he needed more than that. He grabbed for as much magic as he could take onto himself, and then he pulled even harder. Beyond him some of the Drayid begin to slump as they felt the drain of their life force, but Xan didn't have time to think on that. The power burned through him and he began to form it into the symbols that he knew must open the Great Vault. In his hands the box had gone cold. Holding it was like reaching into a frozen lake. Xan's fingers were stinging from the chill, but he couldn't let go. 
The flow of power through his body was becoming painful. The magic that coursed around him and through him felt like it was full of razors that ripped away at his flesh and tore its way through his veins. Part of his mind screamed at him to stop, but he knew he wasn't even close to finished. He hadn't even breached the lock yet. He tightened his numbing fingers on the box and pushed even harder. Around him even more of the Drayid begin to slump to the ground, some few of them laying still and motionless in death. Each life drained in its entirety was like a dagger being plunged into his back. Draining so much life from one person was a foul and dangerous practice. Rage began to rise up inside the assassin, dark and hungry. His troll ancestry was awake and responding to the death being dealt by the magic. Xandrith knew he couldn't afford to let that come to the surface. 
He pulled with all of his strength at the Drayid around him, forcing their power into himself. The flood of magic burned through him and surrounded him in an agony that washed away the rage of his troll blood for the time being. The symbols in his head began to spin faster and faster, the glyphs formed together into a massive display of complex magic that Xandrith couldn't begin to understand. From beneath his hands black smoke began to rise from the box, slowly at first, but then exploding outward as though under pressure. There was no smell to it, and it didn't seem to have any substance, but it flew from the box and began to fill the room in darkness. Xan couldn't see it, but the few Drayid that had remained standing were collapsing with their mouths agape as the same blackness began to pour from inside them to join the bleak haze in the room. He'd broken the first seal.
The life force around him began to ebb but Xan knew he hadn't drawn in enough power to finish the task at hand. He reached even further and tore the remaining scraps of life from the Drayid around himself. His body was on fire. He felt as though his arms and legs would rip from their joints and his flesh would slip from his body, peeled off by the terrible rush of power running through his veins. There was nothing left for him to see. The room had gone entirely dark, filled up with the black issuing of the box, and yet to Xandrith a cacophony of color exploded across his vision as pieces of magic assembled into an order so confusing that the chaos of it all thrummed and tore at Xan's mind. 
"I'm going to die." He said, but his words were washed away in the turmoil. He tightened his grip on the box. The smooth driftwood structure was the only reality that he was sure of, and even that was being torn away from him. A sudden desire for one last moment of warmth filled the assassin. "Kassa." He called into the emptiness around him hoping that she might be somewhere where she could offer him comfort. The world began to shake beneath his feet and Xan's stomach dropped as though he was falling through the air. "This is my end." His body surged with wave of agony after wave of agony. A scream tore from his lips and he collapsed to his knees as his hands released the box. The magic swept him away like a storm at sea would swallow a small boat. 
 
The floor was an ornate pattern of mixed brown and black tiles layered in a very fine coating of ash-like dust. The cold issuing up from the ground cut directly through Xan's clothing and had settled well into his flesh by the time he began to push himself up from the ground. His body was stiff from the cold and his mind was hazy from the ordeal he'd just survived. He turned his head slowly about, though the act of doing so made his stomach clench in turmoil. He was at the end of a long corridor. Behind him was a pedestal with what appeared to be the Great Vault sitting atop it. 
The Vault sat still and blank, no glyphs upon its surface, and no indication that it had just been an instrument of unimaginable power. Xandrith knew immediately that he'd succeeded in doing what he'd intended. He'd passed through the vault to the other side and now it was waiting for him to make the trip back, at which point it would shut the gate between the two locations forever. He didn't need to see the magic around it to know. In fact, even trying to see the lines of magic caused his body to ache, his head to swim, and his stomach to churn violently. His magic was burned away, but it had worked. 
That meant that Xandrith was no longer standing on his own world. He was on Sentinel, the largest of the three moons that circled his home.  He turned back to face the hall he'd discovered himself in. The ceiling was at least ten feet above his head, and eight or nine men could have walked abreast down the corridor with no problem. The walls were of a similar style to the floor, though the tiles were larger and some of them gave off a feint glow which provided the only light in the area. Xandrith stepped cautiously down the walkway towards the far end which was blocked by a set of double doors that filled the entire passage. 
The assassin wondered whether or not he should call out and make his presence known. The part of him that was accustomed to working in silence warned him against doing so, but the practical part of him knew it probably didn't matter. If he'd really stepped into the home of a creature akin to a god, what did it matter whether he approached quietly or not? It had probably noticed his arrival already. Xan doubted it had a lot of guests. 
Never the less instinct won out, and Xan proceeded quietly until he reached the massive double doors. The handle of the doorway was nearly at eye level, a fact which made the assassin feel as though he'd regressed back to his own childhood. He reached a hand forward and placed it against the surface of the door. His fingers were different. They'd gotten longer, narrower, and they ended in nails that were more akin to claws that human nails. The patterns of black on his flesh had deepened to be darker and larger, though his human flesh was still visible. His over use of magic had taken its toll on his humanity. He forced himself to ignore the changes and pushed on the great door before him. He expected it to be locked, or at least stuck, but the door swung inward effortlessly on its massive hinges with the barest of effort on his part. It didn't even make a sound as it rolled open to expose the fearsome giant hiding behind it. 
Xan sprang backwards like a cat who'd stepped in a puddle and brought himself into a defensive position with all the speed he could muster. The creature standing on the other side of the opening towered above him at the full height of the sixteen foot ceiling and nearly as wide as three strong men abreast. It had two separate sets of arms and carried a single long saber in each set. Its skin was a deep blue-gray wrapped tightly around bulging muscle. It had a strange and flat head with widely spaced eyes that gleamed red from behind some kind of metallic visor. Its jaw was split vertically and gaping open to show off razor sharp teeth lining both sides. Its legs bent backward at the knee and ended in dangerous looking black hooves. Xandrith's first instinct was to run as fast as possible back the way he'd come, but a small part of his brain still reasoning noticed that something was amiss. 
The monster wasn't moving. It wasn't just standing still, it was standing completely rigid with not so much as a single twitch of muscle moving anywhere along its considerable length. Xan took a few hesitant steps forward and he could see that its chest also wasn't rising and falling. The only indication the thing gave at all that it wasn't just some chillingly detailed statue was the red glow coming from the visor of its helm. Not to mention that the middle of a doorway was a bad place for a massive, threatening statue.
"Hello?" Xandrith called up to it uncertainly. "I've come to see the one imprisoned here." The giant didn't respond, didn't move, and it didn't give any indication that it was actually alive. Xan waited for a time as the eerie silence of the place created a hollow of uncertainty inside of him. The words of the Drayid haunted him. "Beyond the dark is only silence and emptiness." So far those words were proving too true. With a deep steadying breath Xan decided it was time to move past the giant and explore further inside the prison. 
He proceeded cautiously around the great monster, giving it as wide a birth as the hallway and door would allow. Despite his perception that the thing was either dead or inert, Xan refused to take his eyes off of it as he circled past. A small part of his curiosity wanted him to touch the creature and see if it felt alive, but he had little trouble pushing that curiosity aside in light of the fact that it was better not to tempt fate any more than he already had. It would be detrimental to his day to wake up the horrific terror. It wasn't that Xan didn't think he could kill a sixteen foot tall and four armed beast, it was just that he wasn’t sure he could kill a sixteen foot tall and four armed beast and survive the fight. In the end it took him far longer to get around behind the creature than he would have liked. His own paranoia kept him moving quite slowly. Once he'd circled around behind it, he found himself faced with a further unsettling sight. 
The room beyond the giant looked like an entry hall. It was wide open with two sets of stairs ascending to a landing on a second floor. Between the two sets of stairs on the first floor was another large set of double doors with four more of the giant creatures standing guard along the corridor. They were just as unmoving as the first as they stood at rigid attention, their weapons away at their hips. Two stood to either side of the doorway, their red gazes illuminating the approach to the next set of doors. Xan cringed inwardly. To explore what that door hid, he'd have to walk right between those four silent watchmen. The idea of doing so didn't exactly fill the assassin with a sense of confidence. He looked at the two flights of stairs leading to the second floor, and then back at the door on the first level. 
Intuition told him he'd find what he was looking for behind the guarded door. A god would have guards, wouldn't it? It would be much easier to go up the flights of stairs and begin his search there, but Xandrith wasn't a fool, and he wasn't sure how much time he had to return to the Great Vault before it closed at his back. He had no desire to end up trapped within the Vault knowing that once it shut its doors this time, it would never be opened again. 
"Shit." He said the word aloud, forgetting just how quiet it was around him. His single word seemed to echo all around the empty hall. It seemed so loud that someone must come running to see who was standing in the entryway swearing into the silence. Of course, no one did. "Sorry." Xandrith added belatedly, the half hearted apology also taking its time to ring from the walls. He only hesitated a moment more before forcing his feet to take him forward. Every step he'd taken from his old life had led him to this point. He couldn't turn his back on it all and go back. He'd made his choice long ago, and this was just a continuation of the same choice. He was going through the doors on the first floor. 
He walked hesitantly between the towering guards, those red eyed statues seemed looked down upon him in silent judgment as he made his way toward the tall double doors. His head told him those guards might move to strike him down at any moment, but his instinct told him there was nothing alive to offer him any form of threat. His instincts were correct and he reached the door without incident. The material of the doors was difficult to determine. Xan's eyes told him that they were carved from some type of wood, but as his palm brushed over the door it seemed to him that it was made of some type of metal. He pushed forward and the door before him swung open as though it were a slight garden gate, though Xandrith knew that each of the doors must have weighed as much as a half dozen horses. The opening before him yawned open like the mouth of a great beast gaping wide to swallow up the tiny, insignificant assassin. Xandrith stepped through the opening with s sense of trepidation weighing down his feet. 
As he entered the new room light erupted all around him, a brilliant blue-white glow waking in the stones of the walkway and along the walls of this new chamber. The room was long and narrow with a gray carpet stretching along its center and running from the doorway up to what appeared to be a throne sitting atop a raised platform. More of the giant guards lined the walls, standing their silent vigil, but seemingly unaware that their inner sanctum had been pierced. They were really dreadful guards. 
The giants weren’t the only figures in the room, however. Other creatures, some masculine and some female, stood along the walls or gathered in the corners of the room. They too were frozen in place, some seemingly in the middle of tasks that they would never be able to finish. They looked much like the giants with four arms and red glowing eyes, but they were much closer to the height of a human. Each of the strange creatures had three eyes, two more widely spaced than a human’s and a third sitting between those two and just above the ridge of their nose. Xandrith had never seen or heard of any race that looked exactly like them, but the scene in the throne room made them seem somewhat less alien and strange. Had Xan walked into the room of any human noble he might have been faced with a similar scene. The giant guards would have been fae enforcers or orcs, but the setting was familiar enough. The stillness was what made it all seem horrific. What force could freeze their world in a single moment? 
The assassin didn’t waste any more time staring at his surroundings. He walked forward down the gray carpet toward the throne at the other end of the room with a sense of dread building at each step. Something was clearly amiss, and somehow he knew that he was just a few steps away from facing the source of his unease. It felt like it took forever, but he reached the steps. He stopped, only looking at the empty throne for a moment before his eyes caught on the sight that lay across the steps in front of him. 
The bones lay in a perfectly neat pile, clearly undisturbed for all the time that they’d been free of their skin. As such, the scene was only too easy to read for someone as trained in death as Xan was. He stood as still as the statuesque creatures around him and gazed at this death laid out before him. It had four arms like the statues, and three of them were sprawled out to its sides. The fourth arm lay across its collapsed chest bones with the pale fingers still wrapped around the hilt of a makeshift knife whose blade passed between the slots of the rib cage. The knife itself was made of bone that had obviously been shaped from one of the dead creature’s own legs. It was a surprisingly adept piece, even properly hilted and counterweighted. This creature, then, had removed its own left leg and spent a good number of weeks preparing the bone and then shaping and constructing the weapon for this singular purpose. Suicide. 
Xandrith knew he was looking at the body of the god-creature that had been sealed away inside the Great Vault, but he couldn’t wrap his mind around the reality of what he was seeing and what it meant for his cause. His last hope, the plan for which he’d struggled so much, was dead in this pile of bones at the foot of a throne across the very threshold of the vast stars. He was dead. Humanitiy’s hope, the one last entity that might have intervened on their behalf, had taken its own life and left them with nothing. 
A small part of Xandrith reasoned that he could still search the rest of the building, that maybe he was merely mistaken in his assumption that this pile of bones before him was all that was left of the reason he’d come here in the first place, but he knew that wasn’t true. This castle on the moon was full of nothing but death and the frozen magic that had once served the dead. Apparently without their master, all the other creatures of that place had simply stopped and had been frozen in place for all time. 
“You damned son of a bitch!” Xandrith cursed and kicked the skeleton before him apart. The skull cascaded across the room to rock in place against the base of the throne. “You selfish piece of shit! Your plan to catch the other one didn’t work, so you just kill yourself?!” Rage hammered through Xan’s veins. “Who gave you permission to give up?! The rest of us don’t get to just quit when things go wrong! What would you have me do now? Am I supposed to go back home and tell everyone that sorry, there is no hope left? Is that what you want me to do?” Xandrith kicked the remaining bones apart to scatter in every direction. Only the bone knife remained, somehow unstirred by Xan’s rage. “I’m not going to do that! Do you hear me?! I am not going to give up. Some god you turned out to be.” Xan reached down and picked up the knife on impulse. He slid it into one of his empty knife sheaths. “If it can kill one of you, maybe it can kill another. You hear me?! I'm going to do what you couldn't do. I'm going to kill that fucker!”
Xan turned his back on the god-thing and began to walk away. The ground beneath his feet began to shake. It was a subtle rumbling at first, so slight that he barely registered what was happening, but by the time he was halfway down the gray carpet of the throne room the vibration had become quite troubling. Xan picked up his pace, suddenly quite eager to be as far from the land of dead gods as possible. A heavy jolt passed through the ground, so vigorous it tossed Xan into the air. He landed on his feet but only barely. The tiled floor was beginning to buck with increasing violence. 
Between the assassin and the door one of the giant and silent guardians tumbled, crashing into the ground with a tremendous force. As it struck the floor it split apart and its massive body shattered as though made of glass. The red glow of its eyes flashed once and then was gone forever. As the vigorous shaking began to grow worse, more of the statue-like residents of the quiet halls began to shake and topple. A crack opened along one wall of the throne room and a violent, gasping wind began to rip its way towards the new opening, dragging small pieces of debris with it. 
It was at this point that a sense of panic struck the assassin. He began to run as quickly as his feet would take him across the unsteady floor. He dove over the crumpled shape of the fallen giant and was out the door and into the larger chamber beyond in a matter of seconds. This room, however, was faring no better than the last. The ground had begun to split and a dark, terrifying chasm now split the way between Xan and his destination. He knew there was no time for hesitation.
Xan ran towards the widening dark chasm with every bit of strength he could muster. He launched himself into the air and stretched his body for the other side. The darkness spread beneath him, growing wider as he tried to pass across it. The jump, a difficult one to begin with, became even more so while he was in the air. He watched in terror as the ledge he was aiming for seemed to back away from him and before he knew it he was falling back towards the ground, only the ground wasn’t there to meet him. A small shriek escaped from Xan’s lips as he fell below the level of the floor, his fingers missing the ledge by more than an arm’s length. His demise seemed a certainty. 
For perhaps the first time in his life, luck swung in his direction. He struck a jagged outcropping and took a violent blow to his abdomen as his arms reacted on instinct to grab at any nook or small hold that he could manage. He'd stopped his descent just ten feet below the edge of the floor. If he'd believed in any of the local gods he might have given thanks, but as the only one he'd believed in was dead in the room behind him, he decided just to accept that it was good fortune. He was climbing upwards before he'd even managed to gather his breath again. 
He sprang up the last few feet of the newly opening chasm and stumbled back on to relatively level ground never bothering to look back down the way he’d come. He had no desire to see exactly how close he’d come to tumbling into the depths of Sentinel. Xandrith got moving again as quickly as he could. He was covered in new cuts and gashes, but the pain was a minor thing. His body felt strong and nimble despite its beating. In fact, physically he felt better than he had in as long as he could remember. As he stretched his legs to run he felt young again, as though he hadn’t been abusing his body beyond reason for years, as though he'd never undergone the extensive tortures of the mages. His metallic shoulder, normally the stronger of his two arms, now felt like the weaker. He felt reborn.  
The crumbling palace on the moon disappeared behind him as he dashed back down the hall which he’d first entered towards the box that would take him back to Kassa. The god was dead, their hope was crushed, but Xandrith felt alive and strong. And at least he had the knife. If it had been used to kill one of these god things, it might be used to kill the other as well. Perhaps there was hope to be found in that. What better hands for such a tool to fall into than Xan’s? Maybe, just maybe, things were working out exactly as they needed to. 
The final dash back to the Great Vault was over in the blur of a moment. The walls of the hallway were buckling and twisting, but the assassin put his immediate danger from his mind and dove for the box. The moment his hands touched it he felt his stomach drop and the sounds of the crumbling palace on the moon vanished to be replaced by a sensation not unlike falling from a very tall building. Xandrith was only too familiar with that feeling and it immediately sent him into a state of panic. He spun like a thrown cat, his feet trying to orient to a floor that couldn't be found. His body felt cold, and then he was burning up, and a moment later he was freezing again. Just when it seemed like it was all too much for him to take, the sensation of falling stopped and he found himself pushing up from the creaking wood panels of a floor. 
Xan’s arms and legs were shaky, but he forced himself to stand anyway. The stench of decay greeted him, and so he didn’t need to look around to know where he was, but the sights of the room he’d left only minutes before were welcome in a way. The slumped and seemingly dead bodies of the Drayid filled every corner of the room. Xandrith, though, was just happy to be back. His brief stay in the house of the dead god barely seemed real. He checked, and he could still feel the weight of the bone dagger at his hip. 
It had all been real, and that meant that what he’d seen was real. He would have to tell Kassa. She deserved to know what he’d found, even if what he’d found felt like a crippling blow to their quest. Maybe she would have some insight into what they should do next. Xan’s plan to find and attempt to kill the other god-thing wasn’t really much of a plan. Kassa would be more reasonable. She always was. Xandrith swept his surroundings with his gaze, looking for the former watch captain. She wasn’t in the room. 
 
***
 
Running. She was running as fast as she could, but she wasn't sure where she was going or why she was doing so. Haley's foot caught on a tree branch and she hit the ground hard, rolling across the uneven ground and coming to a stop against the trunk of a tree. She blinked repeatedly and tried to make sense of her surroundings, but even though she'd come to a stop the world was still spinning. 
"Where the fuck am I?" She asked, not sure who she was talking to or if there was anyone to hear her words. She put her hand out to steady herself as she tried to get back up. Her hand was covered in blood. She let out a sharp gasp and looked down at herself. Her clothes were covered in blood as well. 
Panic took hold of her and her head swam. So much blood. There was just so much blood. She tried once more to get herself to her feet, but her knees were shaking and her body felt heavy. I'm dying, she thought. 
A figure appeared above her, dark and intimidating. It seemed to emerge from nothingness, it seemed to explode from the void into existence. It shambled towards her. Haley screamed, an explosion of the last of her energy. Her voice faded, and with it her consciousness fled.
 
***
 
“Kassa?” Xandrith called, making his way across the corpse littered room and heading for the open front door. “Kassa?!” He called again, a little more urgently. His heart was beating fast in his chest and the hairs on the back of his neck were all standing up. Something felt wrong, something besides being surrounded by the bodies of hundreds of dead Drayid monsters. He nearly ran outside on to the street, not sure what he expected to see. 
The scene beyond the door was disturbing. The Drayid’s bodies were piled on every surface, their flesh rotting and some of their mechanna bits still twitching and convulsing as whatever energy powered them slowly poured away. The smell was marginally better beyond the walls of the house, but the sight of all the death was unsettling even for someone trained in death's art. Xandrith managed to push the distractions away, however. He spotted Kassa standing with her back to him as she looked down the street. She didn’t appear to be doing anything, so Xan called out to her again.
“Kassa!” He started towards her, though she didn’t turn to face him. That struck the assassin as odd. Why wouldn’t she turn to meet him? Certainly she would want to know what had happened. Was she afraid of what he’d have to say? Xandrith slowed his approach as he moved cautiously towards her back.
“Kassa, I’m sorry. I made it to where he was, but when I got there …” His words faltered as he reached out to touch her shoulder. He didn’t want to tell her what he’d found. He wanted to tell her anything other than what he’d seen in that terrible place on Sentinel, but she needed to know. “When I got there he was already dead. He had been dead a long time.” Kassa didn’t seem to react. “We aren’t going to be able to rely on him to help us.” He lightly grabbed Kassa’s shoulder. “Kassa? What's wrong?” This time he was pleading with his voice. What was wrong with her?
She turned. The movement was so fast, so precise, that it took Xan entirely by surprise. Black eyes met his, dark and empty as though they reflected the darkness of a world that had never seen light. Xandrith’s jaw dropped in recognition. He was about to speak, though he didn’t know what he was going to say to the husk, when he felt a cold and terrible pain in his chest. He looked down to see the hilt of a familiar knife, the one he’d bought for Haley, protruding from between his ribs. The hilt was already caked in dried blood. His vision began to darken at its edges as he looked back up into Kassa’s cold and impassive face. How had she gotten Haley’s knife? How had the darkness gotten back into her? There were so many questions. Xan didn’t have time for any of them. His knees buckled and he slumped to the ground as the world went black before him. Death came quickly. 
 
Kassa watched the assassin’s body slump to the ground. She stood over him for several minutes before reaching down and pulling the knife from his ribs. No blood drained from the wound. He was truly dead. Somewhere deep inside of her a voice screamed in emotional agony, but the dark thing that had taken residence in Kassa felt nothing. She dropped the bloodied dagger onto the body and turned away. Her master still had things for her to do, even if the most difficult of her tasks was already accomplished. She'd confirmed the death of the master's nemesis, and killed the dangerous assassin as well. In addition, the deceitful trap that had been the Great Vault was completely destroyed and would never pose a threat again. If the dark thing could feel elation in its work, it might have done so, but instead there was only cold emptiness. 
It walked away from the chaos, set upon its next task. As it walked away impassive, deep inside it and locked away somewhere in the prison of her own mind, Kassa wept and raged in silence. 
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