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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Erik knew only pain.  He finally struggled free of the bonds of unconsciousness, only to find himself in physical bonds.  His shoulders, triceps, elbows, and knees were afire, his stomach demanding something simply so it could eject it in protest of the agony.  He was vaguely aware that he was hanging from a crucifix of some kind, though thankfully, he was not nailed to it.  His arms were wrapped over the crossbeam backwards, tied by leather thongs to his upturned ankles so that he was bent in a backwards circle, his weight supported by his awkwardly-posed arms. 
 
    Pain began to flood in from other areas.  He realized he was naked on top of everything else, his wings stretched down and bound to the post of the crucifix.  He was caked in dried blood, yet his wounds seemed to have mostly healed.  But he’d been stabbed, sliced, and beaten all over, and he couldn’t recall how long he’d been here.  He felt as though he’d been run over by a stampede of bison, and smelled like it as well. 
 
    Erik looked around, trying to get his bearings and remember how he’d ended up here.  He recalled being stationed in Anthraxis, awaiting word from Kari if she needed any sort of help.  He did his best to avoid becoming a nuisance, since the inability to speak or read any of the Mehr’Durillian languages meant he couldn’t do any real research.  He’d taken in as much of the city as he legally could, biding his time until he received word from Kari one way or another.  Then something had happened… he had met someone.  He had seen… 
 
    He had seen another Tilcimer.  In Anthraxis. 
 
    Erik struggled against his bonds to no avail.  He looked about himself, strapped devoid of decency in the courtyard of a castle.  There were beshathans out and about, mostly the jackal- and hyena-folk: elestram and mallasti.  The occasional harmauth or erestram made appearances in the courtyard, but the ram- and wolf-folk were less common.  Most notable among the latter, however, was what appeared to be a diminutive erestram strapped between two pillars on the battlements – was it a child?  Erik couldn’t tell from this distance.  He strained to turn his head so he could look at the inner keep, but he didn’t have the flexibility. 
 
    I’ve got to figure a way out of here to warn the others, he thought.  Though the rest of the Silver Blades knew there was another Tilcimer somewhere, to find it in Anthraxis was more than a bit concerning.  To have such a dangerous creature working for the demon kings could mean only disaster.  The Silver Blades – most notably Erik’s sister-in-law, Kari – had to be warned as quickly as possible.  But how to do that when he was captured and bound here, wherever here might be? 
 
    And not just a Tilcimer, Erik thought as the memories came back to him.  Taesenus, too. 
 
    It was trouble enough to find another Tilcimer, but to find the son of the archdevil Seril in the same place, possibly working with his mother’s last creation, was even worse.  Taesenus had led Erik into a trap, but he didn’t recall the specifics.  Erik had followed the Demon Prince to see what he was up to, and been waylaid by some unseen assailants.  And now he was here, far from safety, much less home, and with no way to escape or warn his friends and family. 
 
    The beshathans around the courtyard straightened out, looking past him to the keep, and Erik tried again in vain to look that way.  There was no need.  After a minute, the ugly, horned visage of Curlamanx appeared.  The demon noble, all red skin and thick, corded muscle, came to attention before Erik, looking like a horribly misshapen mockery of a serilis-rir.  His pugish face set into a scowl only briefly before his features melted into what could have passed for a smile.  It was not a pleasant sight. 
 
    Erik knew this demon noble.  Curlamanx had been part of a two-pronged effort by the demon king Arku to invade Citaria during the Apocalypse.  Erik and his siblings had foiled the demon duke’s plans, and forced him to retreat home to Mehr’Durillia.  It left little mystery why Erik was now in this predicament or what the duke’s ultimate goal was.  Erik had a lot more pain in his future, he was sure of that. 
 
    “Finally awake, are we?” the demon duke asked in a broken attempt at the Citarian trade tongue.  “Good.  It’s always more enjoyable when a victim is awake to scream.” 
 
    “You won’t think so when my friends come for you,” Erik said.  In the back of his mind, though, he honestly hoped they didn’t try.  If he was being held by Curlamanx, he was deep in Arku’s realm, far behind enemy lines, and way too much of a risk to bother trying to rescue.  But he knew his family and friends well.  They would come for him. 
 
    “You mean when I have all of your siblings lined up beside you?” he asked with a gesture toward the other empty crucifixes beside Erik.  “I think it will only multiply the effect.  Oh yes, young hunter: I know they’re coming.  And we’re ready for them.  Soon, I will have all of you… Silver Blades… hanging here to do with as I please.  And I very much look forward to adding your sister to my collection.” 
 
    “I suppose when someone looks the way you do, prisoners and slaves are the only women you can put your hands on,” Erik quipped.  It was out of character for him, but he realized there was indeed a time and place to be as annoying as Typhonix at his snippiest.  Curlamanx was going to torture him either way, so why not try to cost the duke some face with his servants? 
 
    The demon’s knee landed squarely between Erik’s legs, and he could do nothing but grit his teeth and try to ride out the waves of pain.  Having his arms and legs bound tightly didn’t help matters, though. 
 
    “Oh, he stops laughing,” Curlamanx said.  He punched Erik hard, just below the sternum, blasting the wind from the demonhunter’s lungs and crushing him against the post.  “Let’s see how amusing you are after another session of bloodletting.  If it wasn’t for the exquisite pain that can be inflicted through it, I would relieve you of your manhood as well.” 
 
    The demon duke called for someone with a gesture, and a female elestram stepped beside him, staring at Erik with cold, dispassionate yellow eyes.  “See to it you go slowly this time.  I want to hear him scream well into the night.  Hurt him as badly as you can, but don’t do any permanent damage… yet.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” the elestram woman said coldly. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Curlamanx corrected her.  “It’s Your Grace in their tongue.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.”  Her eyes never left Erik.  “This is going to hurt considerably.” 
 
    She pulled forth a razor-edged blade and dragged it up Erik’s thigh, eliciting a hiss of pain from him, and Curlamanx walked away laughing as Erik screamed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter I – Patience 
 
      
 
    The rest of Kari’s family began arriving at the orphanage, but with the kids up and about, it wasn’t going to be a convenient place to meet and plan.  They’d found refuge from the attack the prior night by staying within the bounds of the wards around the orphanage, but they couldn’t stay there.  Kari’s home having been burnt down continued to prove a problem on so many fronts, and she hardly had the time to process it all. 
 
    She and her family relinquished the fireplace room and dining area to the caretakers and children, and filed outside to the porch.  Kari leaned up against a post and cast her gaze across the many faces before her: the Silver Blades and their allies.  These people were about to go to Mehr’Durillia and attack the very home of a demon king to try to rescue one of their own.  But to do that, Kari had to make sure every piece was in place and most – if not all – contingencies were accounted for. 
 
    She looked to Kris Jir’tana, her former commander and, possibly, hopefully, her future mate.  He gave no indication to the others about what had transpired between him and Kari just a couple of hours before.  He was tall, nearly six and a half feet, but still managed to look average standing among Kari’s family.  He had served as a brigadier general during the Apocalypse, and had a long tail of black hair down his back that said he hadn’t been bested in combat in some time, if ever.  His eyes were a deep blue, and watched her curiously, signaling that he was willing to take over the efforts of organizing and strategizing if Kari wished. 
 
    Beside him was Corbanis, Kari’s father-in-law, a mountain of a man that stood a few inches taller than Kris.  Though he, too, boasted long black hair and blue eyes, he managed to look different than Kris, broader and with that same imposing chin that his son was known for.  Corbanis was ready to go at a moment’s notice and rescue his son, and Kari understood why he’d been so hesitant to become her second-in-command and end up tethered to a desk, or at least the city.  His left wing was folded behind him, but his right was wrapped around his wife. 
 
    Kyrie was beside herself with grief.  A little more than six months before, the blonde priestess had lost one of her sons: Kari’s husband Grakin.  Now the very city she lived in had been attacked by enemies from Mehr’Durillia, and one of her other sons was being held captive somewhere on that demon-controlled world.  What made it all worse was that she would not be going with the others to aid in the rescue effort, and Kari could well understand her anxiety: Kari wouldn’t be going, either. 
 
    Aeligos, another of her brothers-in-law, sat in one of the patio chairs, his foot tapping as quickly as his thoughts were flowing.  He was the group’s spy and infiltrator, probably the most intelligent man Kari had ever met, and she could see he was already considering many of the variables they’d face on Mehr’Durillia.  Kari was glad that he and Kris would be working together, their two tactical minds no doubt much more cunning when combined.  What caught Kari’s interest for a moment was his hair: the long tail was gone, hanging now only to his shoulders.  His black eyes caught hers, and he managed a crooked, nervous smile. 
 
    Kari’s sister-in-law, Sonja, would be invaluable to the group’s efforts.  The scarlet-haired woman could speak the infernal tongue, was familiar with the layout of Mehr’Durillia, and was now a confirmed archmage.  The more she used her sorcery, the more confident she became, and that only lent power to her proficiency – which most wouldn’t even see coming from the six-foot-seven, muscular woman.  Her ruby eyes were full of worry, but Kari could also see the determination in them.  Sonja would do almost anything for family. 
 
    Serenjols, Kari’s eldest brother-in-law, rounded out the group.  The largest of them at over seven feet tall, he was the one Kari felt the worst for.  The sometimes shy and gentle giant of a man kept trying to retire from adventuring, to settle down at his smithy with his wife and new child, but life continued to conspire against him.  As a half-guardian, he had the protective nature his kind were known for, and rarely sat idle while friends or family were in danger.  But with a wife and newborn daughter, he had probably the most to lose besides Erik himself, and Kari could see that recognition in his red eyes when they met hers. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Kris finally asked. 
 
    “Never thought I’d see the day when you asked that question,” Aeligos put in. 
 
    “Well, Kari’s clearly got something on her mind, so whatever plans I had are probably about to get changed.  So what’s… wait, here come Eli and Danilynn.” 
 
    Kari turned and watched the half-corlyps and his fures-rir mate cross the front lawn and ascend to the porch.  The morning sky was brightening and the day felt like it was going to be warm.  That would help with relief and repair efforts around the city, but Kari felt the weather was still ruined by her mood.  If the sky had been black and thundering, it would’ve suited the way she felt much better.  Still, the sight of her friends did chip away a bit at the ice around her heart, especially when Danilynn immediately excused herself to go upstairs and get her baby. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Eli asked, taking in all the serious faces.  “Aside from the obvious.” 
 
    Kari glanced at the others, but they shook their heads.  “Kris and Corbanis are going with the others to see if they can rescue Erik.  What Taesenus said was no idle threat: Erik’s been taken prisoner.” 
 
    “Need another hammer?” he asked the group, patting the head of his weapon. 
 
    Kris’ eyes narrowed for a moment, and he stepped forward and lifted the sleeve of Eli’s tunic, revealing the tattooed pentagram made of five swords.  “You were Five Clans?” he asked rhetorically.  “I’ll say we could use you.  What do you know about Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    Eli shrugged.  “Not much more than the rest of you.  Probably less.  But I know how to make corpses,” he said.  There were some scattered chuckles.  “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Not until I’m satisfied we know who you’re going after,” Kari answered before anyone else could.  “I have several prisoners in the Order’s jail, and Amastri is trying to get us whatever information she can.  I don’t want you going there blind and kicking a hornet’s nest in Anthraxis to try to find out after the fact.  Get your things and be ready to go, but understand: I won’t let you go until we have a definite answer.” 
 
    “You really think the prisoners will tell you anything?” 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “I learned a lot while I was on Mehr’Durillia this last time.  I have an idea of how we can try getting some information out of at least one of them.  But I can’t say for sure just yet.  It’s going to involve threatening him with something that’s not true, but he won’t know that.  So, we’ll see.” 
 
    “Where’s Gil when you need her?” Aeligos muttered. 
 
    Kari chuckled darkly.  Having the werewolf on hand to try threatening the prisoners might not work as well as it had against a human, but she imaged beshathans probably wouldn’t be keen on being chewed up, either.  She wondered what the beshathans might know about werewolves, if anything.  Would they be afraid of contracting lycanthropy, ignorant to the fact that Gil’s kind couldn’t spread it?  She thought of beshathans worrying about suddenly turning human during phases of the moon, and she had to make an effort not to laugh despite her mood. 
 
    “When is Eliza supposed to come take you to Anthraxis?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Later today, but I’m sure she’ll wait until we’re ready,” Kris answered.  “We’d best send word to Markus and the rest that the plan may be delayed by a few hours or even a day.” 
 
    “Can you see to that?” Kari asked her mother-in-law, who nodded.  Messages could be sent back and forth between the temples quickly through guided prayer, so the priesthoods were invaluable for getting important information where it needed to go.  With one bit taken care of, Kari turned her attention back to Eli.  “I hate to ask, but…” 
 
    “You’re all homeless,” he finished.  “Our door is always open.  Mrs. Kyleah, you may want to put a ward around our house like you did for this one, but we’ve got plenty of rooms.  You took care of us for a while, the least we can do is return the favor.  Best make yourselves at home before we all end up homeless on the road again, heh.” 
 
    Danilynn returned with Damansha by her side, their daughters Amayalou and Jessirra in their arms.  Eli nodded westward and told them, “Why don’t you two head to the house?  We’re going to be hosting everyone until Kari gets her house rebuilt.” 
 
    “I can’t even do that,” Kari said.  “We didn’t keep that kind of money on hand, and I already have loans outstanding with the merchants’ guilds as it is.” 
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” Kyrie said. 
 
    “I still can’t believe they torched my house,” Kari said, shaking her head.  She blew out a sigh.  “Worries for later.  Erik’s our priority right now.  Kris, why don’t you and Aeligos go see Amastri and find out if she’s heard anything new?  Corbanis, you’re with me.  I want to go have a little talk with our beshathan prisoners.  Sonja, if you could get in touch with the High Council of Wizardry, can you request that they look into whoever keeps summoning these attackers here?  Things were quiet after Eli, Danilynn, and the others were attacked, and I was hopeful the wizard summoning them might have been killed or left the area.  But this was a sizeable force; we need to find this person quickly and eliminate them.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sonja agreed. 
 
    “The rest of you, help the new mothers get settled next door and make sure you’re ready to go on a moment’s notice.  Erik’s in trouble and the Anthraxis Council will be meeting soon, so we can’t waste a second.” 
 
    With everyone’s agreement, Kari dismissed them all to do as requested.  Sonja and Kyrie lingered to stare at Kari for a minute, but then dispersed along with the others.  Kari gestured for Corbanis to follow, and he fell into step beside her as she left for the campus of the Demonhunter Order.  Kari was still walking stiffly and slowly, her Sakkrass-granted regeneration not healing the damage from the prior night as she’d hoped.  She had other things to consider, though.  They had managed to capture several of the beshathan attackers, and there was one in particular that Kari figured she might be able to leverage answers from.  It depended on a detail, but she wondered what reaction she would get when she looked for it. 
 
    Corbanis was a bit stiff and silent walking beside her, and Kari frowned slightly.  She had been quite short with him the night before, telling him to resign his post if he couldn’t follow her orders.  It wasn’t the way she wanted to talk to one of her subordinates, especially when it was a member of her family, but it couldn’t be helped.  The grey area of the relationships she had with Corbanis and Erik meant that sometimes she had to pull rank.  Just because they were family and she loved them didn’t mean she could let them override her authority and judgment when it came to running the Order.  Still… 
 
    “I’m sorry if I was a bit short with you last night,” she offered. 
 
    “You had every right to be,” he answered.  “I was trying to take some of the weight off your shoulders, but Zalkar made you his avatar for a reason.  Not me, not the Council, you.  So if you feel like you need to be short to get your point across, by all means, do it.” 
 
    Kari smiled.  “I do value your counsel.  But I’ve learned so much about Mehr’Durillia and its people in the last year that it’s too much to bother trying to explain.  You, the Council, and all of our hunters are going to have to take some of what I say and do on blind faith.  It’s going to be enough for me to fight with the duke about a lot of it.  I can’t have our Order pushing back against my plans, too.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said with a dismissive gesture.  “Whatever anyone else may say and think about what you’ve done on Mehr’Durillia, you have my loyalty and trust.” 
 
    Kari met his eyes and had to suppress a grimace.  Just how many of the family had Sonja told about Kari’s brief affair with King Morduri?  It was hard enough for Kari to fully justify to herself, much less the rest of her family.  At least Corbanis, despite hinting at it, didn’t seem to be passing any judgment on her.  He remained perfectly formal as they saluted the guards at the gateway and passed into the grounds of the Order’s campus. 
 
    The central square had been cleared of the bodies.  Most would be turned over to their families to memorialize as they pleased, though some were already being prepared for the pyres.  Kari looked over the cadets training on the central square and tried to focus on the here and now.  They all had a job to do, and while they had to take the time to honor the dead, they didn’t have the luxury of mourning for an extended period.  Her best friend and former commander, Lord Albrecht Allerius, was dead, but Kari couldn’t spend excessive time lamenting, or there would be many, many more people that needed to be mourned. 
 
    “Not looking forward to notifications,” Kari said quietly. 
 
    “You could always have someone else handle them,” Corbanis suggested. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “I need to do it.  I’ve got to set the example, and avoiding it when I’m not going with you to Mehr’Durillia would just make me look like a coward.  The families deserve at least that bit of respect.  I just… I don’t know how I’m going to look Lucille in the eye.  Albrecht was like a brother to me, and even though I was never close with his family, they were always sort of like distant relatives, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Corbanis practically whispered. 
 
    “Liria!” Kari called, attracting the attention of her syrinthian cadet.  The snake-woman halted her training and came running over to stand rigidly before Kari with a salute.  Tall and lithe with tan skin that had green undertones, Liria could almost pass for human at a distance, but her serpentine features were more obvious up close.  “I’ll need to talk to you when we finish in the prison.  Go get cleaned up, and then see how many of the Council you can get convened in the temple.  Corbanis and I will be there shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the syrinthian turncoat said with another salute, and she ran off to do as ordered.  While she’d originally been sent to spy on Kari and the Order, since being turned, she was becoming one of Kari’s most trusted hunters, cadet though she was. 
 
    Corbanis watched the girl run off curiously, but didn’t share his thoughts.  He followed Kari into the prison, and they walked slowly between the warded cages that kept arcane or divine power from freeing the inmates.  They had captured two mallasti and an elestram, all of whom were males, during the prior night’s attack.  They scowled at Kari as she strolled along, and she could see that none of their fingers had been set after being broken during their subdual.  The reactions were so different from what Kari had gotten used to while she traveled through Sorelizar in the guise of a vulkinastra.  While shape-changed into one of the white hyena-folk, Kari had received almost instant respect, if not reverence, from the beshathans as a whole.  These, however, clearly wanted her dead under someone’s orders. 
 
    “Guards,” Kari called, and the two stationed at the entrance to the prison came to her side in moments.  “I need you to go into this cell and strip this prisoner completely.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” one of them asked dumbly, but the other thought better of questioning her and unlocked the gate.  Soon they both stepped inside.  The elestram tried to resist, but with the magic-cancelling shackles that had been left upon him even in the warded prison, there wasn’t much he could do.  It took only one threat to break all of his teeth if he bit either of the guards to settle him down, but he turned away from Kari in embarrassment once he was naked. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Corbanis asked Kari curiously. 
 
    “Turn around,” Kari directed the elestram, but she gestured for the guards to leave him be, to do so on his own, if at all.  “You’ll hardly be the first naked elestram man I’ve ever seen, married or otherwise.” 
 
    The guards’ brows all rose in unison at that statement, and Corbanis bit his lower lip as nonchalantly as he could.  Kari ignored them and waited on the elestram, who eventually sighed and turned to face her.  The coat of a mallasti was longer and hid their genitals well, but the same was not true for an elestram.  They were much more prudish by nature, and didn’t like to be seen naked in public.  Kari was looking for something in particular, though, and had to stop herself from smiling when she found it. 
 
    Corbanis and the guards followed her gaze hesitantly.  “Oh, that had to hurt,” said one of the warders with a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    “That’s the point,” Kari said, drawing their looks away from the naked male easily.  “You see, elestram don’t wear wedding bands like we do.  When they get married, they get pierced: Females have a chain strung across their brow, while males get one stretched along their sheath like that.  It’s so any woman he tries to seduce will know he’s married the moment he takes his clothes off.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, that’s interesting,” the other guard said, clearing his throat. 
 
    Humans, Kari mused with a roll of her eyes.  Her people weren’t fazed by nudity at all.  Serilian-rir like Corbanis could be, but it wasn’t always the case.  “Gentlemen, we now know something about this elestram, don’t we?” 
 
    “Um, he has a wife?” 
 
    Kari nodded encouragingly.  “That’s right.  He has a wife,” she said coldly as she turned back to face the elestram and met his eyes.  “He has a wife we can find on Mehr’Durillia, and pay back what he’s done here upon her.” 
 
    “No!” the elestram croaked in the beshathan tongue.  “Leave her out of this.” 
 
    “I think not,” Kari returned in beshathan, shocking the three men with her and the beshathans in their cages.  “I think I’ll keep you alive at least long enough for us to deliver your wife’s wedding chain to you.  Maybe then we’ll kill you, but then, maybe not.” 
 
    “You cannot do this!  Is it not against your god’s laws?” 
 
    Kari snorted.  “You burned my house down.  The rules don’t apply anymore.  They don’t call me the Avatar of Vengeance for nothing.”  She held her finger up to stop him from speaking.  “I may, however, be willing to spare your wife if you tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    “And you will release us?” 
 
    Kari laughed and turned to Corbanis and the guards.  “He wants to know if we’re going to release him.” 
 
    The others laughed.  “Then why should I help you?” he challenged her in beshathan. 
 
    “Because if you don’t, it’s going to cost your wife her life, too.  And whatever other family we find with her.” 
 
    There was no hesitation.  “You swear to me you will spare her?” he demanded, and Kari nodded.  The elestram closed his eyes and sighed.  “Very well.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Who sent you?” she asked in the Citarian trade tongue.  He looked away and remained silent, so Kari approached the bars of his cell.  “If I leave this prison without an answer, you won’t get a second chance, understand?  You can either answer me, or I’ll make good on my first promise to you.  And don’t you even think about lying to me, or I’ll tear out that piercing and shove it down your throat.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as he met her gaze, but then sighed again.  “King Arku.” 
 
    “What were your specific orders?” 
 
    “Tell her nothing!” shouted one of the mallasti in the neighboring cell. 
 
    “You shut up or I’ll have you shaved,” Kari told him, and his eyes widened as his ears angled back sharply. 
 
    “Mine, or all of us collectively?” the elestram returned. 
 
    “All of you.  Was this just chaos?” 
 
    “Hardly,” he answered with a condescending tone.  “Attack your campus, kill as many of your officers as possible.  Kill your children, set your home ablaze, and then set as much of the city afire as possible.  The goal was to break you, and keep you away from Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “And that kaeshmor set all this in motion?” Kari asked, unconvinced.  The elestram’s eyes went wide.  “Do you know what I was doing before I came home and helped put a stop to your attack?  Killing Prince Amnastru.  That’s right: Prince Amnastru and three of his brothers are dead.  Your kings think they’re untouchable, but they’re not.  I’m about to hit your king back so hard his head is going to be facing the wrong way.” 
 
    Corbanis managed to keep his mirth in check, and glared at the two human guards to get them back in line. 
 
    “That is what he wants, you fool,” the elestram said, shaking his head.  “He has your… what do you call him?  Brother-by-law?  And he has struck directly at your home and family.  He knows you will be coming for him.  If you think he is afraid, you are sorely mistaken.  You are already set on walking into his trap, and when he captures you, you will learn a great many things about him that you will wish you could remain ignorant to.” 
 
    “What kind of trap?” Kari pressed. 
 
    “I cannot say; just know that he is expecting you, and if you think to rescue your brother-by-law by simply walking to Si’Dorra and fighting your way to him, you will all die,” he said with a derisive chuckle. 
 
    Kari grabbed his snout and yanked his face against the bars.  “I am the only reason you are still alive, do you understand?” she asked him coldly in beshathan.  “You will live or die by my word alone, so you may want to stop taunting me.  Now, tell me where my brother-by-law is or I’m going to turn your head until your snout breaks.” 
 
    “Dauchin-Rache,” he answered hastily as soon as she applied pressure.  “He is being held at Dauchin-Rache, at the keep of Duke Curlamanx.  That is all I know, please!” 
 
    Kari released him.  “Get dressed.  I’m only going to warn you three once: Cause my people any trouble whatsoever, and your life ends.  That’s a promise.  If you want any hope of returning home alive, eat and sleep and otherwise make us forget we’re even holding you here.  Because the first time I get a report of you causing trouble will also be the last.” 
 
    One of the mallasti growled and made a gesture at her, but the warding on the cells did its work and his attempt to call upon the arcane was foiled.  It caused a feedback that struck him like an electric shock.  Despite the fact that his people were normally immune to such, he stumbled back, hissing in pain at the jolt to his broken fingers. 
 
    Kari stumbled away from the bars as well.  She saw the beshathan child from her dreams in her mind, and both she and the mallasti straightened out and stared at each other.  He looked mystified at first, but then the scowl returned to his face.  She was unaccustomed to seeing such a thing from the normally impassive hyena-folk. 
 
    “Shall I?” Corbanis asked, putting a hand to the hilt of his blade. 
 
    “No.  I think he and the others just learned the only lesson they’ll need.  Next time, be my guest,” Kari said, gesturing for the others to follow her. 
 
    She dismissed the guards back to their posts, and walked over to stand before her former assistant.  Joaquim had fed the Order’s secrets to their enemies for months, perhaps even years, leading to an unknown number of deaths.  It was all part of some twisted plan of his to lower the Order’s recruitment standards so he could become a hunter, as he’d failed to pass the training.  He had spent the better part of a year in this cell now, and he looked broken. 
 
    “This is all your fault,” Kari told him, and the human hung his head and curled into an upright fetal position against the wall.  “All those months or years feeding information to our enemies, you had to know this would be the end result.  Give thanks to the gods that I’ve met your mother, because that woman’s heart is the only thing that keeps me from taking your head off or putting you in a cell with one of those bastards down the hall to do with as they please.  I’m still not even sure what to do with you.  Frankly, taking care of you isn’t worth the trouble, so I’m thinking maybe I’ll just turn you over to the duke.  I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to deal with someone directly responsible for an attack on his city.” 
 
    No answer came forth, so Kari shook her head.  “Pathetic.” 
 
    She led Corbanis from the prison and they made their way to the temple.  They passed through the chapel and to the rear, where the audience chamber of the Order’s Council was.  Here the nine human priests of Zalkar met to discuss policies and procedures for the Order to follow, based on the law of Zalkar.  Each of the priests oversaw a different facet of the Order, but the actual running of the Order was left to Kari.  At present, there were only five Councilors in the chamber, along with Liria, as requested. 
 
    Master Bennet, the head of the council and its eldest member, addressed Kari.  “Lady Vanador, I would welcome you home, though it would hardly be fitting under the circumstances.” 
 
    Kari saluted the priests, who each acknowledged her with a nod.  “Masters, I’m going to be staying home for a change, but my brother-in-law, Erik, has been captured by Arku.  We’re in the process of getting the Silver Blades ready to go rescue him.” 
 
    “You are… staying home?” Master Bennet echoed. 
 
    “Not sure if you noticed, Master, but I can hardly walk right now.  It was a rough few weeks on Mehr’Durillia, and I’m still suffering the side-effects of some magic we used while I was there.  All the fighting didn’t help, either, there or here.  So, yes: Against what I want, I’m going to do the smart thing and stay home.  I’ll be leaving this mission in the capable hands of Kris Jir’tana.” 
 
    “And you?” the priest asked Corbanis. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Corbanis answered.  “I have sworn a Blood Oath against Curlamanx.  I would see to the rescue of my son personally.” 
 
    Kari nodded along with the priests, impressed. 
 
    Master Bennet turned back to Kari.  “And what will you be doing in the meantime, Lady Vanador?” 
 
    “Well, as you may have heard, my house was burned to the ground, so I have a lot of little things to take care of.  I’ll also be overseeing relief efforts, we’ve got a dragon to thank, and I have to get my children settled into a new place to live until I can find another house.  Not to mention the many notifications that have to go out to the families of those we lost.” 
 
    “And heal up,” Master Arinotte offered with a grim smile. 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” Kari said with a sigh.  “Anyway, I wanted to meet with you to ask if I’m within my rights to do something.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, but Master Bennet encouraged her, “Speak freely.” 
 
    Kari glanced at her syrinthian assistant.  “I want to send Liria with the Silver Blades,” she said, and the girl’s brows rose.  “I know she’s still a cadet, but she’s from Mehr’Durillia: She can speak the languages there, she can teach the Silver Blades about many of the little nuances of Mehr’Durillian society, and she can act as a, what do you call it?  Liaison?  She can probably talk to many of the people that might not talk to us.” 
 
    “What do you think of this, young lady?” Master Bennet asked the syrinthian. 
 
    “I would be happy to help, Master,” Liria said. 
 
    Kari bobbed her head.  “I think she’s late enough in her training that we can consider this her final test.  If she comes home safely and Kris is satisfied with her efforts, I plan to promote her directly to the rank of Enforcer.” 
 
    Liria blinked slowly.  “Wow, I…” 
 
    “Quiet, cadet,” Kari told her with a playful scowl. 
 
    “You have spent an extensive amount of time with this young woman, so I see no reason we should distrust your assessment,” Master Bennet said, the other councilors agreeing.  “If this is what you would like to do, you are well within your rights to do so.” 
 
    Kari bowed to the Council and then turned to Liria.  She reached into her belt pouch and pulled out a light silver chain with a pair of dog tags on them.  “You know what these are?” she asked, and Liria nodded, fighting the urge to grin.  “I had these made for you a few months ago, because I wanted to be the one to give them to you when you graduated.  Before I give them to you, though, I want you to make me a promise.” 
 
    “Anything, ma’am,” she answered, on the verge of shaking. 
 
    “Liria… don’t let anyone else bring these back to me, understand?”  It took a moment for her words to sink in, but then the syrinthian girl bit her lip and nodded solemnly.  “I have buried or cremated too many of our brothers and sisters in the last couple of years.  As it stands, I have to go give our condolences to my friend’s wife and children.  Don’t make me go to Ahrue-Sililue to do the same for you.  You take care of yourself, back the Silver Blades in their tactics, follow orders, and above all, you come back safely, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Kari gestured the girl forward, and Liria bowed her head.  Kari slipped the tags over her head and left them for Liria to settle on her neck.  When Liria got them to sit comfortably, she lifted them up and looked at the inscription, then her eyes came up.  “What does this letter and number combination mean?” 
 
    “The letter A represents this land, Askies.  The number is the date I reinstated you as a cadet.  I don’t know what your date of birth is, but it doesn’t matter because it probably makes little sense compared to our calendar,” Kari explained. 
 
    Liria smiled.  “Thank you again, ma’am.  And you as well, Masters,” she added, bowing her head toward the council. 
 
    There was still the slightest bit of skepticism there, but the council had taken a liking to Liria over the long months.  She was a model cadet: She followed orders without question, served as Kari’s personal assistant, and was usually among the first to volunteer for duties the other cadets tried to worm their way out of.  She had earned, and continued to earn her keep, and was sharp as a tack, on pace to graduate with high honors.  Kari thought the girl might turn out to be one of the finest cadets to ever graduate, whether or not she led a noteworthy career. 
 
    “I have one other bit of news for the Council that concerns you,” Kari said, gesturing for the girl to stay.  “We have a lot of work to do, so while we’re all here, let me brief you on what I did on Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    Master Goldberg grabbed some paper and dipped a quill into his inkwell.  “Ready when you are, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “As you know, I owed a favor to King Morduri, so I went to meet him in Pataria.  What he asked me to do… was to assassinate Prince Amnastru.” 
 
    “Was he trying to get you killed?” Master Arinotte asked. 
 
    Kari half-shrugged.  “Not really.  He honestly believed I was capable of succeeding, but I turned his request back on him.  We planned to lure Prince Amnastru to a place where either Morduri or Emanitar, or both, would be able to help me kill him.  I’ll give you the details in a full report later, but for now, I’ll simplify things by saying it didn’t work out as we planned.  I fought one of Sekassus’ princes, but he wounded Seanada, and forced us to retreat back to King Emanitar’s realm of Tess’Vorg.” 
 
    “Is Seanada all right?” Liria asked, keeping her voice low. 
 
    “She’s fine.  She stayed behind to spend some time with family,” Kari answered to cover for her companion’s absence.  She wasn’t actually sure where Seanada was or what she was doing, but Kari was confident the Wraith would find her and get her mind straight again.  The half-syrinthian assassin had nearly lost her mind after using her succubus side’s ability to drain some of Amnastru’s essence.  She had accidentally attacked Kari, but the demonhunter didn’t hold it too much against her.  She did what she thought she needed to do in order to help Kari beat Prince Amnastru.  It hadn’t worked out the way they hoped, but her aid was part of what tipped things in Kari’s favor. 
 
    “Anyway, the next attempt came with the help of the Ashen Fangs,” Kari said once Master Goldberg got caught up in his note-taking.  “One of their number was a… what do you call it… a transmuter.  He shape-changed me into a mallasti, if you can believe that.  And not just any mallasti, but a vulkinastra, the ones with the white coat.” 
 
    “To try to take advantage of the prophecy King Sekassus is so worried about?” Master van Holtzer asked. 
 
    “Exactly, Master,” Kari confirmed.  “Disguised as a vulkinastra, I took Seanada with me into Sorelizar and proceeded to start a civil war.”  She gave the human priests a few minutes to whisper among themselves, turning her own attention to Liria.  The syrinthian girl was staring back at her with wide eyes.  “Ultimately, I killed or had a hand in killing four of Sekassus’ sons, including Prince Amnastru, and King Emanitar came in my wake and rallied the people of the south of Sorelizar to take up arms against Sekassus.” 
 
    Kari turned to face Liria fully.  “If I remember right, you said your family lived in a city in northern Sorelizar, right?  Well, there’s a good chance they’re going to be under the rule of King Emanitar in the somewhat-near-future.  Sorelizar is in chaos right now, and Sekassus is losing his grip on the realm with every passing minute.” 
 
    Tears came to Liria’s eyes, but she stood speechless. 
 
    “This may be beneficial to the Silver Blades, depending on where they are headed,” Master Bennet said, still astounded by what he’d heard.  “How did you kill Prince Amnastru?” 
 
    “With a lot of help from Zalkar, Sakkrass, and Be’shatha,” Kari said.  “I know the people of Mehr’Durillia believe the mallasti goddess is dead or asleep, but I was able to rally the faith of the people, and turn them against their princes.  As it turns out, King Emanitar is Be’shatha’s son, and though he has to be careful not to upset the state of things with the Overking, the people are eager to follow him when he actually acts like he should.  So I see big changes coming soon to Sorelizar, and the entire realm may end up under Emanitar’s rule before long.” 
 
    “That is amazing,” Master Arinotte said.  “Are you planning to return to Sorelizar and help finish the deposition of King Sekassus?” 
 
    “In time, Master, but for now, I want to spend time with my family, and was encouraged to do so by both Emanitar and Morduri.” 
 
    “So, if we understand correctly, you are telling us you have found allies, of a sort, in both King Emanitar and King Morduri?” Master Bennet asked. 
 
    “Very much so,” Kari confirmed with a nod.  “Again, I’ll explain more in my full report, but I have a rather unique relationship with Morduri now.  He and Emanitar have to be careful, as I said, to avoid being targeted by the Overking as rebels, but when you consider the offer I received from King Koursturaux, there appears to be a number of kings interested in deposing the Overking as well.  We need to be cautious with this information, though.” 
 
    “I’m certain we don’t need to remind Liria or Corbanis that anything they’ve heard here should be kept confidential,” Master Arinotte said, and both cadet and hunter nodded. 
 
    “Good.  Liria, the Silver Blades are leaving either today or tomorrow, so you need to get your things ready to go.  I wish I could let you return home to see your family, but with Sorelizar in the state it’s in, that’s not going to be possible.  But I promise you: One of these days, I’m going to take you back home to see your parents.  I’m going to finish what I started,” Kari said. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” the syrinthian answered with a teary smile.  “I had accepted that I was dead to my parents and that I’d never see them again.  Any hope is better than none, and I thank you for that.” 
 
    “Go,” Kari said, gesturing toward the exit with her head.  She turned and urged Corbanis to leave as well.  Once she was alone with the Council in the chamber, Kari took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh.  “Masters, there’s something I need to tell you before you hear it from anyone else.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter II – Breaches 
 
      
 
    That went better than I expected, Kari mused. 
 
    She felt strange letting the Council in on her sex life, no matter how closely tied it might be to her duties in the case of Morduri.  But if members of her family knew, it was only a matter of time before rumors began to spread, and she didn’t want the Council to be surprised.  She was honest with them, explaining her reasons and the extenuating circumstances.  Thankfully, their only concern was that Kari might be setting herself up to be manipulated by the elestram king, but they were otherwise not worried about it. 
 
    Kari left the temple feeling a little relief from the tension.  She still had to sort things out with her family, but fortunately, that could be done behind closed doors.  It was honestly none of their business in the first place, but she couldn’t throw that at them as an explanation, not if she was interested in a stress-free household.  She figured she would just explain things to them the same way she had for the Council, and let them deal with the information however they saw fit.  They couldn’t know what she felt toward Grakin, and if they shoved aside all they knew of Kari to become angry, that would be on them. 
 
    The real question, of course, was what Kris’ reaction would be when he found out.  Kari had little idea of what Kris’ sex life had been like to this point, spending so many years in a far-off, foreign land.  Had he remained celibate all those years?  He was older than Kari; was it a stretch to think he may have had several other lovers before?  Whether or not he did was of little concern to Kari, but she wasn’t sure if the same would hold true for him.  Would he think she was disgusting for what she’d done? 
 
    Kari grimaced, descending the steps to the temple and out toward the campus’ central square.  Once Liria was ready to leave, Kari could send the Silver Blades off on their mission, and she could get back to taking care of other matters closer to home.  The gods knew there were many: She had to survey the damage to her home and find out how much it would cost to rebuild; she had to find out who was summoning Mehr’Durillian attackers to Citaria and put a stop to that; she had to talk to Kyrie about her tryst with Morduri and make her intentions toward Kris known; and, of course, she had to do her part setting the Order to help repair the city. 
 
    And the last meant meeting with the duke, a man she was less and less interested in spending time around the more she dealt with him. 
 
    Kari couldn’t put her finger on it, but something was not right with that man.  He was fine as far as rulers went, but he almost seemed like two different people at times.  Not in such a way as to suggest a Kaelin Black and BlackWing duality like the Earl of Southwick, but Duke Bosimar could go from gracious noble to condescending powermonger at the drop of a hat, it seemed.  Kari avoided spending much time in his court, finding his mood swings only slightly less annoying than the puffed-up, arrogant brats that comprised his court. 
 
    A dark shadow passed over the courtyard of the campus, and gasps and shouts of alarm rose up as people ran for cover.  Kari looked up and saw the circling form of the dragon, and she walked onto the open square and waved casually to the great winged reptile.  The magnificent creature circled the campus three times and then began her descent.  It was all Kari could do to hold her ground without wetting herself at the sight of this immense, dangerous being flying at her in what could have been mistaken for an attack dive. 
 
    Kari’s hair blew back in the rush of wind as the ivory dragon slowed its approach and then touched down before her.  It swung its head side to side and spread its wings out in a warning display, then turned that icy, blue-eyed gaze intently onto Kari.  The demonhunter felt insignificant standing before this creature whose horns were longer than the blades Kari wielded – bigger than Kari herself, in fact.  The hot gusts of the dragon’s breath blew over her, but then the creature leaned in and sniffed heavily, drawing Kari’s hair back toward itself. 
 
    “Greetings, mighty dragon,” Kari said, folding her hands before her chest and bowing her head.  “We owe you a debt of gratitude for your aid last night, and it is my honor to welcome you to the grounds of my Order.  I am Lady Karian Vanador, the Avatar of Vengeance; would you grace me with your name, noble dragon?” 
 
    The dragon looked past her for a moment, and Kari sensed that the Council and acolytes had come out of the temple to see what caused the commotion.  The dragon was clearly anxious just to be here, which wasn’t all that surprising: It was surrounded by many enemies, small though they may be compared to it.  Kari had killed a few dragons in her prior life, so she knew that no matter how big they got, they succumbed to concerted efforts to kill them.  The dragon swung its head side to side once again as the hunters and cadets around the square emerged from their hiding places, and lifted its wings in preparation to take flight should anyone threaten it. 
 
    “Be at peace, friend,” Kari assured the creature with a palm-up, open-hand gesture.  “No one here will harm you.  You are a hero and an honored guest.” 
 
    “Indeed, you have the thanks of the entirety of Zalkar’s priesthood and the city itself for your efforts,” Master Bennet said, moving up tentatively to stand beside Kari. 
 
    At last the dragon relaxed visibly, and sat on its haunches.  That only made its size more imposing, as it looked down on Kari and Master Bennet, its great head poised to strike like a snake at the slightest provocation.  “You honor me by your words, Lady Karian Vanador,” the dragon said at last.  “Know that I am called among my kind Samasurassa, the White Zephyr, the Spring Frost, Lady of the Lazy Clouds.” 
 
    Kari smiled and bowed her head again.  “I’ve heard of the magnificent ivory dragons of the mountains, but this is the first I have actually seen or spoken with one of your kind.  But the events of last night speak for themselves; as I said, we owe you a debt of gratitude.  How may we be of service, noble Samasurassa?” 
 
    The dragon seemed tickled by how easily Kari remembered the pronunciation of her name, and she settled down to lie before Kari so their eyes were closer to level.  “I have a request to make of you and your people,” she said, her voice thunderous when spoken from right before Kari.  “The best way you can repay me for my aid is to leave me be.  For years, I have fought off your people, who come into the mountains seeking to end my life and plunder my treasures.  I have ever avoided your kind, preying instead upon the savage creatures that live in and among the mountains.  This courtesy has not been returned by your people, however.” 
 
    “I know of a group of adventurers that came into the mountains several years ago to kill Kuriortis the Red.  I do not hold this against them, for Kuriortis was vicious and territorial, and often attacked travelers and caravans.  This band thankfully never turned its sights to me or my lair, but others have come in the years since.  As strange as it may sound, Kuriortis served as a line of defense against those who would hunt me.  Now, without his presence, I find the attacks come more frequently.  Not constantly, mind you, but often enough to be of concern.” 
 
    “No, I can well understand that,” Kari agreed.  “The adventurers that killed Kuriortis are actually friends of mine, and as far as I’ve been told, they hunted him down under specific orders from my predecessor.  With all due respect, I’ve never heard of you before, so obviously, you’ve never been one we needed to worry about.  But we will pay attention to you now.  I can only do so much, but I’ll put out word that you are to be left alone.  Not everyone will listen, but once we have it on our books as law, at least I’ll be able to enforce it.” 
 
    “I thank you, then.  I should depart before my presence draws any more attention.  It is worrying enough to be grounded among many of your kind, much less those not trustworthy.” 
 
    “Before you go, I owe you a personal debt of thanks,” Kari said, and the dragon cocked her head slightly.  “The house outside of the city that you extinguished… you saved a great tree that stood beside it.  That was my home, and that tree is the memorial for my departed husband.  I can’t begin to thank you properly for saving that tree.” 
 
    The dragon leaned her head in close enough that Kari could feel the hot breath again.  “There are no debts between siblings.  Oh, yes, I know who you are, daughter of Sakkrass.  I regret that I could not save your home, but that tree will survive, and the Lord of the Green will bring it to brighter life in the wake of this storm.” 
 
    Kari blinked away tears.  “You’re a child of Sakkrass?” 
 
    “Do we not all recognize our creators?  You have the distinction of being claimed by two.  You are a hero to the czarikk, and word travels among those of us of the scale-kind.  Were you not in this city, I may have hesitated to lend my aid.  You bring together many, and I have even heard it whispered you call a few of my kind friend,” she answered.  She looked around and rose to her feet.  People were beginning to gather at the gates to the campus, trying to get a glimpse of the majestic dragon, and Samasurassa was getting nervous again.  “I am yet anxious among your people, but I hope to one day call you friend also.” 
 
    “I’ll pass along your concerns and request to the duke,” Kari said.  “We’ll do everything we can to keep you safe, until you’re a little more comfortable around our kind.” 
 
    “Do you plan to build it?” the dragon asked, raising her wings in preparation to fly. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Sakkrass’ temple.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kari said without hesitation.  “I’ll find a way.  It’ll get built.” 
 
    “I will visit it often.  Farewell, Lady Karian Vanador.  Until we meet again.” 
 
    “Until we meet again, noble Samasurassa,” Kari said with a wave.  She covered her eyes as the dragon lifted off, blowing dust and dirt about the square.  She flew out over the water, and then swung north toward the mountains, and Kari watched until she was out of sight. 
 
    “Friends with dragons,” Master Bennet said, clapping Kari on a shoulder.  “You continue to amaze, Lady Vanador.  Even the great Turik Jalar never claimed a dragon, much less several, as friends.” 
 
    “They were probably all afraid of him,” Kari said. 
 
    “Good point,” the priest said with a chuckle.  “We will send messengers to the duke to let him know of this meeting.  No need to concern yourself with it personally.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Kari said.  She started to head home, to survey the damage to her estate, but a group of people approaching stopped her short.  Sonja was at the front of the group, and Kari’s breath caught as she saw one of the others with her. 
 
    Kari hadn’t seen her niece, Karinda Bakhor, since her previous life.  Karinda was only a toddler then, but now she approached Kari as a full-grown woman.  She was beautiful, boasting that long, shockingly red hair like Sonja’s, but with deep black eyes not unlike Kari’s own.  She was tall – relatively, anyway; not standing beside Sonja – and wore a black robe trimmed in light blue.  Despite the fact that the woman was around two hundred years old, she looked like she hadn’t aged since she was thirty, and she had a smile that stretched back across Kari’s lives. 
 
    “Aunt Kari,” she said in a pleasant voice, opening her arms as the group at last reached the demonhunter.  She embraced Kari, and the two split apart to stare at each other for a few moments.  “It has been too long.  You are looking quite well for a dead woman.” 
 
    Kari laughed.  “No better than you for being two hundred years old.” 
 
    “These are my associates,” Karinda said, gesturing toward the others.  “Eliza Chinchala you already know.  This is Aaron of Kalveronia.” 
 
    “Pleasure,” the human said, shaking Kari’s offered hand.  Aaron was a little shorter than Kari and what she might politely call pudgy.  He had a wide face that looked like it smiled quite a bit, a shock of unkempt blonde hair, and crystalline blue eyes.  He was far from what Kari thought of when she imagined wizards, but he wore a similar robe to his two companions.  Sonja was the only one not wearing the same attire, dressed as she was in her leather gear, prepared to leave for Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    Kari greeted Eliza but turned back to Karinda.  “How’ve you been?” she asked.  “You’re still living in Laeranore, yes?  Have you noticed all the strange things happening on Terrassia?” 
 
    “Indeed we have,” Karinda answered.  “Quite a lot has happened there in the last several months.  There is much to consider, but do not let it worry you; it is already being investigated, and should resolve itself without your intervention.  I have a great deal of faith in those who have gathered to see to it.” 
 
    “So you heard about my hunt for Annabelle?” Kari asked, the three visiting archmages all nodding.  “Did Zaliskower ever return?” 
 
    “He is skulking about in the shadows.  I believe he, too, is concerned by the many things transpiring all at once.  Or perhaps he is behind it.  We will learn in due time.”  Karinda pursed her lips, then added, “I also heard about your husband.  I am truly sorry, Kari.” 
 
    Kari looked down and sighed, but nodded.  She avoided meeting Sonja’s eyes.  “Yeah, it’s been a difficult year,” she said, looking back up.  “For all the gains I feel like I’ve made as Avatar of Vengeance, it doesn’t cover up the loss.  I’m just doing the best I can.” 
 
    Karinda touched Kari’s cheek and leaned in to kiss her on the side of the snout.  “That is all any of us can do.  Feet down, chin up, move forward – and trust that there is a plan behind all of it, whether we ever get a glimpse of it or not.  You have seen beyond the veil; not everyone is so lucky.  Hold tight to your purpose and trust that things will resolve themselves in due course.” 
 
    “So, what brings all of you here?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Investigating the summonings,” Aaron answered.  “We’ve been looking into whoever summoned the Mehr’Durillian attackers that waylaid your people last year.  Now, though, with this latest attack, we should have more latent evidence to look at.  In this particular case, so much power would have gone into summoning such a large group that we should be able to trace it back to the source location, if not the summoner himself.  If the number of attackers that I’ve heard is correct, I suspect it had to be a portal of some kind that brought them here.” 
 
    Kari stared at Aaron.  He had a strange accent, one she’d never heard before.  “Where is Kalveronia?” she asked as curiosity got the better of her. 
 
    He seemed surprised by the non-sequitur question.  “Hmm?  Oh, on the southeast coast of Dannumore.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just never heard your accent before, sorry,” Kari said, waving off further explanation. 
 
    “Aaron is one of three members of the council from Dannumore,” Karinda said.  “It is a large continent, and they can only monitor it so much with the interference of the nobility of the bah’qitur, but it helps to have eyes and ears over there.  This concerns me, though, Aaron.  I had not even considered it might be portal magic, but that would explain the frequency and ease by which they summon our enemies here.  And you know what portal magic means…” 
 
    He clearly didn’t, nor did anyone else.  “You know someone with a portal here?” Kari inquired in the ensuing silence. 
 
    Karinda sighed.  “My old friend Gareth Maelstrom is the only wizard I know of with a portal of sufficient size and strength to be used for such purposes.  That portal you destroyed in the valley near Atrice may have sufficed as well, though; perhaps there is another, similar one nearby.  We will begin the task of investigating, and then see where the trail leads.” 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Kari asked. 
 
    “By all means,” Aaron said before Karinda could. 
 
    Kari turned to the other two.  “Sonja, Eliza: you should get the Silver Blades moving.  Did you bring marks for them to spend while they’re on Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    “Of course,” Eliza answered. 
 
    “Good.  I’ll be sending my syrinthian cadet, Liria, along with them.  Sonja, please keep an eye on Liria.  She’s well-trained, but she’s still young and inexperienced.  But she can speak several languages, and she should know a little more than the rest of you about Mehr’Durillia and her people.” 
 
    As if on cue, Liria came sprinting across the grounds.  She was armed and armored, and had a full pack over her shoulder.  “Reporting for duty, ma’am,” she said with a salute. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Karinda said, taking the young woman in head to toe.  Syrinthians weren’t native to Citaria, so they were always either a target of suspicion or wonder.  In Karinda’s case, it was clearly the latter, and a smile creased the achmage’s face.  “How interesting to find a syrinthian here – and serving in the Demonhunter Order, no less.” 
 
    “I have almost a dozen others working on my estate, and their high priestess has become a sister to me,” Kari added, and the three visiting archmages bobbed their heads with interest.  Kari glanced at Liria.  “They originally came here to spy on me, but that changed rather quickly, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Um, yes ma’am,” Liria offered sheepishly, tilting her head down submissively. 
 
    Karinda said something to the girl in syrinthian, and Liria perked up immediately.  They spoke back and forth for a short time, and the archmage laughed.  “I have no doubts about that,” she said in the Citarian common tongue again at last. 
 
    “What are you two talking about?  And where did you learn syrinthian?” Kari prodded. 
 
    “I simply asked if she was excited to be going back to her homeworld, possibly to strike some blow that might help free her people,” Karinda answered.  “Remember that Terrassia was invaded by the syrinthians during the Third Demon War.  There are still many relics and records of that invasion, and the syrinthian language is available to be studied for those who put forth the effort to do so.” 
 
    “The lady suggested I may be able to send a letter to my parents to at least let them know I am still alive,” Liria added.  “Perhaps I’ll have the time to do so before we leave Anthraxis.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Kari advised her, and the girl nodded. 
 
    “All right, Liria, let’s gather the others to get going.  Eliza, if you’d come with us?” Sonja directed, and the three women made their way from the campus back in the direction of Eli and Danilynn’s home. 
 
    Kari turned to the two remaining archmages to find Karinda staring back at her.  “What is it?  Something to do with having a syrinthian working for me?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Karinda said.  “That girl has a pure soul.  Reminds me of someone I knew when I was a young girl, but I cannot put my finger on who.  May have been one of my mother’s friends, perhaps?  Any idea?” 
 
    The demonhunter laughed.  “Seriously?” 
 
    “Were you really so different when you were her age?” 
 
    “Much different,” Kari answered.  “But the girl does have a protective nature.  And that’s something I can work with.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the archmage offered rather than further argument.  “Who, then, is the priestess you mentioned?” 
 
    Kari smiled.  “Se’sasha Aesiasi Solaristis.” 
 
    “Solaristis?  Then she truly is a high priestess,” Karinda mused, putting a hand to her chin.  “My word, that woman can likely trace her roots back to the ones who invaded during the Third Demon War, as I mentioned.  The syrinthians keep careful track of their lineage, especially among the priesthood.  If this woman you call sister is a Solaristis, then you have become friends with one of a pure bloodline.” 
 
    “And she’s still loyal to Sakkrass – or Ashakku, as they call him,” Kari agreed. 
 
    “Amazing.  Well, perhaps you can introduce us when we have finished investigating this portal.  I find it hard to believe my old friend would be involved in anything like this, though; he was once a member of our Council, and in fact founded it.  If anyone would be more opposed to Citaria being attacked from the outside, I can hardly imagine it.” 
 
    “Well maybe someone else has been using his portal?” Kari suggested. 
 
    “Seems unlikely, but less so than Gareth himself causing trouble,” Aaron agreed. 
 
    They left the campus of the Order, and Karinda regarded Kari curiously when she saw how stiffly the demonhunter was walking.  “It has been an extraordinarily difficult year for you, has it not?” she offered. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Kari said.  “Losing Grakin and the house have only been a part of it.  I’m trying to start a war on Mehr’Durillia before the demon kings have a chance to bring the fight here, but it’s taking its toll.  Now I know how Kris feels.  I never noticed it before, but seeing my house in flames and finding my family hiding in an orphanage… it’s tough.  It’s hard to find the will and the energy to keep going.  And then, when I do, my body doesn’t always fall in line with my heart and mind.” 
 
    “You need time to heal, Kari,” Karinda said.  “You were an amazing fighter before you accepted the power of the gods into yourself.  Now you stretch yourself too thin.  You still need the basic necessities: you must make sure you get enough sleep and good food.  Trail rations and sleep shifts will not get the job done.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m staying home,” she agreed.  “I should be going with the Silver Blades, but considering I can hardly walk right now, I wouldn’t be anything but a hindrance to them.  There’ll always be next time.” 
 
    They continued on toward Gareth Maelstrom’s black tower, but Kari stopped in the plaza where it sat, and she eyed the Silver Chalice Inn.  “Do you know Amastri D’al’cinyiore?” she asked her niece. 
 
    The human answered first.  “I do.  She is an accomplished wizard, but not spectacularly powerful considering where she comes from,” Aaron said. 
 
    Karinda beheld Kari with a steady gaze.  “You know, do you not?” she asked, and Kari nodded after a moment.  Aaron looked confused, so Karinda added, “She is King Koursturaux’ youngest child.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Aaron blurted, his stare turning to the Silver Chalice as well.  “How is it we’ve never removed her from this world?” 
 
    “Too dangerous,” Kari answered.  “And she does make herself useful from time to time.  If I thought she was involved in these summonings at all, I’d have taken care of her a long time ago.  But whatever I may think of her personally, King Koursturaux wants some of the same things we do, and she’s willing to help us now and then, if for selfish reasons.” 
 
    “Yes, do take particular care when dealing with that one,” Karinda said with a nod.  “She is as ancient as they come, and if you become aware of her plots and schemes, you may rest assured they were put into motion long before the birth of our people on this world.  Of all the demon kings, she makes me the most nervous, because her violent nature is overshadowed by a ruthless cunning and at least a limited clairvoyance.” 
 
    “You mean she sees the future?” Kari balked. 
 
    “To an extent, yes.  She can measure the outcomes and likely contingencies to situations she considers.  It is difficult to do something she does not expect, or else outfox her in any way.” 
 
    Kari put her hands to her hips.  “No wonder she’s so hard to beat at chess,” she muttered. 
 
    The two archmages laughed.  “So you have met with her, then?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Long story.  I’ll save it until after we’ve spoken with Master Maelstrom.” 
 
    They made their way over to the black tower, and Karinda knocked on the door without ever touching it.  It took a few minutes, but eventually the door opened, revealing Maelstrom’s son, Reese.  Unlike the two archmages before him, the young terra-rir didn’t wear robes, dressed in plain breeches and a tunic.  He seemed surprised to see Karinda and Aaron, but ushered them inside without a word.  He stared at Kari for a moment, but eventually let her in, too.  Obviously, it wasn’t every day he was visited by members of the High Council of Wizardry, much less accompanied by the head of the Demonhunter Order. 
 
    Kari had never been in the archmage’s tower before.  The entry level was a sitting room for entertaining guests, which struck the demonhunter as odd when she considered the archmage never really received any.  Nevertheless, the furniture was inviting, deep and comfortable-looking with nary a spot of dust on it.  It may not have been stylish based on what Kari had looked at when decorating her own home, but it served its purpose well. 
 
    “I will go and inform Father of your arrival,” Reese said before departing up the winding staircase along the outer wall. 
 
    Kari was intrigued that the setup seemed much like that of Earl Southwick’s tower, if a good deal wider.  Karinda and Aaron took seats, and Kari marveled when teacups appeared before them on the tables.  She whipped her head to the side as the fireplace suddenly roared to life, and a kettle began to heat up over the open flame.  Kari waited a minute for her heartbeat to slow down, then let out a slightly nervous laugh.  She had experience with the arcane, but seeing it used so casually and dramatically was still new to her. 
 
    She sat down, observing the behavior of her two companions, and saw that they had looks of concern on their faces.  “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “A sense of power,” Karinda answered.  “The portal has clearly been in use recently.  It does not necessarily implicate our old friend, but it does raise many questions.” 
 
    “Why would he have such a portal in the first place?” 
 
    “Portal magic is much more stable and less risky than traveling between worlds strictly by use of the arcane, at least if the portal is built and maintained correctly.  Gareth is hardly the first of our number to explore the other worlds we know of, and it is quite possible he has taken to doing so again recently.  As I said, it does not necessarily implicate him in the crimes against our world to find that his portal has seen recent use.  And Gareth is a forthright and honest man, so he should answer our questions without hesitation.” 
 
    “I wonder if he has been exploring the world of the tenku again,” Aaron mused. 
 
    “Hrastiria?” Kari asked, perking up. 
 
    The two wizards beheld her as if seeing her for the first time.  “You know of the world of Hrastiria?” 
 
    “I met its creator, though that may have been in a dream.  I’m not sure.  But it looked like a beautiful world, with jagged mountains and crags that the tenku build their homes on the sides of,” Kari explained.  “He was called Huirelius, the Welcome Rain.  He looked like a hawk-man.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Aaron breathed. 
 
    “You truly have had a busy year,” Karinda said with a smile.  “You will have to tell me all about your meetings and relationships with these other gods some time.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kari agreed, but she turned her attention to their host’s daughter as she came down the stairs. 
 
    Andrea, like her brother Reese, looked astonishingly like her father.  Kari had never seen or heard anything about Maelstrom’s wife or mate, or whoever may have birthed his children.  Now she understood why a little better, having lost Grakin.  As happy as she was to think of and remember him, she didn’t like talking about him all that much.  It made his absence hurt that much more, and she often found herself thinking too keenly of that absence, rather than of all her fond memories of him. 
 
    “Welcome, Lady Bakhor and Lord Nystrom,” she said.  Andrea was dressed casually like her brother, but called forth the kettle with a gesture and had it pour drinks for her guests.  Once she realized Kari had none, a cup appeared for her, shortly to be filled with steamy tea.  “And welcome to you as well, Lady Vanador.  Make yourselves at home.  Father will be with you all shortly; he is just finishing up a bit of penmanship.” 
 
    “Thank you, Andrea,” Karinda said, taking her teacup and risking a careful sip. 
 
    It occurs to me that serilian-rir never have to worry about the tea being too hot, Kari thought, suppressing a giggle as she, too, took a careful sip.  The tea managed to calm her nerves enough so that she noticed it.  She had hardly realized how uptight she was, restless and wanting only one thing more than to go right back to Mehr’Durillia and continue the fight.  She let out a quiet sigh, thinking soon enough she would get to go back home and spend some quality time with her children. 
 
    She looked about as she heard a giggle.  Did the archmage have another child in the tower somewhere?  Then she saw it again: the beshathan child.  It was a mallestrem, one of the cross-breeds between elestram and mallasti.  It was a young male child, running about frolicking, yet somehow only in her mind’s eye.  And then he turned to look at her, and she saw his orange eyes, but suddenly the vision was gone.  Kari put her hand to her chest as her heart fluttered. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Karinda asked, suddenly in front of Kari.  When had she moved? 
 
    “I think so, I just… had a strange little daydream,” Kari assured her. 
 
    Karinda started to say something, but stopped herself and nodded, returning to her chair.  Aaron looked back and forth between the women, but didn’t offer his thoughts, either.  When Andrea came and sat with the rest of them, it was obvious she hadn’t seen or heard anything out of the ordinary.  She sat down with her own cup of tea, oblivious to what had just occurred. 
 
    “So, how is your research going?” Karinda asked the younger wizard. 
 
    “Not well, I’m afraid,” Andrea answered.  “I wish I had more results to report to you, but I have little to show for what I’ve been working on.  Whatever the power inherent in the tattoos we came across, I cannot figure out what puts it in the flesh, or how the bearer calls upon it.  It is all at once the most fascinating and frustrating thing I have ever encountered.” 
 
    “Tattoo magic?” Kari asked, drawing nods from the two wizards.  “I came across one of Sekassus’ princes who had tattoos that seemed to counter and focus arcane power.  It was one of the most interesting things I came across while I was there.  It may be helpful to your research to go to Mehr’Durillia and ask around about it.” 
 
    “Ha!  As if Father would let me go to Mehr’Durillia,” Andrea returned.  “We’ve been strictly forbidden to go to any of the other known worlds, even if he accompanies us.  I have a feeling I’ll be a thousand years old before I get to see another world firsthand.” 
 
    “It is for your protection,” came the calm, quiet voice of Gareth Maelstrom as he finally made his appearance.  Like his children, he wore casual breeches and a tunic rather than the robes that most arcane practitioners seemed to prefer.  He was handsome for a man several hundred years old, but he showed his age more than Karinda did.  It left Kari to wonder just how old he might be in truth. 
 
    “Everything is for our protection,” Andrea protested playfully.  “I suspect it’s a miracle we aren’t encapsulated in some stasis chamber for as overprotective as you are.” 
 
    Gareth smiled and approached Aaron and Karinda.  “Lady Bakhor,” he said, kissing her hand.  “Lord Nystrom, it has been some time.  Lady Vanador, as always, it is a pleasure to see you.  Welcome to my home.  I trust there must be some dire circumstance to bring you all here?  Unless, of course, you simply hope to press me back into serving on the council, in which case I will preemptively say No.” 
 
    Karinda chuckled.  “I would not even bother posing such a question to you, old friend.  We are investigating the summoning of Mehr’Durillian attack forces, the greatest of which, obviously, took place just yesterday.  It seems most likely that portal magic is being used to bring across such a large number of attackers and so frequently.” 
 
    Maelstrom bobbed his head in agreement, then straightened out when no further words were spoken.  “You suspect it is my portal being used?  I have hardly even looked at it in the last several years.  I assure you, it was not I who summoned any such attack forces.” 
 
    “Of course not, old friend,” Karinda said soothingly.  “Is it possible that someone else has managed to access your portal without your knowledge?  Have you been away from your tower for periods of time that would allow for such a situation?” 
 
    “I do not get out much these days,” he muttered with a shake of his head.  “And neither Reese nor Andrea are properly attuned to the portal to use it, much less without my knowledge.” 
 
    “But I can sense the power residue from it,” Karinda insisted.  “May we at least take a look at it, to see if there is some clue or else evidence you are correct?” 
 
    “Certainly.  Follow me downstairs,” Maelstrom said.  He glanced at Kari and gestured for her to come as well, and she rose and followed the three archmages down a hidden stairwell into the deep, cool basement of the tower. 
 
    Kari got a chill from more than just the cooler temperature when she stepped onto the basement floor.  It was smooth stone, and in the dimness of the chamber, all of the runes stood out as they glowed a sinister shade of purple.  Kari didn’t know all that much about the arcane, but she knew what she felt, and something about this chamber made her uneasy.  The writing was in some nonsensical script to her eye, but pulsing in that purple light, it clearly read danger. 
 
    The circles of runic writing around the floor were hardly the most concerning thing.  In the center was another of those arching portals, nearly identical to the one in the syrinthian valley but for the lack of infernal writing around its edge.  Instead, it was inscribed with more of those glowing purple runes, pulsing in such a way that Kari started to imagine they were mimicking her heartbeat.  She felt the prickle of warning at the back of her neck, and sweat began to bleed out of her in rapidly-cooling drops. 
 
    “This thing needs to be destroyed,” she declared, attracting curious stares from the three archmages.  “It’s being… I don’t know how to say it… usurped by an outside power.  I can feel it.  This thing is dangerous, and you either need to shut it down or else destroy it.” 
 
    “Kari, are you all right?” Karinda asked again. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, these runes you see glowing here prevent exactly that,” Maelstrom said.  “Though I can sense that Lady Bakhor is correct, and this portal has been used recently.  I will simply–” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish his sentence.  There was a heavy pulse of what Kari could only describe as gravity that shot through the concentric circles on the floor, pulling everyone down to kiss the stone.  The portal let forth a booming hum as it came alive, a grainy purple film forming within its circular opening.  Fatigued, sore, and mentally exhausted as she was, Kari was the first to get to her feet, and had her scimitars in hand before the visitor even came through the portal. 
 
    “Andrea!  Reese!” Maelstrom called to his children from his prone position. 
 
    Kari stepped forward to intercept the erestram as it ducked through the portal and onto Citaria.  It unleashed a massive swing at her, and Kari opened the floodgates to allow Zalkar’s power to flow through her.  She parried hard and stepped in, trying to force the creature to stay within the portal archway to limit its mobility and the arc of its swings.  Even with Zalkar’s power flowing through her, though, her legs still felt stiff and sore, and the erestram’s second swing only masked a brutal straight kick that sent Kari into the wall behind her at considerable speed.  She smacked her head against the stone and saw stars… 
 
    …stars, and that mallestrem child again.  The boy laughed, running around her in a wide circle.  “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    The erestram ignored her question and turned to decapitate the prone wizards before him.  He raised his bladed staff, but a gesture from Karinda turned the haft into a writhing snake.  The erestram growled and cast the weapon aside, reaching down for the shakna-fury woman with one of its massive, clawed hands.  It withdrew its hand painfully as Karinda sprouted porcupine-like spines all over her body, sticking out even through her robe, and she got her feet under her and shoved the erestram back with another gesture. 
 
    “Aaron, Gareth, it is a gravitational trap.  Use a flight enchantment to counteract it!” she cried, and Kari watched as Karinda erected numerous shields and protections about herself, just the same way Sonja would. 
 
    Maelstrom finally got back to his feet with Karinda’s suggestion.  “Andrea and I will shut down the portal.  You two deal with our uninvited guest.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Kari asked the child again, but received only a playful laugh in response. 
 
    “Who is she talking to?” Aaron asked, looking at Kari lying spilled on the floor. 
 
    “She must have truly struck her head dangerously,” Karinda said.  “Protect her.  We must either get this erestram back through the portal before it closes, or else kill it.” 
 
    The wolf-creature snarled and approached Aaron.  It grabbed him, but the human turned himself into some form of stone, and the erestram could barely budge him.  Aaron was no threat to it in that state, but neither was the erestram a threat to him.  Frustrated, the creature turned back toward Karinda and looked around for an improvised weapon. 
 
    Karinda tried shoving the creature with arcane force again, but it shrugged it off this time.  Kari remembered that erestram were particularly resistant to arcane and divine power, the better to keep their smaller brethren in line.  She shook her head, but that hardly helped with the dizzy spell she was experiencing.  The child had faded from her sight again, and she got to her feet as quickly as she could. 
 
    That didn’t turn out to be very quickly at all.  Even with Zalkar’s power flowing through her, she realized she had damaged her body significantly, and hadn’t given it the proper amount of time to heal.  Between the beatings she’d taken on Mehr’Durillia, the painful transformations to and from the mallasti form, whatever had happened with the side effect that caused her womb to bleed, all the running around she had done the night before, and the paltry amount of sleep she’d gotten, she was lucky to be standing at all.  Nevertheless, Kari picked up her swords and approached; she was the only one present with any martial prowess at all. 
 
    But there were ways around arcane protection, and Karinda demonstrated that quickly.  The woman brought forth stone hands from the floor and the walls, and tendrils of liquid-like stone wrapped around the erestram from the portal itself.  Aaron, no longer directly threatened, lit up the chamber with a comfortable light source, just in time for the purple glow of the runes and the portal to die out.  Karinda had the erestram bound by the stone, and she started to make some sort of gesture toward it, but then she looked back at Kari. 
 
    “Would you care to take this one prisoner?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s always room for one more,” Kari quipped before she sank to her knees and then her side as the strength left her body.  Maelstrom was the first to reach Kari, and he lifted her up with surprising ease, considering his age and her weight.  “You must be cheating…” 
 
    “Surrender yourself, or I will have these stone limbs tear you apart,” Karinda said.  The erestram didn’t appear to understand, so she repeated her demand in infernal, and it nodded its assent.  She summoned the snake-staff to her hands and transmuted it again, this time into a pair of shackles that Kari suspected cancelled arcane power – like the ones she’d found with Jason Bosimar’s things.  With the erestram subdued, they all began to file upstairs, Andrea in the lead before her father, who was carrying Kari.  The demonhunter hadn’t even noticed the archmage’s daughter coming to join the fight. 
 
    Gareth set Kari down on one of the couches in his sitting room.  “This is even worse than you had feared,” he said.  “Not only has the portal been used to summon attackers, but whoever has done so is able to do it from a remote location.” 
 
    “Any idea who, or from where?” Aaron inquired, but Maelstrom shook his head. 
 
    “Where’s your son?” Kari said, or at least she thought she said it before her eyes closed and refused to open again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter III – Rifts 
 
      
 
    Kari sat below the great tree that marked her husband’s grave.  The summer sun was warm and strong, and she took shelter under the tree’s shade in the early hours of afternoon.  The children were playing in the yard, and she looked up from her book every so often to smile and see what they were about.  There was a tingle of warning in the back of her mind, the signal that all was not as it appeared to be and danger was approaching.  But she was content, sitting and watching her children in between reading Sole King of the Matriarchy, the book about her lover and master in her prior life, Suler Tumureldi. 
 
    The children were practicing their soccer.  Uldriana was old enough to play now, and even though Little Gray had a significant height and weight advantage over her, Kari’s daughter still managed to hold her own.  Back and forth, around and around they went, practicing taking the ball from each other and guarding it in turns.  Once they’d crossed the length of the yard, Little Gray unleashed a shot at the makeshift goal they’d erected from old vineyard posts. 
 
    The young mallestrem boy caught it easily, laughing as he rolled it back toward the other two children. 
 
    Kari rose to her feet as she realized this wasn’t right.  There was this child again, now inserted into her dreams of the future.  He had the tall and lanky frame of an elestram, but with the coat, ears, and eyes of a mallasti.  He looked at Kari with that amber gaze and giggled.  She started to approach him, but found he was suddenly beside her, holding her hand as they walked across the yard.  He was nearly Little Gray’s height, and that soft but densely-packed fur on the inside of his hand tickled Kari’s fingers. 
 
    “Who are you?  What’s your name?” she asked him.  He didn’t answer but to giggle again, so Kari repeated the questions, this time in beshathan. 
 
    Those curious little eyes came up to meet hers.  “You know my name, Mama.” 
 
    Kari sat up with a deep intake of breath, glancing around quickly at the ground floor of Gareth Maelstrom’s tower.  Karinda was before her in moments, and she sat on the edge of the couch and gently pushed Kari down onto her back again.  “What happened?  Where is he?” Kari barked, unable to muster the strength to resist. 
 
    “The erestram was taken into custody, and is on his way to the prison on your Order’s campus,” Karinda answered. 
 
    Kari looked around, then focused on her niece’s eyes.  “Not him; Maelstrom’s son,” the demonhunter said to cover up her dream.  She wondered if Karinda would be able to read her thoughts.  The archmage’s mother, Carly Bakhor, had been empathic and even telepathic to an extent, and it was quite possible she’d passed those traits on to her daughter.  Karinda gave no indication she could read Kari’s mind, but her reaction to Kari’s daydream earlier did point to her being sensitive in some fashion. 
 
    “I am here,” Reese said from his place near the fireplace mantel.  “I did not hear Father’s call from upstairs, else I would have come to assist with the invader.” 
 
    Kari tried to sit up again, but it was painful.  She was sore all over in a way that defied her healing abilities, as King Morduri had called them.  Karinda put her hand to Kari’s shoulder once again and eased her back down onto the pillows.  “You have greatly overextended yourself in recent days,” the archmage said.  “You must allow your body time to rest and recuperate.  I would suggest spending a few days in bed if possible, but if not, you must avoid physical labor or activity as much as you can.” 
 
    “Take him into custody, and quickly,” Kari said, her words coming out forced in a growl. 
 
    The other three archmages glanced at Reese, then back at Kari.  “On what grounds?” the elder Maelstrom asked. 
 
    “This isn’t difficult to figure out,” Kari said, swallowing hard.  Of all the times to be left incapacitated, this had to be one of the worst.  “He was the only one that didn’t come help.  You said it yourself: The portal was being accessed… remotely.  He’s the only one that knows of it and could use it, and who didn’t come to see to it.” 
 
    “Reese?” Maelstrom asked, straightening out and fixing his son with a questioning gaze.  “Is there something you would like to share with us?” 
 
    “You cannot honestly believe it was me…?” he returned defensively.  No one made a move to surround him, but he reacted as though they had.  There was no panic in his eyes, only confusion and, Kari mused, hurt over being accused.  “I am not even attuned to it…” 
 
    “The evidence, circumstantial as it is, remains compelling,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Father?” Reese asked tentatively. 
 
    “This is an issue easily investigated,” Karinda said, rising from her place on the edge of the couch.  “Now that we appear to be safe, Aaron and I will go and inspect the arcane signatures left by whoever accessed the portal.  If it was anyone present, we will know in little time.” 
 
    Maelstrom agreed with a nod, and stood vigilantly by Kari while his archmage guests made their way back down to his cellar.  He continued to stare at his son, but there wasn’t any hostility in either man’s stare, just confusion and anxiety.  Kari glanced over to Andrea, and she, too, looked perturbed by the suggestions.  Kari knew little about the arcane or even the three people in the room with her, and it suddenly occurred to her that she should be quite nervous to potentially be in the room with the summoner. 
 
    Gareth’s eyes eventually turned back to Kari, and he managed a crooked little smile.  “I see you are learning first-hand how taxing it is to wield the power of the gods.  Selflessness is commendable, Lady Vanador, but take care that you do not cost the gods a champion with your zeal.  The entirety of goodness and light does not fall solely on your shoulders.  As the great Turik Jalar once said: the strength of a demonhunter lies not in their sword arm, but in their allies.  Learn to lean on those around you, and not burn yourself out too quickly.” 
 
    Kari blew out a sigh.  “I know.  My recent trip to Mehr’Durillia involved a lot of travel, fighting, and even an arcane transmutation,” she said, and his brows rose at that.  “I think the combination of the three did me in more than I was expecting.” 
 
    “A transmutation, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, I was changed into a mallasti to help hide amongst the people there while I went about my work,” she explained. 
 
    “Fascinating!  Who did the work?  And what was it like to see things from such a new and different perspective?” 
 
    “Um, it was an elestram artificer?” Kari bluffed, not wanting to give out names of the Ashen Fangs, even to someone she trusted.  “The change was painful, but it was worth it.  To not just be able to hide among the beshathans, but to experience what it’s like to be one… it was eye-opening, for certain.  Although, on the other hand, I did find it amusing how similar we all are.” 
 
    “How so?” Andrea asked, approaching. 
 
    “I just mean we’re different races, created by different gods on different worlds.  And yet, we still have a lot of similarities, right?  How we eat, relieve ourselves, mate, give birth, how we speak and communicate, even if the languages are vastly different… I don’t know.  It’s one thing to share those similarities with other creatures created here on our world, but across worlds?  I guess you probably think I’m pretty simple, but to me, all of this stuff is really wondrous.” 
 
    “I do not find you simple at all,” Maelstrom said.  “I find myself in similar awe on those occasions I am able to go to other worlds and study their people.  Surely, there are those who are seemingly vastly different – such as the czarikk or tenku – but your point remains true: we do all share many striking similarities.” 
 
    “I have always wanted to visit another world, but Father insists it is too dangerous,” his daughter said with a little pout. 
 
    “Depends where you go,” Kari said, stretching out her sore limbs.  “If you go to some of the northern realms of Mehr’Durillia – Pataria, Tess’Vorg, maybe even Mas’tolinor – you can learn a lot as long as you can speak their languages and you treat them with respect.  You might even get to take in a football game.” 
 
    “Football?” Maelstrom echoed.  “You mean like our soccer sport?” 
 
    “Yes, the mallasti in particular are very fond of it,” Kari answered, but she went quiet when Karinda and Aaron returned from their investigation. 
 
    Karinda had a grim expression on her features, as did Aaron.  “Reese, you have quite a bit of explaining to do,” she said.  “There is no mistaking it: Your signature is all over the portal and the tendrils of power that still encompass it.  Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Impossible!” he blurted, then turned to his sire.  “Father, you cannot believe this!  Why would I do something that would endanger our city, the home we have always protected?” 
 
    Maelstrom took a deep breath and sighed, his gaze fixed on Karinda.  “Much as I would normally hesitate to ask, in this case I must: Are you absolutely certain it was my son?” 
 
    “I am afraid so,” Karinda returned with her own sigh.  “Gareth, you know the council would be useless if we were unable to determine such things with certainty.  There is no mistaking a wizard’s signature.  Even if he were to mask it somehow, that in turn would lead us back to him when we were finished peeling back the layers.  There is little reason to doubt the veracity of my findings, as Aaron came to the same conclusion independently.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Reese said.  To his credit, he didn’t make any effort to run or lash out at his accusers.  He didn’t even turn a nasty look on Kari, considering she was the first to point a finger at him.  “Unless…” 
 
    The younger wizard looked at his father sheepishly, then down at the floor, but offered no further words.  Gareth at last prompted him, “Unless what, Son?” 
 
    “I made a mistake, Father.  The last time you left to go to Hrastiria, I looked through some of the books you told us were off-limits.  Andrea is always so busy with her research, and I felt like I was not as much of a help to your knowledge-seeking as she was.  So, I perused some of the forbidden tomes to see if there was something I could try my hand at that might help you.” 
 
    “What did you do?  Tell me you did not summon some Mehr’Durillian king and strike a deal with them?” 
 
    Reese looked down again and sighed, but then his eyes came back up, now full of anger in addition to hurt.  “This is exactly what I mean, Father.  Do you think me that stupid?  That I might treat with one of the kings for some paltry gift or power in return?  I made a mistake, but I would never do something so inherently stupid.  But I may know who would…” 
 
    “One of your tomes detailed the creation of clones,” Reese continued.  “I thought perhaps what you could use was an extra pair of hands and another sharp mind to help you with your work.  But the spells and the procedures were overly complex, and the end result seemed to be faulty in some way.  It appeared I had successfully made a clone of myself, but it was rude and ill-tempered, so I put it in stasis until I could confer with you about it.  I have left it in stasis ever since, afraid to admit my failure to you, but if you or Andrea perhaps released it, suspecting it was actually me…?” 
 
    “Not I,” Andrea said, bemused by the situation. 
 
    “Nor I,” Maelstrom said.  “Had I ever found you in a stasis field, I would not release you without figuring out the truth of the matter first.  And I would have detected what the issue was, I assure you.  So where do you keep this clone in stasis?” 
 
    “In my private study,” Reese said.  He gestured for everyone to join him as he turned to the stairway. 
 
    Kari struggled to her feet.  “No, I have to see this for myself,” she said, waving off her niece’s attempts to get her to lie back down.  With some help, she was able to make her way up the stairs alongside everyone else. 
 
    They arrived at one of the upper floors, which weren’t open like the main level.  Reese let them in, and Kari’s brow knitted immediately.  She knew she was still inside the archmage’s tower, but this room couldn’t possibly fit the dimensions of it.  What should have been a wide circular chamber was instead like the inside of a house, with stairs leading to other levels, and many smaller rooms off its sides.  This was some fantastic usage of magic, the likes of which Kari had never heard of, much less seen. 
 
    “How is this even possible…?” she muttered. 
 
    Karinda laughed, touched her lightly on the shoulder, and gestured toward one of the deep seats in the sitting area.  “It would take some time and familiarity with the arcane to explain, but suffice to say it is magic.” 
 
    The wizards proceeded into an adjoining room, and despite Karinda’s insistence, Kari went along with them.  Reese’s study looked like any other, but there was a bookshelf that swung out to reveal a walk-in closet-like area.  And there, standing absolutely still, his eyes closed as he was held in place within the stasis field, was a perfect duplicate of Maelstrom’s son.  Kari found it chilling to look at the “young” man and know exactly what she was seeing.  The clone wore only a loincloth, but otherwise resembled Reese – and thereby Maelstrom himself – in virtually every way. 
 
    “Ah, Son, I must say I am disappointed,” the elder archmage said.  “Those tomes were all off-limits for a reason!  If you were curious about cloning and simulacrums, you should have consulted with me first, and I could have told you the dangers.” 
 
    “What dangers, Father?  I understand there was a mistake I made somewhere during this process, but is a clone inherently dangerous?” 
 
    “There are many things that can go wrong in the process,” Karinda said.  “I am no expert on it, certainly not to the extent your father is, but this is something heavily discouraged by our council, if not banned in practice.” 
 
    “He just smiled,” Kari said, drawing everyone’s gazes.  She pointed at the clone within the stasis field.  “The clone… it just smiled.” 
 
    Reese turned to look at it.  “That is not possible, it is frozen within the stasis field.” 
 
    Kari felt a massive pressure between her eyes, and her hair began to stand on end.  She found herself thrown backwards through the door to crash into the bookshelf opposite the walk-in closet.  She struggled to get to her hands and knees, then began to crawl for the more open space of the entry room; a fight in the study would leave little room to maneuver, and give far too many advantages to one who could use the arcane.  She didn’t know what was about to happen, but she could still feel the buildup of arcane power as several archmages gathered their focus and prepared to do battle. 
 
    An explosion rocked the building, and smoke and dust billowed out the doorway and toward Kari.  She hauled herself up into one of Reese’s chairs, and pulled a throw blanket over her face to filter out some of the debris.  Karinda, Gareth, Andrea, and Reese stumbled out of the doorway, coughing, but there was no sign of Aaron.  Kari put her hands to the hilts of her blades, but she knew she would be of little use in this coming confrontation.  She could hardly stand, much less take a stand, and against a potential archmage or caught in the crossfire of several, she wasn’t sure she’d be useful regardless. 
 
    It hit her, then: The cold bite in the air, the feeling of dread deep in her guts that told her clearly that a demon was present.  Now it made a little more sense: The malevolence, the desire to constantly open the portal to let invaders through, the fact that the arcane signature matched Reese’s perfectly.  The thing it didn’t explain was how gangs of Mehr’Durillians were coming into the tower without being detected, much less when they left it.  But that was a question for another time – when they were all safe. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” Kari whispered as the possessed clone strode through the door, giving no indication that the smoke or debris affected it.  Zalkar’s symbol flared to life, blazing through Kari’s undergarments and armor to challenge the demon.  Her body was in terrible shape, but she felt her deity’s power flow through her, and she knew she could take the fight to the demon as long as she was willing to pay the consequences after.  Her body was shredded already, and it would be much worse after this battle, but it was a sacrifice she had to make. 
 
    The possessed clone threw his hands out to the sides with a low laugh, and Kari glanced up as the ceiling started to give way.  Karinda held her hands up, staving off the crushing weight of the stone above.  Even under the strain, she snarled, “You dare show yourself here?!” 
 
    All light left the chamber, shrouding them in darkness so pervasive that even the night vision of the rir couldn’t cut through it.  Kari’s pulsing symbol of Zalkar, glowing brightly on her chest, was the only source of light that cut through the pitch.  Then two others joined it: The golden glow from her scimitars, fighting back against the darkness and the cold of the demonic spirit.  With each pulse of Zalkar’s symbol, Kari got a glimpse of the grim smile on the possessed clone. 
 
    “Demon, you just made your last mistake,” Kari hissed, rising to her feet.  She almost couldn’t feel her legs beneath her, but her footing was solid.  There was a twinge of doubt, a minor irritation at the feeling that she was a puppet, but she shook away the thought.  Instead, she surrendered her will to that of her divine patrons. 
 
    There was a deep hum from somewhere below them, and Kari wasn’t the only one alarmed by it.  “The portal!” Maelstrom barked.  “Karinda, can you hold this creature here?” 
 
    “Easily,” the head of the High Council of Wizardry said, her black eyes narrowed to mere slits that looked solid ebony in the pulsing darkness. 
 
    “We’ve got this; you and Andrea go shut that portal down – permanently,” Kari said. 
 
    Maelstrom nodded.  “Andrea, Reese: With me!” he shouted. 
 
    “Where’s Aaron?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Safe for the moment,” Karinda answered, swatting aside several bolts of arcane force and fire from the possessed clone.  With the ceiling no longer under threat, she brought her full arcane power to bear, restoring the light and the structural integrity of the tower around them.  “We need to take this fight elsewhere to safeguard our companions and the city.” 
 
    There was the sudden, jarring sensation of the room spinning, and Kari’s vision went blurry.  She had to close her eyes to keep from losing what contents remained in her stomach, and when she opened them, her jaw dropped open slightly.  No longer were they inside the archmage’s tower in DarkWind, but they stood instead on a broad, barren expanse of rocky plain.  Kari had no idea where they were; it looked sort of like parts of the Badlands of Terrassia, but the sky, overcast and pink, looked utterly wrong.  Kari got the impression they might not even be on Citaria anymore. 
 
    There was another deep hum, but this one didn’t come from some portal deep below them.  It emanated from Karinda and their surroundings, and Kari could feel some ethereal gust blow past her in the direction of the archmage.  Karinda’s robes billowed around her despite the lack of any tangible wind, and the woman’s hair was floating eerily as if on currents of fiery air behind her.  Kari no longer saw her niece beside her, but some bastion of arcane power that had just drawn in every available ounce of strength. 
 
    “Kari, are you ready?” 
 
    “I think so,” the demonhunter answered.  Every minute the divine power burned within her put her body further at risk, and she could feel the tendrils of fatigue worming their way into the edges of her consciousness.  They had to get this done quickly, and there would be plenty of time to get answers in the wake of the demon’s destruction. 
 
    The demon looked around itself, apparently curious to the change in location, but then it turned a sickening grin on the two women.  “Here or on Citaria, it matters little–” 
 
    It was cut off abruptly as the land around it erupted in spiny stalagmites that exploded, tearing at the flesh of its mortal coil.  Kari tensed as the clone rose into the air under arcane power, but it was soon slammed into the ground and several nearby rocky outcroppings repeatedly.  It was nearly a minute before the possessed clone managed to push back against Karinda’s arcane power, and by the time it did, its body was already heavily damaged.  Still, it was not a mortal but a demon encased in flesh; the damage to the body did only so much. 
 
    “I can strip it from this body, but it will be up to you to destroy it,” Karinda said. 
 
    “Should we try to spare him, though?  Get the demon out but let–” 
 
    “No.  Both must be destroyed.  I will explain in due time, but trust me for now.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Can you handle it in an arcane duel?” 
 
    Karinda snorted but didn’t answer, swatting away the clone’s attempt at a counterstrike.  Power flared up around the archmage, making Kari’s hair stand on end.  She suddenly recalled Eryn talking about the way she could feel Emma’s power, and realized the same held true here for Karinda.  If there was any mystery to why the woman had become head of the High Council of Wizardry, it was being quickly washed away in the tide of power that swirled around her as an arcane maelstrom. 
 
    That thought gave Kari a chuckle as she considered how Gareth had gotten his surname. 
 
    The demonhunter tensed and prepared herself to fight the demon once the body it held was too damaged to inhabit.  The demon used the arcane-trained clone to enact its evil through the use of direct magic, but its power was inconsequential beside Karinda’s.  Fireballs were snuffed out, windstorms and blizzards were calmly dispelled, and even attempts to reshape the land and turn it into a weapon were easily countered.  Kari had seen some impressive arcanists in her day – Triela and Sonja among them – but Karinda’s display was far beyond even that. 
 
    All Kari could think was that should the worst come to pass and Emma be used as a weapon directly against the Order and Citaria as a whole, Karinda would be able to stand against the mallasti sorceress.  She swatted away, absorbed, countered, or redirected every attack the clone could throw at her, and in those brief minutes that still felt as though they were hours, Kari could see any confidence the demon had being stripped away.  It faced not just an archmage, not just some practiced summoner who had risen to the headship of a paper council.  The demon faced an absolute master of magic, someone who embodied the very essence of arcane power. 
 
    Kari watched as light blue stripes appeared on the sides of Karinda’s snout, much like the natural ones that adorned the faces of the kirelas-rir.  Her eyes went from the dark black pools to empty white, then, and her brow came low.  A slender staff with a glowing vortex of white light floating above its end appeared in the archmage’s hand.  When Karinda touched its end to the ground, a shockwave rolled out around her, staggering Kari only slightly.  The demon, by contrast, finally had the flesh blasted from it, the shredded remains of the clone’s body torn off and disintegrated in an arcane blast. 
 
    “Do you recognize where you are now, demon?” Karinda said, her eyes taking on their solid black hue again.  She let show the slightest of smiles as realization hit the being of evil.  “Oh yes, and you will die here, like so many of your brethren before you.  Kari?” 
 
    The demonhunter was distracted for a moment, wondering what Karinda had meant about their location, but she shook it away.  With her scimitars continuing to cast their golden glow, she approached the demon.  She wasn’t sure why Karinda couldn’t handle it, but figured it might just be some immunity the demons had to arcane power.  The creature continued to look around at the blasted plain they were on, but soon enough the black pits of its eyes turned on Kari.  It screeched something in that guttural, vicious language the demons used, but Kari paid it almost no mind. 
 
    “Save your threats,” Kari said, assuming that was what it was saying.  “Just come throw yourself on my swords and save me the trouble.  I’m about due for a nap.” 
 
    She heard Karinda snicker behind her, but Kari wasn’t feeling as mirthful as her words made it sound.  She was bone tired, and as much as she wanted to kill this demon before her, she was more concerned for those she and Karinda had left behind to deal with the fallout – literal and figurative.  This fight had to end quickly. 
 
    The demon came at her, and Kari wondered at its boldness.  It had lived in DarkWind for however many years; did it not know of her?  As the first inky tendril came forward to touch her, Kari slashed it off casually with one of her glowing blades.  The creature screeched again, in pain this time, drawing back from her, and Kari snorted.  Ignoring the protestations of her body, she drew on the divine power within and entered the deadly dance of her fighting style. 
 
    As in her fight with the demon that had so cruelly used her friend’s body against her, Kari took this one apart piece by piece.  There was no vortex of light above into which she could throw the creature once she subdued it, but nevertheless, it made no attempt to escape in this odd place Karinda had brought them to.  It lashed out at her, but knowing what to expect, Kari treated it as though it were harmless, hacking off bits and pieces of it any time it mustered the courage to try attacking her again. 
 
    She called upon the light of Sakkrass, the blessing of Zalkar, and the life-giving warmth of Be’shatha, and she made to end the demon’s existence as mercifully as she could.  Striking off its apparent head seemed to serve that purpose, the same way it had when she’d killed the demon in Shisaevas.  On the one hand, she was surprised at how easy it seemed to kill these demons, but the truth of the matter was plain to her once she considered it.  Not every man and woman carried the power of several gods within them, nor did they have the power of an angel or a high-ranked archmage to aid them. 
 
    I’m not a puppet, Kari thought.  I’m a vessel, and a grateful one at that. 
 
    Karinda held her staff aloft, brightly illuminating the landscape about them in the wake of the demon’s passing.  No trace of the shadowy creature presented itself under the staff’s glowing vortex, and the archmage smiled ruefully.  The look softened when she turned it on Kari, and she leaned on her staff for only a moment before she made a gesture and it disappeared back to wherever it had come from. 
 
    “You have truly come a long way, old friend,” Karinda said.  “I will be very interested to hear of these many gods whose power flows through you.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to tell you about it, but we should get back to the others,” Kari said. 
 
    The archmage agreed silently and the land swirled around Kari in a nausea-inducing blur again before they found themselves returned to Reese’s level of the tower.  Immediately, Kari stumbled forward and collapsed into one of the chairs, using every last ounce of strength she had to get comfortable.  She knew she could keep the power flowing within her, but her body needed time to rest and recover, and there were some things she was content to do on her own.  She only hoped the gods didn’t take that as a sign she appreciated their aid any less. 
 
    “Aaron?” Karinda called once she had her bearings. 
 
    “Here,” he said, peering around the edge of the door to the destroyed study.  “Is it gone?  Did you vanquish it?” 
 
    “The clone is dead, as is the demon that was in control of it.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” Kari asked. 
 
    The human archmage came out of the room and his cheeks flushed a bit.  “I, erm, turned into a statue again.  It’s usually the first defense that comes to mind when my body’s about to get mangled in some fashion.” 
 
    Kari chuckled, but it didn’t last.  “Are Maelstrom and his kids all right?” 
 
    “Quite,” came the voice of the archmage as they entered Reese’s level from the stairwell.  “Though I wish explaining this entire mess would prove to be so easy as dismantling the portal.  Karinda, I take it you had little issue dealing with the demon?” 
 
    “I left that to the Avatar of Vengeance,” she said, indicating Kari.  “Fortunately, it did not seem to know much with regard to how to control and properly use Reese’s talents.  I suspect I may know part of the reason why.  Gareth, is there something you would like to share with all of us, especially your children?” 
 
    The elder archmage nodded, though to Kari, it looked as much like a defeated bow of the head as a gesture of agreement.  The archmage made a few casual gestures and the damage to the area began to repair itself.  He indicated the many chairs in Reese’s living space, and everyone else took a seat as they waited for him to explain.  In the soft light of the chamber, the weight of all that had happened in the last hour pressing down on him, Kari could see the age of the elder Maelstrom written in the somber features of his otherwise handsome face.  He now looked every one of the hundreds – or was it thousands? – of years he had lived. 
 
    He yet hesitated, and Karinda sighed and glanced at each of his children.  “There never was a missus, was there, old friend?” 
 
    Several confused stares were turned on Karinda, but the elder Maelstrom answered with a simple, “No.”  Once all eyes were back on him, he folded his arms across his chest and sighed.  “I was always too busy, too invested in the arcane and my research.  By the time I began to give consideration to my legacy and desire to have children, it was far too late.  I was too old, too much of a mystery to the people of this city, an old hermit whispered about in tales of wonder and conspiracy.” 
 
    “You adopted children, then?” Kari asked, confused. 
 
    Gareth shook his head.  “No.  Do you not see the family resemblance?” 
 
    “You cloned yourself?” Aaron asked.  His words sounded more curious and impressed than shocked, and he began looking back and forth at Reese and Andrea. 
 
    “Father?” Andrea prompted. 
 
    Gods, they’ve never even known, Kari thought.  She tried to imagine what it would be like to find out she was created rather than born.  True, it had been the case with the entire first generations of rir created on this world, but that was different.  They’d been created by their deity, not as some sort of arcane experiment.  Reese and Andrea were just duplicates of their father, and that left Kari a very strange question about whether they were their own separate people, complete with souls. 
 
    And I am so very not interested in pondering that, she thought. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered after an uncomfortable silence.  “I created Reese first, as he was the easier of the two, being a direct clone.  Andrea I created later, after much research, such that I was obviously able to alter her gender.” 
 
    “Reese cloned a clone,” Karinda said with a nod, being answered by one in turn from Gareth.  Kari was glad to see she wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand the significance of that, and so Karinda continued, “Cloning is a delicate process.  When a clone then makes a clone of itself, corruption invariably takes root.  Reese obviously had no idea that he was a clone, and even if he did, it is unlikely he would have understood the dangers in further cloning himself.  The corruption of Reese’s clone likely drew the attention of the demon.” 
 
    “I… am a clone?” Reese muttered, still coming to terms with it. 
 
    “Father, why?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “He wanted a legacy, as he said,” Karinda answered, apparently sparing her old friend the embarrassment of trying to explain it.  “Andrea, Reese: Do not take this too much to heart.  Your father has always loved and raised you as his children, and has taught you much of what he knows.  Though the power of the arcane extends our lifetimes, we are none of us immortal.  And this changes nothing.  Your blood is simply purely his, more so than had he produced you with a mate.” 
 
    “You mean normally?” Reese asked with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    Kari’s heart skipped a beat when she saw the hurt that comment splashed across the face of the elder Maelstrom.  The awkwardness was brought to a swift end when there was a bang on the door of the tower downstairs, and Reese left to go answer it.  He glared at his father as he left, but Andrea approached the elder and wrapped him in a hug.  She drew away after a short time, though, and Kari cringed as she realized the question that was coming. 
 
    “Father, am I… am I an actual person?” 
 
    That actually made the elder archmage smirk.  “As real as the man who made you, my daughter,” he said.  “You know I have never had much time or inclination for theology or even philosophy, Andrea, but despite all of my knowledge and power, I do not believe it was solely I who gave life to you.  All I can tell you is that I created you of my own flesh and blood, and love you with every fiber of my being.  If you have questions about your soul, those would be best put to those who know and understand the ways of the gods better than your… me.  But I look at the vast differences between us – at least in terms of our personalities, likes, and dislikes and so on – and I know you are not just an extension of me.” 
 
    Reese was frozen in the doorway to the stairwell, listening to his father’s words, but when everyone else took notice of him, he cleared his throat.  “The, uh, duke is here, Father.” 
 
    “The duke?” Gareth asked, his brow scrunching up. 
 
    “Yes, Father.  He seems a tad upset with the goings-on in our tower today.” 
 
    “Ah, let me handle this,” Kari said, struggling to her feet.  The others tried to get her to sit back down but she waved off their protests, leading them down to the lower level. 
 
    The duke fixed his eyes on Kari first and foremost when their party reached the entry level sitting room.  “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to find you here,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, doing a double-take. 
 
    “Do you really need to ask after the events of last night?” he asked, but then he waved dismissively as his eyes settled on the many archmages behind Kari.  “Gareth, my family has long been tolerant of your presence for the knowledge you share and the work you’ve done in protecting this city, but am I to understand this very tower has been the source of the attacks on my city?” 
 
    “It is, Your Grace, but the issue has been dealt with.  I can offer only my most sincere apologies, and recommend that your thanks go specifically to Lady Vanador for her efforts.” 
 
    “If by efforts you mean her repeated trips to the underworld to kick the hornets’ nests, as it were, then I think I need not explain why I won’t be thanking her for anything.” 
 
    Kari bit her lip and stumbled to a chair to sit down.  Her relationship with the duke had never been warm, but he had always been cordial to her and appreciative of her work.  Was he now assigning the blame for the Overking’s attention to her and her Order?  She wondered if he had any idea where their world as a whole would be if not for Kari and those like her, but she continued to hold her tongue. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Karinda said, making her way to stand before the duke.  “In addition to your thanks, you now owe Lady Vanador an apology.” 
 
    “And just who do you think you are?” Bosimar shot back.  It seemed uncharacteristic for him, and Kari wondered if there was something more behind his ire than the prior night’s attacks. 
 
    “Your Grace, this is Lady Karinda Bakhor, the head of the High Council of Wizardry,” Maelstrom said. 
 
    That certainly changed the duke’s attitude in a moment.  Kari wasn’t sure what authority the Wizardry Council had over non-arcanists, but Karinda’s power was without question, even to the duke.  He made no gestures of welcome or apology, either to Karinda or Kari, but finally found the willpower to keep his mouth closed for a moment. 
 
    When he finally overcame the shock of the introduction, he turned an impatient gaze back on Maelstrom.  “Would you care to explain exactly what has been going on?” 
 
    “How are you even aware something was going on?” Kari blurted, her suspicions over the fact that the duke had spies in her Order overriding her better sense. 
 
    “I have a court mage, Lady Vanador,” he answered, putting a good deal of venom into the saying of her name.  “Contrary to your desires, I am aware of a great many things that go on within my city.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” she said, sitting forward in her seat with some effort.  “Maybe it’ll interest you to know that the very person you had spying on my Order is the reason your city was attacked last night.”  That silenced the entire chamber, eyes swinging back and forth between the two of them.  “Yeah, I thought that might shut you up, Your Grace.  But I’ll tell you what: You can pass sentence on your own spy.  I suppose I owe you that courtesy, at least.” 
 
    The duke smiled, and it was one of the most unpleasant things Kari had seen in years.  “I do wonder how you plan to pay the taxes on your land with your house in ashes,” he said, and the utter callousness was something Kari might’ve answered with a punch – if she could move.  “As to the informant?  Execute him.  He is of no use to me, and if what you say is true, he has earned that and more from the both of us.  Now, Gareth owes me an explanation, I believe.” 
 
    The archmage laid the story out for the duke, not bothering to hide or deny anything, not even the fact that his children were clones.  The admission perturbed Bosimar only slightly less than Maelstrom’s own children, and the duke looked angry by the time the tale was finished. 
 
    “So, I expect you will be getting rid of your children, then?” Duke Bosimar asked. 
 
    Andrea and Reese both straightened out at that.  “What?  Why…?” Reese blurted. 
 
    “I will not, Your Grace,” Maelstrom answered, arms folded tight across his chest. 
 
    “Then you may remove yourself from my city as well,” Bosimar said. 
 
    Kari gasped.  What was the duke playing at?  He could be a manipulator and his mood swings were often terrifying, but his entire demeanor seemed so off since he’d arrived.  The attacks on the city could only explain so much of that; it seemed more like the attacks actually played into some power-grabbing scheme he had been building toward for some time.  That his own spy was part of the mix really began to grate on Kari’s soul.  If he was throwing Maelstrom and his children out of the city, how long would it be before Kari’s strained relationship with the noble got the Demonhunter Order thrown out of the city? 
 
    “Your city?” Karinda said, finally breaking her silence.  “You seem to be mistaken when it comes to your position as duke.  You serve the people, Christopher Bosimar, not the other way around.  This man has done more to safeguard this world and this city than you will likely ever know.  But it is far more than your well-storied family ever has or will, of that I assure you.” 
 
    “You try my patience, Archmage,” he said, turning that venomous gaze back onto Kari’s niece.  “Your friend and this demonhunter, through negligence or outright foolishness, nearly cost this entire city’s population their lives last night.  This is not a situation I care to ever see repeated, and if that means I must remove the four of them from my city by force, so be it.” 
 
    “No need,” Reese said.  “I’ll leave.” 
 
    “As will I,” Andrea agreed. 
 
    “Children, no…,” Maelstrom said, letting a rare bit of raw emotion show. 
 
    “They can come with me, Gareth,” Karinda said, and she gestured to Aaron.  “We can help them come to understand their place among things, and they may continue their training with other members of the council, or perhaps even Rexis De’Tourga in Castle Tenari.” 
 
    Karinda, if you can hear my thoughts, the duke is up to something.  We need to figure out what that is, Kari thought. 
 
    Quite right, came the answer a moment later.  Let us resolve this situation first. 
 
    Kari had to make a conscious effort not to smile, even in the face of the tension.  Hearing her niece’s voice in her mind left a warm feeling in her core, a tingle in her brain that reminded her so much of her old friend Carly.  Karinda’s mother had been telepathic and empathic, a bit like Sonja but much more powerful in those regards, and she had apparently passed those traits on to her daughter in spades. 
 
    “Master Maelstrom had nothing to do with the attacks themselves, Your Grace, and the one directly responsible was eliminated by Lady Vanador.  If I take Reese and Andrea with me, it should alleviate your concerns about Gareth and Kari, your strained relationships with the two of them notwithstanding.” 
 
    Bosimar didn’t look happy with Karinda’a assessment, but neither did he argue with it.  “Have all of the threats been eliminated?” 
 
    Karinda looked to Gareth, who nodded.  “The portal by which our enemies were coming has been destroyed, permanently, and I have no plans to erect another.  Though it will be of very little comfort to the people, Your Grace, I offer my sincere apologies, as well as my services to help right the wrongs committed.” 
 
    “I will hold you to that, Gareth,” the duke answered.  “As for you, Lady Vanador–” 
 
    Kari rose to her feet, and he stopped speaking.  “Your Grace, I think in the interest of helping you remember, you should address me as Avatar going forward.  I’m not one of your citizens anymore, and I don’t have the time or patience to play political games with you.  You want to strip me of my land and title?  Fine.  But you will not spy on my Order anymore, and you will not tell me what to do, ever.” 
 
    “He cannot strip you of your land and title under the Succession Accords,” Maelstrom put in, seeming to gain a bit of confidence from Kari and Karinda’a confrontations.  “At worst, he can raise your taxes until it is simply not financially sound to remain on your land, but that would be rather petty, would it not, Christopher?” 
 
    “As I was saying,” the duke said coldly, “Lady Vanador–” 
 
    “Avatar,” she corrected.  There was a silence so absolute Kari thought she could hear other peoples’ hearts beating. 
 
    “…I would see you in my court at your earliest convenience.  Given your… physical condition, I expect that may not be for some time, but we have many things to discuss.” 
 
    “We certainly do,” Kari said evenly. 
 
    The duke left without so much as a goodbye, and once he was gone, the others all stood around looking at each other. 
 
    “Gareth?” Karinda prompted, getting his attention.  “Go fetch a bottle of bourbon.  Make sure it is a large one.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter IV - Declarations 
 
      
 
    Kari was glad to have the assistance of the archmages.  While Aaron had left with Reese and Andrea shortly after the meeting, intent on taking them to the council’s hidden fortress off the coast of Terrassia, Karinda and Gareth stayed with Kari.  Both were just as incensed as Kari was at the duke’s cold and deliberately rude behavior.  With the agreement that something else must be going on behind the scenes to cause such a dramatic change in Duke Bosimar’s normally professional – if not exactly warm – demeanor, Karinda and Gareth agreed to help Kari try to root it out.  After all, the duke had no issues spying on Kari, so she thought perhaps she would give him a taste of his own subterfuge. 
 
    Karinda, of course, would be the more helpful of the two, armed with telepathic and empathic abilities to augment her incredible arcane prowess.  There were lines she couldn’t or wouldn’t cross, as a great deal of responsibility came with the ability to read others’ thoughts and emotions.  Still, Kari expected her niece might have better luck figuring out what was going on in the city simply by walking its streets and opening her senses to the ebb and flow of the population’s feelings. 
 
    Gareth, meanwhile, planned to make good on his promise to help fix the damage caused by his portal, if indirectly.  Arcane power could only replace old-fashioned labor to a certain extent, but he would be invaluable in aiding the rebuilding in the wake of the attacks.  The elder archmage wasn’t sure the common people would be all too keen on talking to him – he was quite intimidating to the average citizen, apparently – but he assured Kari he would glean what things he could from casual conversation. 
 
    Kari sighed as she walked the main boulevard of northern DarkWind toward the campus of the Order.  At least with the portal destroyed and Reese and Andrea sheltered away from the city, she could theoretically relax where attacks from Mehr’Durillia were concerned.  Now was the time to prepare a counterstrike, to assess the damage done, and to begin the healing process, physical and otherwise.  Kari knew her body was close to giving out on her completely, but she had a few more things to put in place before she could rest and let Sakkrass’ gift do its work. 
 
    Her first order of business was to see to the duke’s wishes with respect to Joaquim, her former assistant.  Kari had spared him for so long on behalf of his mother, who still tearfully came to see him once per week.  The woman was distraught: She understood what her son had done, and the consequences it should bring, but her love overrode that.  It made Kari think of her conversation with King Koursturaux wherein the demon king admitted to killing some of her own children. 
 
    If your children tried to kill you, I suspect they would meet the same end, no matter what you may think now, before it has happened. 
 
    Kari couldn’t even imagine a betrayal of that magnitude.  But now she had to wonder what Joaquim’s mother would think in the wake of the deadly attacks on the city the night before, once it came to light that he was at least partially responsible.  Could she, would she forgive him?  Her love might know no bounds, but there was loving your child and then there was sticking up for them after they’d caused an untold number of deaths.  Joaquim had indirectly worked with demons – not just Mehr’Durillian people, but actual demons – and had cost dozens, possibly hundreds, their lives. 
 
    There’s really only one thing left I can do with him, Kari thought.  But ultimately, the choice is going to be his, just like the choice to betray the Order to its enemies. 
 
    Just one thing to take care of at the campus, and then there would be no more avoiding it: Kari had to survey the remains of her destroyed house.  Everything she and Grakin had built together was now ash, including the many unique and varied gifts they had received for their wedding.  All of it was gone, nothing left for her to remember him by but the wedding band she wore on the chain of her dog tags, the tree that grew over his grave, and – of course – their children.  She’d have to check with Aeligos or even Typhonix, but Kari was pretty sure the money was all gone, too.  There would be nothing to use to rebuild the house before the harvest, which was far off, and yet she still owed the trade guilds thousands to repay what was now destroyed. 
 
    Ironically, Kari felt bad for the guards posted at the gates to the Order’s campus.  She was the one with tears in her eyes, but she was more concerned with the impact it had on her people, who no doubt wanted nothing more than to see their Grand Commander strong and confident.  Instead, they saw a broken and crying woman cracking under the stress of her post.  She stopped to face them, and in that moment, she was amazed to see that she was beyond wrong. 
 
    The guards saluted her respectfully, not breaking eye contact even when they bowed their heads.  “Ma’am, is there any way we can be of further service?” one of them asked. 
 
    Kari returned their salutes.  “You’re doing exactly what you need to be doing,” she answered.  “Keep this campus secure.  There’s no telling when we may have to shelter people here again.” 
 
    Just speaking calmed her heartbeat, and she wiped the tears from her face absently.  Her men agreed with further salutes, and Kari continued onto the grounds.  She realized then that she wasn’t broken: She was still putting one foot in front of the other, moving forward and guiding her friends and allies in her wake.  So many years ago, her friend, the assassin Eryn Olgaryn, had told her not to be ashamed to cry or be weak, but simply to work to make certain whatever caused her to cry or feel weak made her stronger in the end. 
 
    And I just killed a handful of Sekassus’ princes, Kari thought.  Wait until my people hear of that.  They already see me as their symbol of strength, and they don’t know any of what happened on Mehr’Durillia yet. 
 
    Feeling a bit more confident, Kari strode toward the prison, and her determined steps and the set of her face drew a number of others behind her.  Included in that gathering were the two military-themed priests of the Order’s council: Masters Arinotte and Perez.  They asked no questions and made no attempts to stop her, simply following behind.  Even the prison guards accompanied her when she strode down the underground hall until she came to a stop before Joaquim’s cell. 
 
    “The duke passed sentence on you,” she told the cowering form of the human as he hid his face behind his pulled-up knees.  “Death.  I assume he wants me to cut your head off and either bury you in a shallow grave or burn you in the trash pits south of the city.  That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Kari paced back and forth before the cell’s bars, the others giving her space as they waited to hear what she would say.  She figured they’d be disappointed, but she couldn’t and wouldn’t let that deter her from the only course of action she could settle on. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you at all.  But I’m also not going to hold you here forever, forcing my people to waste their time looking after you.” 
 
    Silence fell in the prison, and even the Mehr’Durillian prisoners approached the bars of their cells to listen to the conversation.  Kari waited, and eventually Joaquim’s eyes came up to meet hers for the first time since she’d imprisoned him. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a taste of what you’ve done,” she told him quietly, though that didn’t seem to explain much to anyone.  “Exile, Joaquim.  I’m going to send you into exile, but it’s not going to be here; nowhere on Citaria.  You… are going to Anthraxis.” 
 
    “You can’t…,” he whispered. 
 
    “I can, and I am.  There’s a mortal quarter in Anthraxis where you should be able to live out your sentence – possibly the rest of your days – in relative safety.  But you’re going to live in the shadow of the Overking for that time period, and you are going to get a very real glimpse of what it is you nearly brought upon this city and our world as a whole.  There are, however, going to be a couple of stipulations you must follow.” 
 
    “First, you are not to return home until you receive permission from either myself or the council of this Order.  If any of our hunters find you back on Citaria without permission, you will be killed on sight, no questions asked.  Anthraxis isn’t going to be the nicest place to live, but as I said, you should be safe, and you can live out your days or the days of this sentence in some semblance of peace.  Stay there, or move to one of the kings’ realms – I don’t much care, as long as you don’t make any attempts to come back here.” 
 
    “And second, I have people posted in Anthraxis on a permanent basis now.  If they find that you are still selling secrets or acting as any sort of informant for any of the kings, I will have you found and killed.  I am providing you a mercy, and if you take advantage of that, the response will be, fittingly, quite merciless.  I advise you to live as much of a life of anonymity as you can.  Do you understand everything I’ve just told you?” 
 
    “Y-yes, ma’am,” he managed with a shudder. 
 
    “Your only other option is a swift death, as the duke ordered.  You do have this choice; I can’t take that away from you.” 
 
    “I-I will accept the exile, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I’ll see to it someone takes you to Anthraxis in the next few days.  Guards, take him to the showers, let him get cleaned up, and get him some fresh clothes and provisions for a stay in Anthraxis.  Then you get in contact with his mother and pass along word of this sentence, and if she’d like to speak, tell her I’ll be happy to give her my time when possible.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the guards said, moving forward to open the gate. 
 
    Masters Arinotte and Perez both stared at Kari, but these were prideful stares, and both men nodded and saluted her before they took their leave.  The Avatar looked around at the other people before her.  “What are you lot doing?  Need me to find something to keep you busy?” 
 
    Despite the chuckles, the rest of those who’d come to witness what happened departed with all haste.  Kari smirked after them, but then made her way farther into the prison and stood where she could see all four of the Mehr’Durillian prisoners.  She folded her arms across her chest, then looked the first three in the eye.  The erestram sat against the wall of his cell, not bothering to look up at her, but he was an unrelated matter anyway. 
 
    “What am I going to do with you three?” she asked. 
 
    One of the mallasti held his hands out through the bars.  “Have our fingers fixed, I hope,” he offered somewhat meekly in uncertain tones, the Citarian trade tongue clearly not familiar to him. 
 
    Kari nodded; that was a small enough mercy.  “Guard, have a runner go fetch one of Tigron’s priests, if you would,” she said over her shoulder, being answered affirmatively.  She turned back to the prisoners.  “I suppose it would be a waste of time to ask why you did what you did last night.” 
 
    “Do you not understand what is so simple?” the elestram male asked.  “We do as we are ordered by our king.” 
 
    “Why not follow the teachings of your goddess instead?” 
 
    She was answered by three scoffs.  “Our goddess is dead, you fool,” said the other mallasti, the one who had tried to attack Kari the night before.  “The kings killed our goddess.  Follow her teachings?  To what end?  So that the wrath of our kings is directed on us instead of you?” 
 
    “To stand up and fight the kings, to take back your world,” Kari offered, wary of saying too much and word getting back to Mehr’Durillia of her involvement in the Sorelizarian rebellion. 
 
    “How ever did you rise to your position, being so naïve?” the other mallasti asked.  “Fight the kings?  They killed our goddess.  What threat are we to them?  No, it is better to do as they command here, that their wrath and zeal fall elsewhere and not on our own families.” 
 
    Kari grimaced.  It was a bad situation, and she could only fault these attackers so much for doing the will of their king.  She didn’t pity them, not completely, but neither did she have any desire to kill them.  If anything, she understood what they’d done more than someone like Joaquim, but that didn’t mean she could let them go.  On the other hand, holding them indefinitely wasn’t an option for more than one reason.  It was possible, however improbable, that she could one day let them go if the kings were overthrown, but that was a long-term goal.  She needed to find a way to deal with them before then, but doing so without defaulting to execution would be a difficult task. 
 
    “A priest will be coming to see to your fingers.  Remember what I told you: If you cause any trouble or injuries, your lives will end.  Not just the offender’s, either; all of you.  You may still find a way out of this imprisonment, but it’s all going to hinge on being of no trouble to me and mine.  Is that clear?” 
 
    She was answered by three bobbing heads, but she looked past them to the erestram as he rose to a crouch before the bars and beckoned her over.  “May I speak with the one who subdued me?” the wolf-man asked in infernal. 
 
    “I’ll pass along your request,” Kari returned in the imperious language.  She wasn’t sure why he wanted to talk to Karinda instead, but thought maybe she could leave his fate in her hands. 
 
    With no further information coming, Kari left the prison.  Oddly, she was starting to find strength in moving around rather than trying to rest.  She was still exhausted and sore all over, but the more she moved, the easier it was to deal with the pain.  She figured she’d best take advantage of the situation and see to her other tasks while she could.  She still had to go take a look at her home, send forth the Silver Blades to rescue Erik, and then go about giving condolences to the many families of those who’d died in the line of duty the night before.  Not the least of whom, she thought with a grimace, was Albrecht Allerius. 
 
    Oh, my friend, she thought.  How I’m going to miss your advice and your smile. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kris was waiting for her when she left the campus, and she wondered if he had just gotten there or if he was avoiding walking its grounds for some reason.  “Are we good to go?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kari answered.  “Eliza is here to take you all.” 
 
    The Warlord nodded even as she told him.  “So where are you headed?” 
 
    Kari wondered how well Kris and Eliza knew each other, but didn’t want to get off on a tangent.  “To the house,” she sighed.  “Have to see if there’s anything left to begin rebuilding with.” 
 
    “I can go home when we get back, see if I can help out financially,” he offered. 
 
    “It may not be worth it,” Kari said, shaking her head.  “I may just sell the land and let it be someone else’s headache.  I have way too much to think about to go through this again.  Plus, I can never… I can never rebuild the house Grakin and I built.” 
 
    Kris stopped her long enough to wrap her in a comforting hug, and Kari held onto him, a rock in the center of the torrent.  They remained silent the rest of the way to the estate house, though some of the family was there when they arrived.  The damage wasn’t substantial, it was absolute: Only the chimneys remained, and even those had been compromised by the intense heat of the fire.  The rest of the house potentially saved by Samasurassa’s breath had since fallen, charred to an unstable husk that collapsed under the weight of its own despair.  It was just as well: Kari didn’t want to look at a half-destroyed house.  In some odd way, it was better that it was gone completely. 
 
    “This was the house I built with my husband,” Kari said to no one in particular, though she had the attention of her friends and family as she spoke.  “This was the house I gave birth to my daughter in…” 
 
    “We will rebuild it, Lady Vanador,” came a voice from behind her. 
 
    Kari turned to behold most of her workers standing there.  In the forefront was Manuel, one of her best and the man who acted as supervisor for most of the other staff.  “I wish I could, Manny.  I really do,” she said.  “But it cost me a small fortune to rebuild this place the first time, and I already have too much debt with the trade guilds.” 
 
    He produced a pouch that he was hiding behind his back and handed it to Kari.  She started when she realized what the jingle was, and her gaze snapped back up to meet his.  “I can’t take your money,” she said. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, you gave us all a gift the likes of which we’d never seen or expected to see in our lifetimes,” he said.  “It was incredibly generous of you, but now you need it more.  Please, take it and have your house rebuilt.” 
 
    The others came forward and began leaving the pouches of coins Kari, through Typhonix, had given them as bonuses for the New Year’s celebration.  One hundred gold coins per employee quickly added up, and staring down at all the pouches at her feet, Kari realized she easily had enough here to rebuild the house and then some.  She looked back up at the solemn but encouraging faces of her employees, and for the second time this day, Kari broke down into tears. 
 
    Even the syrinthians came and offered Kari the coins they’d been given.  Kari sank down to her knees and let all the emotions of the last eighteen hours pour out through her eyes.  Kris knelt beside her and hugged her again, and from the occasional sniffle, she guessed some of the rest of her family were nearly as touched as she was.  Despite all she had lost, everything the house represented, she knew now that it was only a physical manifestation of the riches she possessed.  It was the love and friendship of these people – her family, Kris, her employees, and even the syrinthians who now worked for her – that was her true wealth. 
 
    The house could be rebuilt.  Her heart didn’t need to be. 
 
    “I’ll repay you all two-fold, I promise you,” she managed through her tears. 
 
    Manuel was the one to help Kari to her feet, and Kris let him.  Kari hugged her supervisor, and finally managed a smile when he asked, “How is Mr. Typhonix?” 
 
    Kari didn’t know how her brother-in-law was, too wrapped up in the events of the last half a day to even ask.  She turned to Kris, as did the rest of the gathering, and the Warlord smiled, but rocked on his heels a little. 
 
    “I don’t want to give you too much hope,” he qualified his coming statement, “but I think the surgery went perfectly.  Ty still has a long path ahead of him: He hasn’t used his legs in a long time, and it’s going to be a while before he can walk, much less get back to the way he was.  But from what I saw and heard, the surgery was a complete success.” 
 
    Kari was in danger of running out of tears, but she hardly cared as she leaned into Kris again.  It occurred to her that she hadn’t mentioned her feelings or intentions toward him to the family yet, but guessed this was going to do that well enough.  She sighed quietly and swallowed her nagging worry; it would all be explained in due time. 
 
    Soon Eli, Jol, Liria, and Aeligos joined them, bringing along someone whose presence made Kari smile.  Gabrius, the half-brys paladin and member of the Avenger Order, had apparently agreed to go with them as well.  The lot of them arrived only moments before Eliza and Sonja, and though they weren’t sure of what had happened, Kris gave them no time to ask.  With the entirety of their strike force gathered, he quickly demonstrated the authority of command that made him so effective during the War. 
 
    “Say your goodbyes and let’s get ready to go,” he said, nodding toward Eliza, who returned the gesture. 
 
    “Eliza, is this going to attract too much attention?” Kari asked as she straightened up. 
 
    “Perhaps, but the timing is perfect,” the half-succubus answered.  “The kings have the coming council session to worry about, and if Kris and the others make it clear they’re going straight into Si’Dorra, that should leave only Arku perturbed.” 
 
    Kari looked back at Kris, and he nodded confidently.  “Don’t worry, Kari, we’ll be fine.  It may be the first trip to Mehr’Durillia for many of us, but it’s not my first dance in the fire.” 
 
    Kari had only to think of what their brigade had been assigned to do during the War, and she couldn’t disagree.  “Make sure you ask Liria for advice when you need it.  She may not have ever left Sorelizar before coming here, but Mehr’Durillia is her home and she can give you insights into a lot of things.  Right, Liria?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the syrinthian cadet replied. 
 
    Kari was pleased when Kris put a hand to the girl’s shoulder and nodded again.  “All right, no long goodbyes.  I hate them and I know Kari does, too.  Eliza, get the spell prepared.” 
 
    Kari accepted hugs from her friends and family, but soon, they were joined hand-in-hand with Eliza at the head of their circle.  With a whoosh and a pop, they all disappeared, whisked away to the depths of Mehr’Durillia.  It may not have been the underworld in truth, but Kari couldn’t stop a grimace from crossing her face.  She had just sent her friends and family to the homeworld of their most powerful enemies. 
 
    “Gods be with you all,” she whispered. 
 
    With the Silver Blades off on their dangerous mission, Kari thanked her employees again and began gathering up the pouches with the help of her mother-in-law.  They finished soon enough, and it was finally time for Kari to get some rest and spend some time with her kids. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kris’ legs tensed ever so slightly as he landed on solid ground once again.  When his vision cleared, he saw he was in some sort of office building made of obsidian, warm under the strong light of the sun.  The chamber was large and open, with a number of elestram sitting behind a counter as though it were a bank back home.  He glanced over his shoulder as his friends got their wits back about them, and strode forward before Eliza could even say anything. 
 
    Kris didn’t know terribly much about the denizens of Mehr’Durillia.  He’d heard stories and learned some basics during his time training under Celigus Chinchala, but lessons always took on an entirely new context when experienced, not just learned.  He was glad that Kari had sent along the syrinthian cadet, Liria, as the girl undoubtedly had more insight into the people here than Kris or any of his other companions would, no matter how sheltered a life the girl had led.  He did find it odd to be assigned a syrinthian escort, but he trusted Kari’s instincts. 
 
    His mind almost wandered as he considered Kari and the way she’d clung to him just a few minutes before.  She was reeling, and he wished he could be in two places at once, that he could stay behind and comfort her while he also worked to free his friend.  The situation with Kari being a widow was delicate, but he was looking forward to exploring their relationship when he and his companions returned. 
 
    First, though, he had to make certain they did return, and that required focus. 
 
    The cold look the elestram woman sitting behind the counter gave him at his approach might have stopped the average person in their tracks, but Kris was pretty sure he knew how to wipe the humorless gaze from her face.  Eliza called after him, but Kris strode right up to the counter without waiting.  Elestram were tall, but at almost six and a half feet and with an impressive wingspan, Kris knew how to cut an imposing figure even before one of the jackal-folk. 
 
    “Name and business?” came the dispassionate inquiry from the elestram, her usage of the Citarian trade tongue accented but practiced. 
 
    “Brigadier General Kristofer Isaiah Jir’tana, the Warlord; son of Kaelariel Arakiel Jir’tana, the Ascending Dawn,” he said, and he had to make a conscious effort not to laugh at the sudden slack-jawed wonder of the elestram workers before him.  He heard Eliza curse quietly behind him, but paid her little mind.  “Don’t worry, I’m here on a diplomatic mission.  Duke Curlamanx of Si’Dorra is holding one of my friends hostage, and I’ve come to… negotiate his release.” 
 
    Eliza was suddenly beside him, tugging insistently on his arm.  “Kris, what are you doing?” she hissed. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Eliza.  Everyone’s going to know we’re here five minutes after we walk out of this building no matter what we say.”  Kris turned back to the elestram female, who still had yet to make a single notation in her logbook.  “We’re not here to cause the Overking any grief.  I’ve come to secure my friend’s release, that’s all.  I’m not here on my father’s behalf.  I give you – or more precisely, His Majesty – my word on that.” 
 
    “And your companions…?” the jackal-woman asked, her voice as distant as the thoughts behind those wide golden eyes. 
 
    “Corbanis Tesconis, Serenjols Tesconis, Sonja Tesconis,” Kris began, pausing until the elestram began logging the names.  “Aeligos Tesconis, Elias Sorivar, Gabrius Tevone, and…” 
 
    “Se’lucia Liria Aliristis,” the syrinthian girl filled in when prompted. 
 
    “And we have a few others meeting us, if someone remembers she’s supposed to go pick them up…” 
 
    Eliza glowered at Kris, but then shook her head.  “I will be right back,” she said. 
 
    The elestram was quietly taking notes in her logbook, and Kris tried to read whatever it was upside down.  It didn’t help that it was in infernal, but he was at least satisfied that she wasn’t going to call down a legion on their heads the minute they walked out the door.  Kris didn’t imagine there were that many people visiting Mehr’Durillia on a whim, but the logbook showed that they kept very close track of who arrived.  And, thus far, that was all the woman had written into it: Their names and their destination. 
 
    Kris turned to Liria after a silent minute.  “Se’lucia?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes?” she answered, eyes widening slightly. 
 
    “Are you a priestess?” 
 
    “No, sir,” she answered. 
 
    Kris snorted.  “Don’t call me sir,” he said with a chuckle.  “Just wondered because of the way you introduced yourself.” 
 
    “Se’lucia means daughter of Lucia,” she explained.  “It really only bears meaning in the families of the priesthood, but is common among all my people.  I prefer to go by Liria.” 
 
    “And I prefer to simply go by Kris.  You don’t need to call me sir unless we end up at war, which is obviously far from our goal here.” 
 
    Liria smiled but didn’t reply.  Kris got a good feeling about her.  While he normally might have hesitated to trust a syrinthian – any Mehr’Durillian, for that matter – the fact that Kari trusted Liria said a lot.  During the War, Kari had been like something of a barometer for people, one Kris could use almost without fail to figure out who to trust and who to keep an eye on.  For the most part, his brigade had been dependable, upright people, but in a unit of five thousand, there were always bound to be some troublemakers.  So often, Kris had been able to use Kari’s reactions to people as a gauge to determine how much faith to put in them. 
 
    As his thoughts drifted to Kari, he was glad to find that she wasn’t too put off by the fact that she had been one of his idols growing up.  It had felt weird to tell her that he had pictures of her on his walls, particularly when she was dead at the time, but then again, it was a weird thing for a dead woman to come back to life, no matter what his faith may have said.  He could still imagine those pictures: The artists’ renditions were rarely perfect – they had a tendency to make her a bit more voluptuous than she was in truth – but Kari hadn’t been far from his expectations when they actually met for the first time.  And her personality… 
 
    Kari was, in virtually every respect, what Kris wanted in a woman.  The alpha in him said that he’d be better suited to finding a mate he could protect, but that was really the one thing he was happy to be “disappointed” about.  Kari was one of, if not the most gifted of fighters he’d ever met, a natural-born leader, and someone whose convictions burned with a glow like heated steel.  Now she was Avatar of Vengeance, bringing her as close to the pantheon as Kris was as Kaelariel’s first-born child.  No, she wasn’t the type of woman that would need protecting, but she complemented him in a way he hadn’t found in any other woman in over thirty years. 
 
    It was strange to him that they were finally coming together after she had been married to Grakin.  Kris had long held a particular viewpoint when it came to certain parts of one’s destiny, and catching Kari on a rebound didn’t exactly fit with his beliefs.  Then again, he had to admit to himself that Kari being resurrected didn’t exactly fit with them, either, and it was quite possible he was being taught a lesson, so to speak, about becoming too rigid in his mindset. 
 
    He smirked and shook off the thoughts as Eliza finally arrived with the rest of their group: Earl Markus Garant, Katarina and Sherman Moreville, and a woman named Sharyn Valsares who was apparently a werewolf.  The Earl he knew by reputation from the War; the twins he knew by extension through the Silver Blades.  The werewolf, on the other hand, he knew nothing about, yet contrary to what many might have suspected, he was looking forward to getting to know her.  If Kari – not to mention the Earl, a paladin – put their trust in this werewolf, it said a lot about her.  And that piqued Kris’ curiosity more than his suspicion. 
 
    What caught Kris by surprise was the other man who arrived with them: The Duke of Sutherland.  Krycyd had hardly become aware of his surroundings before he smiled and approached Kris, and the two embraced.  “Been a long time, how’ve you been?” the Warlord asked. 
 
    “I should be the one asking you,” Krycyd returned.  “How bad were things on Dannumore?” 
 
    “Bad enough, but it’s at an end for the moment,” Kris answered.  He cocked a half-smile when he saw all the interested looks the two of them were getting. 
 
    “Are you two related?” the dark woman, Sharyn, asked.  She sniffed as inconspicuously as she could, and Kris had no doubt she was checking their scents. 
 
    “We are half-brothers,” the duke answered. 
 
    “By the same mother,” Kris elaborated.  “Krycyd is James Jalar’s son, and I’m the son of Kaelariel, as you probably already know.  But we’re both sons of Julie-ann Sil’Addarra, Queen of Askies.  I’ll explain more while we travel.” 
 
    Sharyn looked back and forth between them.   “Wouldn’t that make him a prince, too?” 
 
    “Yes, though Kris is the first-born,” Krycyd answered.  “So I serve as the Duke of Sutherland despite having a higher royal title on paper.” 
 
    “How did that even happen?” Aeligos queried.  “Doesn’t the queen – your mother, I guess – live up in the Strekan Province?” 
 
    “She does again now.  She lived in Gnarr for years, though.  It’s a long story, and really not important enough to bother with right now,” the Warlord put in. 
 
    “I had no idea the two of you were related,” Markus said as he approached.  He bowed low to Kris, but the Warlord simply reached for a handshake after the noble’s gesture of respect. 
 
    “Look, not to sound ungrateful, but please don’t treat me like a prince or the son of Kaelariel or whatever else.  We’re all among friends here.  We’re a team, I’m nobody’s boss, and there’s no need for anyone to stand on ceremony.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Krycyd said.  “Noble titles are all well and good back home, in court.  But they have little place here, with what we face.” 
 
    “What do we face, exactly?” Sharyn asked. 
 
    “That, we’ll explain on the road.  I think Sonja has an idea of where we’re going?” Kris said, and the redhead nodded.  “Great.  Let’s get the rest of you checked in, and we’ll get on the road as soon as they let us.  We’ve got a long trip and probably a lot of work ahead of us.” 
 
    Kris introduced the new arrivals to the elestram woman, who logged their names into her little book.  When she finished, she looked back up to Kris with that impassive, golden-eyed gaze.  “Are we free to leave?” he asked when she said nothing. 
 
    “I see no cause to hold you here,” she answered after a moment.  “If the Overking has reason to question you…” 
 
    “We’ll be stopping back through here on our way home,” Kris offered when she trailed off.  “If His Majesty has any questions, I’ll answer his summons then.” 
 
    The elestram nodded.  “Then you are free to go.” 
 
    “Eliza: As always, thank you,” Kris said, being echoed by many of his companions.  “I’m not sure how long we’ll be.  But we’ll contact you when we get back here, if you’re not already here.” 
 
    “I will likely be back home,” she answered.  “The less there is to draw attention to you and your work, the better.” 
 
    Kris nodded, and with that, he gestured for everyone to follow and led them outside.  Eliza made her egress before they left the building.  Kris had heard stories of Anthraxis and Mehr’Durillia as a whole, but again, stories could only prepare one so much for the stark reality of experience.  The blazing, angry sun that bathed the black glass city in a constant barrage of heat was like nothing Kris had ever seen before, even in the deserts of Dannumore.  He had seen a great many things, but he had to remind himself that he was on another world altogether, and many of the rules from home might not apply here. 
 
    “The Overking’s palace,” Sonja said, gesturing toward the forty-story obsidian tower at the city’s center.  It required a great deal of neck-wrenching to look up at, but Kris wasn’t impressed.  Buildings like it were quite common where he was from, and even over in Dannumore, they had some cities with massive structures close to, if not quite the same size as this.  At Kris’ questioning glance, the archmage said, “Come; north is this way.” 
 
    “Where we headed, exactly?” Kris asked Sonja as they walked abreast. 
 
    “We have a few options.  We can either try to walk through King Morduri’s realm of Pataria, King Emanitar’s realm of Tess’Vorg, or else we can stick to the road between them, which I believe is open territory.  Based on what I… heard, I think Kari has a good enough relationship with Morduri now that we can walk through his realm without trouble.  There’s a village at the south end called Moskarre that we’ve been to a couple of times; they might be able to tell us for sure.” 
 
    Kris looked around the city as they headed toward the north gate.  Harmauths, erestram, and even the odd sylinth made appearances among the more common mallasti and elestram.  Kris knew about the larger Mehr’Durillians, but was still stunned by their size, though he didn’t let it show.  Of greater interest to him were the valirasi.  Though they were shorter than him on average, they could fly, and flying creatures presented an entirely different set of challenges and dangers.  How many of them might live in Si’Dorra and how many of those might be used by Arku and Curlamanx to fight off attackers, he wasn’t sure.  But it was something he’d have to take into account. 
 
    “Corbanis, can you give me details on what the Order knows about all the different types of Mehr’Durillians when we camp for the night?” he asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Of course,” the Tesconis patriarch agreed. 
 
    “I can aid in that as well,” Liria offered. 
 
    Kris smiled and turned forward again.  The city wasn’t crowded, but it was busy, especially near the center.  The Anthraxis Council was coming into session soon, Kris knew, and that meant the servants of the kings had a lot of work to do before then.  Whatever they had to do, though, very few of them ignored the presence of the large band of rir and humans walking the main thoroughfares of their lord’s capital city.  Some were more discrete than others, but virtually none of them failed to take in this interesting party making its way to the north gate. 
 
    It was hard to keep from turning and grinning at them as he walked.  There would be a time and a place for that; war with the Overking was coming at some point.  Now wasn’t the time, though.  Kris was satisfied playing the part of the somewhat-humble traveler, one who would strike back at the lesser kings when they overstepped their bounds while recognizing, however falsely, the power and authority of the Overking.  It would take no small amount of planning to bring him down, and the Warlord knew that the most important piece of that puzzle was back home, recuperating. 
 
    It was difficult to keep his mind off of Kari now.  Everything circled back to her at some point, whether it was tactics or passion.  He was so immensely proud of her as a friend, astounded by how far she had come since the Apocalypse.  She was a great fighter and a capable leader then, but now, she bore the mark of Zalkar the Unyielding, served as the Avatar of Vengeance, and had the entirety of the Demonhunter Order under her control.  Now, Kris had a very close relationship with someone who commanded an army the likes of which he could use to fight this battle. 
 
    All considerations for the future, he thought.  Erik was their priority now, and in the process of freeing him, Kris couldn’t make it too obvious what they were planning on the whole.  If the kings caught wind of their true aim, they could preempt nearly anything Citaria could throw at them.  Celigus had long warned against any thoughts of invading Mehr’Durillia, such that Kris’ father, Kaelariel, had given it little thought since the Apocalypse.  With the acceleration of events, though, that wasn’t going to hold true for long.  The Overking and his council were clearly interested in invading Citaria, and that affected everyone, from commoner to deity. 
 
    They reached the north gate, and Kris turned and surveyed the city before him.  It was a bastion: Though it operated like an everyday city back home normally, its thick walls and imposing obsidian tower said that this would be the last holdout even if the entirety of the rest of the world slipped from the Overking’s grasp.  The sole weakness still managed to be a strength: It was set in the middle of a flat, open plain, which made siege from all sides possible, but that same open plain made the potential attrition in taking it staggering. 
 
    Kris didn’t have to say a word.  The more tactical minds among his companions – Krycyd, Corbanis, and Aeligos at the least – clearly saw what he was seeing.  He turned silently and passed through the gates, not even bothering to return the stares of the erestram guards.  Kris had his fears, worries, and doubts, but he had long lived by the creed that you never let your enemies see you sweat, even when you did.  If they thought you didn’t take them seriously, then at worst, they figured they could fool you; at best, they came to fear you. 
 
    The broad, arid plain on which the Overking’s city sat was barren and stale, baked dry under that relentless sun and devoid of any sort of life that Kris could see.  He nodded to Sonja and the archmage took the lead, guiding them steadily toward Pataria to the north.  Kris watched those of his companions who weren’t serilian-rir – or half-guardian, more specifically – for signs of fatigue.  When the sun set and it seemed a good time to rest, he had them make camp.  He’d expected to be able to reach Pataria the same day, but Sonja didn’t seem surprised that they didn’t. 
 
    “King Morduri said there’s no wildlife in the Overking’s realm, and that there is little chance we are bothered by anyone here,” the archmage explained as they began setting up their bedrolls and a cooking fire.  There wasn’t much in the way of wood or other things to burn for a fire, but true to form, Sonja created one with a thought, and a pan and a kettle were quickly set up over it. 
 
    Kris looked around at the Silver Blades, impressed with what he saw.  No order needed be given: They all did what was required without prompting.  Soon their camp was arranged in a wide circle around the fire, and many of his companions even shed their armor and weapons in light of Sonja’s assurance.  Kris’ armor was paluric, so he didn’t bother taking it off, but he suspected he wouldn’t be wearing his sword for very long. 
 
    “Can I see your blade?” Corbanis asked almost immediately, and the Warlord chuckled. 
 
    Kris slid Black Diamond from its sheath and handed it over.  It immediately drew the wide-eyed awe of nearly every other person in the camp.  It wasn’t every day one saw a blade crafted out of what seemed to be a single, massive piece of diamond, and honestly, Kris didn’t know the truth of how it was made, either.  What he knew was that it was astonishingly lightweight for a bastard sword, never needed to be sharpened, and could cut through damn near anything as easily as a vorpal sword.  The blade had a long story behind it, but Kris thought of it only as Celigus’ final gift to him when he had completed his training. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Sharyn asked. 
 
    “It’s called Black Diamond,” Kris answered.  “Celigus Chinchala gave it to me after I–” 
 
    “This was made by Terx; I suspected as much,” Corbanis muttered.  “Looks like it was carved from one massive piece.” 
 
    “That’s the legend behind it, anyway,” Kris agreed. 
 
    “Do you still carry Erijinkor’s blade?” 
 
    Kris pulled the golden blade from his hip scabbard and passed that over to the demonhunter as well.  Glory Stream had been bequeathed to him by the namesake of the very person they were going to rescue now.  The guardian demon, slain in the Apocalypse, had left his sword to Kris, and though wielding two of the larger bastard swords didn’t seem like a good idea, he found they oddly complemented each other, and felt quite natural in his hands, even at the same time.  He supposed being nearly six and a half feet tall and built as he was might have something to do with it, but he’d never subscribed to coincidences.  Something about it felt ordained, for lack of a better term. 
 
    “So what’s the big deal about this Terx character?” Sharyn asked.  “I’ve heard the name before, but does he just make nice weapons?” 
 
    “Nice weapons is putting it mildly,” Serenjols piped in.  “Terx was from here, Mehr’Durillia, though I am not certain which realm.  During a covert strike, he was captured and taken back to the Celestial Realm, presumably by a group of angels, who used some sort of magical compulsion to keep him there, making weapons for them instead of their enemies.” 
 
    “So they’re made by slave labor?” 
 
    The entire camp went quiet at that comment, all eyes flashing to Sharyn before people started glancing at each other, considering her words.  It was an uncomfortable truth, but Kris knew there was far more to the story than that, including one fact that wasn’t common knowledge. 
 
    “He broke free of the compulsion a long time ago, though,” he said, surprising even Jol.  “He chose to stay there in the end.  I think his works have been better since then; he truly puts his heart and essence into what he makes now, instead of just doing as ordered.” 
 
    “When did that happen?” Jol asked. 
 
    “A few centuries ago,” Kris said with a shrug.  “Not sure exactly when, but that’s the story as far as I’ve heard it.” 
 
    “So why are his weapons so important?” Sherman asked, Sharyn leaning into him. 
 
    Kris found the paladin and werewolf being romantically involved interesting, but left them to their own devices.  “They’re just extremely well-made, virtually indestructible in some cases.  I’m sure you’ve seen Kari’s weapons; now you’ve seen Black Diamond.  There are a few others in the hands of people back home on Citaria, but it’s pretty rare for a mortal to wield them aside from here on Mehr’Durillia, where his work was once commonplace.  I think there’s a blade called the Sword of the North Wind back home that was made by Terx.  Looks like it was carved out of ice.” 
 
    “I remember that sword,” Sonja said.  “We rescued an elf from Si’Dorra – Shefter – who had mentioned it.  He said it was wielded by a luranar paladin that died in the Apocalypse fighting Arku.  I forget his name offhand, but he was their king.” 
 
    “So how does one get a weapon made by Terx, other than stealing one or killing some silly warrior that shows them off to everyone?” Sharyn joked. 
 
    Kris smirked, but it was Eli who answered.  “You find transportation to the Celestial Realm and give him one of these,” the half-corlyps said, pulling forth a platinum token from his belt pouch. 
 
    “What are you doing carrying that around?” Kris asked. 
 
    “Figured we might be able to bargain our way out of trouble with it, if it came down to that,” Eli answered, rubbing his thumb across the surface of the disk. 
 
    “I meant: Why haven’t you used it yet?” 
 
    “It’s not mine,” the half-corlyps returned with a shrug.  “I’ve just been holding onto it.” 
 
    “Well, if we pull this off, we may have to draw lots to see who deserves to use it.”  Kris’ words had the intended effect: He saw solemn nods all around the campfire, but they were quickly replaced by smiles of confidence.  Curiously, the one he found the most assuring was that of Liria.  “All right, why don’t you start filling me in on what we can expect from the people here?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter V – Through the Glass 
 
      
 
    He hardly noticed the strain on his arms anymore.  Even the limited freedom he’d been given lent him a confidence and enthusiasm that hardly let him sit still for a minute.  It had taken weeks before he felt like anything more than a prisoner.  When he was left alone and told to get some rest while he could, he invariably came here instead, and passed countless hours looking out the windows at a world he simply couldn’t understand. 
 
    Typhonix wasn’t as smart as Sonja or Aeligos, but he knew he was pretty sharp by any standards.  And yet, looking out over the city of Streka, he couldn’t make heads or tails of the society he saw.  His had been a life of hunting demons, fighting in the Apocalypse, wielding the axe and a little bit of divine power in defense of the common people.  Through study, he had learned a lot about economics and politics, and had been able to help Kari run her household. 
 
    What he saw here, though, made him feel like an utter simpleton. 
 
    Kris had warned Ty up front that it was going to be like going to a different world.  Even that, though, hadn’t put things in proper context.  Mehr’Durillia was literally another world, and yet it was very similar to the one Ty and his friends and family knew.  This place was unlike anything Ty had ever imagined in his wildest dreams, from its grand buildings, electrical power, and technology that eliminated the need – or allowance, as Ty had been informed many times – for magic, to its vehicles that moved themselves with no need for beasts of burden – or, in some cases, that could fly, for pity’s sake. 
 
    For several weeks now, he’d been staying here at San Bernardo Memorial Hospital.  The doctors, as they called them here, had done their work, and from what he’d been told, the surgery was a success.  Now, however, came the truly difficult part: He had to get his body and his mind back into shape.  The muscle would come back, and he would regain the ability to walk, of that he had no doubt.  But as stubborn as he was, Ty knew the doctors were right, and there was a degree of mental rehabilitation that had to come with it. 
 
    He hadn’t been paralyzed for all that long, but he’d gotten used to many aspects of being confined to the wheelchair, and those habits would take time to break.  They had warned Ty not to rush back into demonhunting – which they’d spoken of with the same bit of bewilderment he felt about their technology – until he was mentally prepared.  Doubt would be one of his biggest enemies in the months and years to come, and Ty had to beat back any of the hesitation or fear that might cost him his life the next time it was on the line. 
 
    Ty smiled, and could see the reflection of it in the broad window.  The sun was high and bright, shimmering in brilliant cascades and rainbows off the many glass surfaces of the urban jungle before him.  It was an alien place, and he was sure he’d never want to live here based on its endless hustle and bustle, but this place, these people, had given Ty back his freedom.  And despite the gruff exterior he preferred to keep in place, he made sure to let them know he was thankful, every day. 
 
    Ty swung back into his bed, and used the side rails to reposition himself until his tail and wings were comfortable.  It was a small blessing to even be able to feel his tail again, to know when it was pinned under him uncomfortably.  The feeling had been steadily returning in his legs, right down to his toes, but like everything else, it was slow progress.  Ty was a bull, impatient and determined, but there was no way around the time requirement of healing.  The doctors told him a few months at best, and though he had resolved to prove them wrong, he resigned himself to their expertise for the most part. 
 
    It had taken some convincing to get the staff to install the “monkey bars” that allowed Ty to move around the room and at least keep his upper body in shape.  They also let him get to the window to admire the view, particularly the sunsets and the colorful array of city lights in the night.  The therapists would’ve preferred he save his energy for his attempts at standing, but he’d surprised them all with his stamina every time they’d tried to raise an objection.  Little did they know that Ty was working on standing and taking baby steps using the monkey bars when no one else was around. 
 
    If anything, it was the stamina of the therapists that was holding Ty back… 
 
    As if on cue, his two daytime therapists, Malcolm and Jesse, came into the room with the wheelchair.  They stared at him laying in the bed and their faces creased into knowing smiles.  “Looking out the windows again, big man?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Just getting some stretching in before the real work begins,” Ty answered. 
 
    The two humans chuckled and lifted Ty down into the wheelchair.  He figured he was perfectly capable of getting into it himself, but they always insisted, so he humored them.  One of the more prominent generals in the history books Ty liked to read was often remembered for his quote, “Just because a battle is easily won doesn’t mean it’s worth fighting.”  He hated the feeling of being fawned over, but it was what these men were paid to do, so he was content to let them feel fulfilled. 
 
    “Any luck standing yet?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but I’m getting there.  I can get flat on my feet, but I’m still a bit top-heavy for some reason I can’t put my finger on…” 
 
    The men laughed again as they wheeled Ty out into the hall and toward the lift.  The lift itself was a wonder to Ty, but at the same time, he wondered how soft all these technological wonders made the people.  He had built himself into a brute with all manner of strength and conditioning exercises starting when he was barely ten.  Something about having four older brothers, two of whom were extremely large, had bred a need for Ty to grow up as big and strong as he had any say in becoming. 
 
    Then again, looking at the muscular therapists, he thought maybe it had more to do with determination and dedication than demand.  The darker one, Malcolm, clearly spent a good deal of time working out, and though Jesse was smaller, he was still well-proportioned. 
 
    Ty smirked as the lift reached the proper floor and they brought him over to the exercise and rehabilitation facilities.  He returned the polite waves of the administrative staff at the front counter as he was wheeled past.  He had regaled the staff here with stories of the Apocalypse and his siblings’ adventures during the War.  The staff mentioned a single attack by some demonic entity early on in the War, but apparently, the Strekan Province remained otherwise untouched.  Even Ty had little idea why that might have been, but he rarely had the time to ask about it, as entranced with his stories as the staff normally was. 
 
    Something tingled in Ty’s mind as they passed toward the pool room.  It was the niggling feeling of danger, something that usually excited him, but not in this condition.  He glanced at his chaperones and let his appraising gaze linger on every person they passed, but those who weren’t known to him appeared to be other patients and their family.  There was a preternatural sense of unease, though, and Ty was sure something strange was in the area.  He thought of the attack on the city during the Apocalypse; could there be other demons that stayed in the city, just better hidden? 
 
    Jesse and Malcolm showed no signs of anxiousness.  When they reached the pool room, they undressed to the swimwear they wore under their uniforms and then helped Ty down toward the water.  He gripped parallel bars and got his feet beneath him, his therapists on either side.  Walking in the pool was always a bit easier, with his weight somewhat diffused.  Ty’s brow scrunched up as he got that feeling of danger again, though.  There was something in the air, but he couldn’t say exactly what it was he felt other than unprepared. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    Ty considered his surroundings again, but then shook his head.  He took his time with that first step, mostly supporting his weight with his arms as usual.  His legs were responsive, but he had virtually no strength or dexterity in them, and if not for the men helping, he’d probably be stuck just holding himself up with his arms.  Ty could hardly believe the state of his legs: He’d once had legs like a wrestler, but now they were atrophied and frail-looking.  It was going to take some time to get back to where he was. 
 
    But he could, and he concentrated on that. 
 
    Ty’s eyes closed in shock, and he slowly opened them as they adjusted to a blinding light in front of him.  His mouth dropped open and he lost his grip on the bars as he beheld the little hovering ball of light.  Thankfully, stunned as they were by its appearance, Jesse and Malcolm got their wits back about them and got Ty safely above water in moments.  Once he was secure, though, they stood as speechless and transfixed as he. 
 
    “Grakin?” Ty whispered. 
 
    There was no response, but Ty remembered Kari’s stories about seeing the little ball of light since the death of her husband.  Ty had never been that close with Grakin, but he had always respected the priest’s faith, and had long been defensive of his quiet, frail older brother.  He thought of Grakin watching over Kari beyond the grave, and Kari’s tales of how many times he had saved her life or guided her toward safety or success during her mission on Terrassia.  To find the man who was most responsible for Ty being alive here, now, when he had been dead for over half a year, was heart-wrenching and yet uplifting. 
 
    Ty took a step forward and then another.  It was easier in the pool; he wouldn’t have called it progress, but he knew his therapists would disagree.  The little ball of light hovered over the far end of the pool as if inviting Ty to come to it.  And he worked toward that goal, casting aside any doubts or despair.  He left Jesse and Malcolm behind, the two men staring wide-eyed at the globe of radiance, but Ty’s grip remained firm, and he took a third and then a fourth step before his helpers even realized he’d escaped their grip. 
 
    A fifth step, then a sixth. 
 
    “What is that?” came a call from the doorway as more people pushed into the room to see what was lighting up the entire area.  Confused and excited chatter filled the air, and Ty caught many words: Angel; miracle; avatar; ghost; spirit. 
 
    Ty took a seventh step, then an eighth before his therapists returned to his side. 
 
    Others tried to get near the ball of light, but it pulsed, sending out a shockwave that knocked the onrushing people back.  It was a soft force, though, like a gentle push rather than the concussive force of an explosion.  It brushed past Ty ineffectually, and Jesse and Malcolm also seemed undisturbed by it.  They continued to help Ty walk, but their eyes remained fixed almost exclusively on the luminous phenomenon. 
 
    Ty took his ninth and tenth steps.  He was halfway across the pool. 
 
    “Grakin?” he asked again. 
 
    “Who’s Grakin?  Is that the name of an angel?” Jesse prodded. 
 
    “He was… my brother,” Ty said.  “But my sister-in-law – his wife – said she’s seen him in this form since he died.  Grakin was a healer…”  Ty took two more steps, then another two.  “He’s the only reason I’m here and not buried somewhere in DarkWind.” 
 
    Jesse blurted an epithet, but Malcolm finally turned and looked at Ty.  “Do you want to go to him on your own?  We’ll watch in case you fall.” 
 
    Ty shook his head.  “If you can see him, it’s because he wants you to.  You two got me this far, may as well take me the rest of the way.” 
 
    That made the two men smile, and they helped Ty as he continued to put one foot in front of the other.  With the distribution of weight less than an issue, Ty allowed himself to be a bit reckless with his footsteps.  He crossed the length of the pool for the first time, and stood tall before his brother’s spirit. 
 
    The normally gruff half-guardian couldn’t stop the tears from escaping his eyes.  The radiant ball didn’t hurt to look at, but the thought of his brother refusing his due rest disturbed him in a way he found chilling.  “What is it, Grakin?  Why are you still here?” 
 
    No answer came forth, but once Ty reached toward the light, it winked out in what he could only think of as a disappointing turn of events.  He looked around at the room, suddenly acutely aware of the number of people that had been capturing the event on their little devices.  They had so many different types that could capture still images or even moving pictures, all of which Ty found puzzling yet astounding.  But as alien as the technology was to him, he had no doubt word – and visual evidence – of this encounter was going to spread like wildfire. 
 
    You sneaky bastard, Ty thought, cracking a half-smile. 
 
    He had hoped to be able to speak with his brother’s spirit, but even when he realized he’d been used, he still felt proud.  His brother had used the opportunity not just to encourage Ty to success, but to give hope to these people in this foreign land.  So many different words and phrases had greeted Grakin’s appearance, and Ty knew that the people here followed many, many different faiths – several of which had nothing to do with the pantheon he knew.  But they all had beings of light, whether angels or avatars or whatever they liked to call them, and every one of them had just borne witness to their existence. 
 
    “Ty, you crossed the entire pool!” Malcolm said, patting the half-guardian on the back with his free hand.  “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “I can’t believe what we just saw,” Jesse muttered. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Ty said.  “That kind of thing isn’t commonplace where I come from.  I just… my brother… still here, still watching over us.  Still as selfless in death as he was his entire life.” 
 
    “You sure it was him?” Jesse asked, which drew an incredulous gasp and then a scowl from his partner. 
 
    “No,” Ty admitted.  “But it’s the only explanation I’ve got, and I’m happy to think it.  Now come on, let’s see if I can get back across the pool without him here.” 
 
    It was slower going this time, but Ty managed.  Once they emerged from the pool, his therapists got him dried off and back into his wheelchair, from which he could more easily hear the chatter of the people still gathered at the room’s door.  Some were comparing their moving pictures, others were watching the event on the devices for the first time.  They were already calling it a miracle, which quickly became The Miracle at San Bernardo.  Ty smiled. 
 
    With the commotion, Jesse and Malcolm got Ty ready to move to the other workout room.  “Not today,” Ty told them.  “You have a temple or chapel of some kind here, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sure, there’s a chapel downstairs for any and all,” Malcolm said.  “Would you like to go down and spend some time there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I would.” 
 
    They took him to the lifts.  Ty hid a smile and kept any laughter under control as his therapists pushed their way through throngs of inquisitive staff, patients, and family as politely as they could.  They brought him down to the main floor where the chapel was, and after wheeling him inside, Malcolm and Jesse left Ty to his thoughts.  There was only another couple within, and Ty took in the pair of terra-rir with a short glance before he closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    “There are people saying there was a miracle upstairs,” the woman said, and Ty turned to face her.  “Have you heard anything?” 
 
    “Saw it with my own eyes,” Ty confirmed. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Ty started to answer, but stopped himself.  There was a time and place for truth, but the situation hit him before he could say what he really thought.  This couple was here in the chapel praying, when most of the others in the hospital were upstairs asking about the miracle.  It didn’t take much to realize these people were looking for a miracle of their own. 
 
    “Looked like an angel,” he said at last.  There wasn’t much mystery to the sudden tears in the woman’s eyes, and her husband wrapped her in a tender hug, shoving aside his own pain to envelope her in warmth.  “What are you folks here for, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Our daughter is upstairs,” the husband said.  “She… she has Dracon’s Bane.  She just keeps getting sicker and sicker, and there’s nothing they can really do.” 
 
    Ty had to stop himself from speaking again; mentioning that Grakin had died of Dracon’s Bane wasn’t going to do anything but cause more pain for everyone here.  The more he thought about it, though, he figured maybe someone who knew what they were going through was what they were really looking for, and not just divine guidance.  “My brother died of Dracon’s Bane just a few months ago,” he said quietly. 
 
    The woman looked up, her tear-stricken eyes suddenly taking in Ty’s wheelchair and his atrophied legs.  “Oh gods, you don’t…?” she started. 
 
    “No, no,” he said, waving off the question.  “I had a back injury that left me paralyzed from the waist down.  The surgeons fixed it, but now I’ve got months of physical therapy to go through.” 
 
    “Our daughter’s doctor says there’s only one hope…,” she said, but trailed off and fell into sobs again. 
 
    “A miracle, eh?” Ty asked with a grimace. 
 
    “Well, there is always that,” her husband answered.  “But no, the doctors think there’s a chance she might be saved, if we can find someone who’s survived it.” 
 
    “Survived it?” 
 
    “Yes,” the woman said, lifting her head again and wiping the tear-tracks from her face.  “There’s supposedly some woman out in the Wild Lands, a famous hero who had it but is still alive.” 
 
    Ty did a double-take.  “Karian Vanador?” 
 
    The couple had a similar reaction.  “Yes, I think that’s her name.” 
 
    Ty tilted his head, considering the circumstances of this meeting.  On any other day, he’d have gone to the pool and exercised, then gone to the workout room to get some strength training in.  Today, though, he had seen Grakin’s spirit, prompting him to come down to the chapel.  Ty wasn’t one to get caught up in omniscience debates or the like, but he knew a divine coincidence when he saw one.  He’d been led here, he was sure of it, and he wondered what importance this young girl and her family might hold, or whether this was simply a mission of mercy. 
 
    “Kari’s my sister-in-law,” he said. 
 
    The two rir looked up at him in shock.  “You’re from the Wild Lands?” 
 
    Ty had to fight off a snort and a smart comment.  “That’s not what we call it, but yes.  What does the doctor need with Kari?” 
 
    “I think they just need a sample of her blood,” the woman said, and her husband nodded. 
 
    “Seems everyone’s after her blood these days,” Ty joked.  The couple seemed surprised by his timing, but he cocked a half-smile.  “She’s the head of the Demonhunter Order.  Lots of things out there that want a piece of her, but… if she knew the doctors here might be able to save your daughter from Dracon’s Bane, I’m sure she’d be thrilled to help.” 
 
    “It would be… another miracle.” 
 
    “Two in one day,” Ty considered.  “Why don’t you folks go find your daughter’s doctor, and I’ll tell him what I know.  If they can’t go to DarkWind, the same person who brought me here might be able to get Kari here to help.  I’m up in room two-forty-four.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, we’re so rude… we didn’t even ask your name…” 
 
    “Typhonix Tesconis,” he said, then gave them the demonhunter salute almost without conscious thought.  “Demonhunter, by Zalkar’s grace.” 
 
    “You’re a demonhunter?” 
 
    Ty nodded.  “I was, before my injury.  And will be again, gods willing.  Love justice, but do mercy.” 
 
    “Gods, I don’t even know how to begin to thank you.  We’ll see you again upstairs, I hope.  In room two-forty-four?” 
 
    The blonde nodded again, and the couple tearfully made their way out of the chapel in as nonchalant a hurry as they could.  Ty looked up at the back wall, comprised of so many varying holy symbols.  Many of them were completely unfamiliar, but among those he knew was the balanced forces sigil of Zalkar, his patron as a demonhunter. 
 
    I’m not sure what’s going on, he thought, but I’m honored to be of service, my lord. 
 
    There was no verbal answer, but the room lit up with that radiance for the briefest of instants.  During that moment, Ty saw a vision of himself standing beside Kari again, on his own two feet with his greataxe in hand.  With a smile, the demonhunter saluted toward the sigil of his lord once more, then he turned and made his way from the chapel to go meet the doctors back in his room. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari sat on the steps of her mother-in-law’s old house, the irony not lost on her by any stretch.  Down in the yard, her children shrieked and ran around merrily with the other kids, leaving the demonhunter to her thoughts and her worries.  For the time being, they were graciously invited to live in Eli and Danilynn’s house just next door, but Kari knew from experience that it was far from an optimal situation.  Eli and Danilynn were new parents, and as helpful as it could be to have other parents in the house with them, it could also cause friction. 
 
    And friction just about summed up Kari’s life at this point. 
 
    Her body was enjoying the short respite, sitting on the steps of the orphanage while someone else tended to her children for a short break.  She was incredibly sore, and the events of the morning hadn’t helped with that one bit.  The worst of it wasn’t the physical pain, though: It was knowing that her friends and family were on Mehr’Durillia, headed into danger, and she wasn’t there with them.  No matter how dire the odds or bleak the situation, Kari always felt better when she was there to share in it, and not just acting as commander and sending others into danger. 
 
    Kyrie had been abnormally silent since the others left.  Kari hoped it was mostly for the same reasons, but she knew that wasn’t the truth.  The woman was obviously just as perturbed by what she’d heard regarding Kari’s activities on Mehr’Durillia as the thought of her children being in danger.  In a way, Kari supposed she deserved it after she’d inserted herself, however subtly, into Kyrie and Corbanis’ private life.  But it was a discussion that neither party was all that interested in broaching. 
 
    “I expect everyone will be fairly safe until they reach the border of Si’Dorra,” Kari said absently, trying to pay more mind to her children and their games.  Uldriana was stumbling along as much as she could, but couldn’t keep up with the older children.  Considering nearly all of the orphans were such because of the War, there weren’t many infants or toddlers. 
 
    “While they pass through Morduri’s lands?” the priestess responded. 
 
    Kari flinched a bit but nodded.  “Yes.  He’s no friend to Arku, and I think he likes me well enough that he should let the others pass through without trouble.” 
 
    “I should think so.” 
 
    “Look, Mom, I–” 
 
    “Kari, I’ve been avoiding asking you about this because I’m not sure I even want to know what happened.  But make no mistake: You’ve broken my heart.” 
 
    Kari grimaced and took a deep breath, preparing to give some soothing apology, but then her blood simmered a bit.  She turned to Kyrie and her ears angled sharply back.  “And what about mine?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What about my heart, Mom?  Have you… have any of you really thought about that in the last six months?” 
 
    “Kari–” 
 
    “I understand, Kyrie, I do.  You lost a son.  I don’t know how that feels and I don’t ever want to know how it feels.  But I lost my husband.  My mate.  My partner.  The father of my children.  I thought maybe after what you went through with Corbanis, you’d understand a little better.  I feel like I’ve spent the better part of the last six months comforting all of you but not getting much in return.  And now that I’ve given even the slightest consideration to what I want, I’m going to get scorned for it?” 
 
    Kyrie sighed and made a dismissive gesture.  “Kari, we’re not talking about you lying with a friend or a member of your Order.  You…,” she began, but then stopped and glanced around before lowering her voice.  “You slept with a demon king, for gods’ sakes!” 
 
    “He’s not a demon at all,” Kari said.  Kyrie sighed again and looked away, her face hardening somewhat.  “You don’t know him the way I got to know him.” 
 
    “I should say not!” the priestess snapped, whipping her fiery gaze back in an instant.  “Honestly, what were you thinking?” 
 
    “That’s… hard to explain,” Kari said, standing up.  “You don’t understand.  He’s not a demon; most of them aren’t demons.” 
 
    “Gods, they’ve gotten to you, haven’t they?” 
 
    Kari sighed and threw her hands up in frustration.  She had to make a conscious effort to not start yelling and draw the attention of the children and caretakers to the conversation.  “They haven’t gotten to me.  Morduri is not who and what you think.  If anything, I’d say he’s like the Mehr’Durillian equivalent of Kris Jir’tana.” 
 
    Kyrie looked down.  “And you’re already romantically involved with him, too?” 
 
    “Too?” Kari echoed.  “I’m not romantically involved with Morduri.  I was… we were…”  The priestess’ eyes came up again, brimming with tears, and Kari felt her heart knot up.  “Mom, I wish I could explain all of this better.  Can we… let’s go somewhere more private.” 
 
    “Lorraine, would you watch Kari’s children?” Kyrie called, and one of the caretakers agreed with a bob of her head.  The priestess got up and followed Kari next door, to the wide, deserted front porch of Eli and Danilynn’s new house.  Kyrie sat heavily in a rocking chair, and Kari leaned up against one of the front posts. 
 
    “You’re afraid you’re going to lose me, aren’t you?” the demonhunter asked. 
 
    Kyrie’s teary eyes came back up at last.  “Am I?” 
 
    “Gods, no, Mom!  Grakin may be gone…,” she said, but she had to stop and take a deep breath.  Both women swallowed hard at the sound of those words.  “But he’s still a part of me, and always will be.  And I’ll always be a part of this family.  Even if things go well with Kris, Mom, I want him to become a part of our family.  I’m not going to leave yours, ever.” 
 
    Neither woman could stop the tears, though they remained separated by a few feet of empty space.  “Mom, I’ve been in hell since the day I got back to Flora and found out he was gone.  I’ve been so afraid to get close to anyone since, so afraid of betraying Grakin, and it’s been so difficult to not come undone with no one by my side.” 
 
    Kari muttered a quiet curse under her breath.  “It was lost in the fire, but Grakin wrote me a letter before he died.  And the one thing he asked me to promise was that I wouldn’t mourn him too long and spend the rest of my life alone, in pain.” 
 
    Kyrie considered Kari’s words, and eventually managed a smile through her tears.  “That does sound like Grakin.” 
 
    Kari approached and knelt before the priestess, and Kyrie wrapped her daughter-in-law in an embrace.  “Mom, I haven’t had time to explain everything that happened on Mehr’Durillia to anyone, not even the council, not completely.  I didn’t just go there and have sex with Morduri.  I killed several of Sekassus’ princes, and helped King Emanitar invade Sekassus’ realm.” 
 
    Kyrie released Kari and met her eye to eye.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded, and reached up to grip Kyrie’s hands.  “One of the things they did was turn me into a mallasti using some… transmutation magic or whatever they call it.  The thing of it is, I didn’t just look like a mallasti, Mom, I was one of the hyena-folk, in pretty much every way.  And that had a lot to do with why I ended up sharing a bed with Morduri.  Even still, I thought I was going to feel like I’d betrayed Grakin, but if anything, what I felt was release, freedom… relief.”  Kyrie’s brow knitted.  “No one will ever take Grakin out of my heart, Mom.  I realized after that night that I wanted to see if anything would blossom between Kris and me if I got the opportunity again.  And at the same time, I didn’t feel afraid of letting Grakin slip away from me.  If anything, honestly, I felt like I was doing what he’d asked in his last request, like I was honoring him by not wallowing in grief.” 
 
    Kyrie looked away over the road, sniffled, and wiped the tears from her face.  “No, what you’re saying makes sense, especially with how Grakin was.  Oh gods, do I ever feel like a fool.”  She waved away Kari’s attempt to placate her.  “This was a moment I’ve been fearing for as long as I’ve known Grakin was dying, Kari.  You have grown so much in the last few years, I thought once Grakin was gone, you would slip out of our lives as easily as you slipped into them, that the will of the gods would take you to a higher calling, but apart from us.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “That’s not how they operate.” 
 
    “Oh, sometimes it is, if you know the truth of my husband and I.” 
 
    “I do,” Kari said, standing up.  “But it’s also not how I operate.  That’s not going to happen to us.  I don’t know how many others Sonja told or what they think at this point, but what happened between me and Morduri… it was… a fluke, Mom.  If I hadn’t been turned into a mallasti, I never would’ve done something like that, no matter how much I may like him.  But we’re really close now – not like that, but we are – and that’s going to play an important part in what’s to come.” 
 
    “What is to come?” 
 
    “War, Mom.  War’s coming.  I’m just trying to make sure it gets fought there and not here.  I think after last night, we’ve all seen enough war here at home.” 
 
    Kyrie blew out a long sigh.  “But you’re going to have the house rebuilt?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Kari said, and she finally managed a smile.  “Carly Bakhor used to have a saying: You refuse a gift initially to let the giver know just how much you value it.  Then you accept it to let them know how much you value the giver.” 
 
    “She was a pretty sharp woman, from everything I’ve read,” the priestess said. 
 
    “Wise beyond her years when we traveled together,” Kari agreed.  “Are you seeing this, or is it just my imagination?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Kyrie asked, following her daughter-in-law’s gaze out over the road. 
 
    “Members of the Blood Order… they’ve been everywhere today.  They seem to be busy with something, which wouldn’t seem all that strange to me normally.  But after last night?  I have to wonder if they may be thinking about making a move directly against the duke.  And as rude as he was to me this morning, that’s still something I have to be concerned with.” 
 
    “He was rude to you this morning?” 
 
    “Long story,” Kari said with a short, dismissive wave.  She turned her head to the right as a familiar figure came up the road.  “Well, I’ll be.  Gil!  What’re you doing here?” 
 
    The silver-haired woman didn’t answer right away, quick-stepping up to the porch with her hands tucked casually into the pockets of her pants.  The werewolf was so unassuming-looking, no sense of danger pervading her at all in her human form.  She nodded as she said hello to Kyrie, but then turned to Kari.  “Turns out I was right about this,” she said, and she pulled her shoulder satchel off and opened it.  There was a sheaf of papers inside, some sealed, others loose, and she handed the stack to Kari.  “Make sure you’re sitting down when you read all this, Kari.  Just as I told you in my letter – I hope you got it – this was an inside job.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 
    Gil walked over and sat next to Kyrie.  “I had to do some research, which turned out to be quite eye-opening when the names of your friends came up in it.  But the records weren’t stolen by the people Eli and his friends tracked down, Kari.  They were stolen by Jason Bosimar.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “Wait, start at the beginning, because that makes no sense at all.  Why would Jason steal records from a tomb he could’ve had opened with a single command?” 
 
    The werewolf pursed her lips.  “That was the whole point of it being an inside job, Kari: So no one would know Jason was after the records.  He obviously didn’t want anyone asking why he was after them, what they contained, or what he planned to do with them.  I haven’t read all of it, but what’s in these records… it’d be embarrassing for your Order if it ever got out.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” Kyrie asked. 
 
    The demonhunter sighed.  “My Order was involved in destroying the seterra-rir, Mom.  Apparently, Turik Jalar was on Mehr’Durillia when it happened, and he dealt with those who ordered the attacks when he got back.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Gil commented, gesturing toward the stack.  “There’s about a dozen writs of execution in there.” 
 
    “Writs of execution?” Kari echoed, hardly believing what she’d just heard. 
 
    “Apparently, Turik Jalar didn’t mess around.” 
 
    “No, all accounts point to him being the Avatar of Vengeance in more than just title,” Kari agreed.  She met Gil’s gaze.  “Where were you last night?  Were you here, helping to defend the city at all?” 
 
    Gil shook her head.  “No, I wouldn’t have been much help without using my gift, and with Mehr’Durillians or whatever invading, that would more than likely have gotten me killed.” 
 
    “I’m still trying to figure out why Jason would have stolen the records,” Kyrie mused.  “Could there be something in there that was related to the many things he had our friends work on at the time?” 
 
    It was as though someone had whispered into Kari’s mind, the thought came so suddenly.  “By the gods,” she said.  “That’s it.  That’s the connection.  Eli and Danilynn had half of it, and now these records provide the other half…” 
 
    “Other half of what?” 
 
    “Jason Bosimar was mated to a seterra-rir: Jori-an Stormrider.  And he must have wanted these records to force the Order to… repent, I guess you’d say.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Gil said, letting forth a low whistle. 
 
    “I can finish his work,” Kari whispered.  “But is that ever going to take a lot of time and effort.  I have to read through all these records before I can even think about telling anyone all of this.  I assume I don’t need to ask you two to keep it quiet for the time being?” 
 
    “I’m pretty good at keeping secrets, if you didn’t already know,” Gil quipped. 
 
    “Yes, it does seem to come with knowing my daughter-in-law, doesn’t it?” Kyrie put in with a wry smile, but then she shook her head.  “Or being a werewolf, I suppose.” 
 
    Gil laughed. 
 
    “Have you noticed all the Blood Order people prowling the streets?” Kari asked the werewolf.  “They’re not completely uncommon during daylight hours, but they tend to be a lot less conspicuous.” 
 
    “Something definitely has them shaken,” Gil agreed.  “Normally I’d think they’re either trying to rebuild after last night or else make some power move, but judging by their scents, they’re scared.  Something’s got them spooked, and they’re trying to root out whatever it is.” 
 
    “Just be careful; if they’re afraid, they may start digging into secrets, and like you said, you’ve got quite a few of them.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” 
 
    Kari held up the sheaf of papers.  “Apparently.” 
 
    “So, you went back to Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kari answered.  “Killed some demon princes, had sex with a demon king, and caused all sorts of mayhem for the rest of the kings.”  Both women stared at her wide-eyed, and the demonhunter shrugged.  “Eh, someone was bound to tell her anyway.  It’s a long story, Gil.  One I’ll be happy to tell all of you when our friends get back from there.” 
 
    “Your friends went there too?  Why?  And who went?” 
 
    Kari sighed when Kyrie bit her lower lip.  “Erik was captured while there, and now our friends have all gone to try to rescue him.  Only reason I’m still here is I’m in terrible shape after all the running around and fighting from my own trip there.  But, as you can see, I have plenty to keep me busy in the meantime.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “Wish you’d come and seen me earlier, maybe I’d have sent you with them.” 
 
    “My answer on that is still hell no,” Gil returned.  Kari and Kyrie laughed with her.  “Well, I hate to be rude, but there’s something I need to look into about now, so I have to leave the two of you.  We’ll talk again soon.  Kyrie, it was nice to see you again.” 
 
    “And you as well, Gillian,” the priestess said with a smile. 
 
    Gil rose and departed, and Kari looked back down at the pile of papers in her hand. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kyrie asked. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “Honestly?  That sleeping with Morduri wasn’t this complicated.” 
 
    It did her heart wonders to hear the barking laugh of her mother-in-law, so drastically different than the argumentative tone from earlier. 
 
    And that was to say nothing of the evasive laugh of a mallestrem child in her mind… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VI – Casualties 
 
      
 
    Despite Kari’s intentions, others had already been assigned to make notification to the families of all those killed in the prior night’s attacks.  A lot of the running around was being shifted away from Kari in light of her physical condition, but there was still one notification she insisted she take care of herself.  After resting and having something to eat, she took Albrecht Allerius’ tags and made her way into the southwest section of the city, where his family made their abode. 
 
    The day was passing quickly, and Kari could scarcely believe how many things were coming up in the wake of the attack.  She felt like she was caught in a current, being dragged away from all the things she thought she should be taking care of and into darker, uncharted waters.  She wanted to go speak with Albrecht’s wife – who had no doubt at least been informed of her husband’s death – and speak to the woman personally, but there was no denying it: What Kari wanted most was to go through Turik Jalar’s records. 
 
    There’ll be plenty of time for that if I don’t let myself heal, Kari thought ruefully.  She couldn’t figure out why her Sakkrass-granted regeneration wasn’t working, or at least not on this particular set of injuries.  In truth, though, despite how much she wanted to be a part of rescuing Erik and possibly confronting Curlamanx, she was glad to have five minutes to rest.  What she’d been doing for the past several hours, though, hardly constituted rest except when juxtaposed with what she’d been doing for the prior month and more. 
 
    A pair of obvious members of the Blood Order dashed down one of the side streets, which got Kari’s attention, raising her hackles a bit.  She hadn’t seen Eryn since returning, but if something was spooking the Guild, that wasn’t surprising.  It would be surprising if Eryn actually told Kari anything.  The woman may have been akin to a sister-in-law to Kari in some ways, but that loyalty to the Guild still always came first.  Which, when Kari considered the likelihood that Eryn might be killed by her own people for talking, also wasn’t surprising. 
 
    Kari wanted to quicken her pace and lessen the number of things distracting her from what she was on her way to do, but her body wouldn’t cooperate.  She could only imagine how much worse it would be tomorrow, when the soreness and fatigue of today’s battle settled in.  It was going to be a long couple of weeks, trying to recuperate while taking care of these smaller, more administrative problems and worrying about her friends and family. 
 
    The Allerius house was modest for a family of five, located in the heavily-populated southwest of the city.  There wasn’t much property, but as Kari turned up the road toward the home, she could see that the streets here saw much less traffic.  Accordingly, there were kids of all ages playing in the roads when there weren’t yards for them to play in.  There was a street soccer game going on, and Kari couldn’t help but smile.  Despite all the destruction and the heartache that came with it, life went on.  There wasn’t any other choice.  Still, she had to honor her friend, and she passed through the games as unobtrusively as she could. 
 
    Reaching the home, Kari took in a deep breath and sighed.  Almost as if expecting her, the entire family was out in the front yard.  Lucille didn’t even say anything, she simply rose from her front step and embraced Kari when the two met.  She was a little older than Albrecht had been, in her upper forties if Kari remembered right, but she still had the spark of fire in her emerald eyes, luster in her long, ivory hair, and her beauty hadn’t really begun to show her years. 
 
    Kari held the woman through her crying, and the demonhunter joined in her tears.  Her friends’ children, all teens, comforted their mother, but Kari could see the pain they tried so hard to hide.  Unexpected death was always a possibility in the life of a demonhunter, but for one who taught or worked administratively on the campus, Kari imagined their families didn’t think they would ever be in danger.  Albrecht hadn’t engaged in anything particularly dangerous since the end of the Apocalypse, but the prior night’s events proved that diligence was always required. 
 
    “Lucille, I don’t even know what to say,” Kari whispered into her friend’s hair. 
 
    The woman didn’t answer for some time, during which she maintained their embrace.  “I don’t either,” she finally managed shakily.  “But if there was a violent way he’d have wanted to go, defending this city and its people would have been it.” 
 
    “I brought you his tags to keep,” Kari said.  “Did the others make arrangements with you for the funeral?” 
 
    Lucille nodded, then gestured toward the door.  She had to take a deep breath before she found her voice again.  “Let’s go inside and have some tea.  Do you mind?” 
 
    “I’m here for as long as you need me,” Kari answered.  “My mother-in-law is watching the children.” 
 
    That actually made the woman smile through her teary eyes, and she looked around at her three boys.  She didn’t say anything, but finally led everyone else into the house.   
 
    “Ma’am, how old do I have to be to apply to the Order?” the eldest of her boys asked when Kari took a seat at the table. 
 
    The demonhunter looked to Lucille, but actually found the woman smiling again.  “He knows the answer already, Kari, he just hopes you’ll give him a different one than his father always did.” 
 
    Kari laid her hand on the woman’s shoulder as mentioning her husband brought fresh tears.  Kari was honestly shocked by how well Lucille was holding up.  The problem was, she wasn’t sure what Albrecht typically told his son, and she didn’t know how old any of his sons were.  She was afraid of saying the wrong thing; did Lucille not want any of her children to ever be affiliated with the Order that had been the death of her husband?  Or would she be proud if one of her sons followed in his father’s footsteps? 
 
    “Seventeen,” Kari answered at last, and the teen nodded with a slight grimace.  “If you want to come by the campus some time and have a look around, let me know.  I’m going to be really busy for a few days at least, but I’d like to show you what your father helped build.” 
 
    “Were you and my dad close?” 
 
    Kari had to blink away tears, but smiling helped.  “Your father was like a brother to me,” she said, glancing at each of the teens.  “He taught me just about everything I know about how to run the Order and actually lead it.  Taking over the command of the Order from him was one of the proudest days of my life, but at the same time, I knew I could never replace him.  He led our people through the Apocalypse and the rebuilding after.  Now… I have to use everything he taught me to rebuild in the wake of his loss.” 
 
    “He always spoke so highly of you,” Lucille said.  “He used to talk about you even before you… well, before you were resurrected.  You were one of his idols, you and Turik Jalar, and more than once, he told me that you two were his primary inspirations to join the Order.  And after you were resurrected… gods, that night he came home after meeting you for the first time, when you’d just returned from Tsalbrin… the only times I’d ever seen him so excited were when I accepted his proposal, and when we had our children.” 
 
    “That’s actually surprising to hear.  He was always so professional.  I knew he admired me, but I never got that awestruck reaction from him like I still do from a lot of the cadets.  We were both long-time veterans by the time we met, and I think that shaped the way we looked at each other, and how our working relationship developed, especially once I got pregnant.” 
 
    Kari turned to face the widow squarely.  “Lucille, you know you’ll receive the pension, and if you need anything from me personally, just ask.” 
 
    “I hear tell your house was burned down, though.  I think we all have enough troubles of our own without imposing on–” 
 
    “No, no,” the demonhunter interrupted.  “Don’t try to be superhuman.  Your husband was a part of something big, Lucille: a massive family that takes care of its own.  I know nothing I can say will bring him back or ease your pain.”  She had to wipe her own tears away, trying to hold the woman’s stare.  “But you are still a part of our family.  And if your boys want to join our family directly, and you’re all right with that, I’ll mold them into men Albrecht would have been proud to lead.” 
 
    The widow looked up at her sons, and they went to her unbidden, wrapping their mother in tight hugs.  It seemed to Kari that the grief hadn’t hit them completely yet, like they thought they might be dreaming or would be told there was a mistake.  Then again, this was part of being a demonhunter: The ever-present risk of death.  Perhaps, despite his position on the campus, they had never set aside that knowledge. 
 
    “Mom, you know it’s what Dad would have wanted,” the eldest said.  Kari bit her lower lip, slightly embarrassed that she didn’t know Albrecht’s boys by name, even four years later. 
 
    Kari drew out Albrecht’s tags and presented them to his widow.  “These are for you.  Whenever you’re ready, you can come to the campus and take whatever personal effects from his office you’d like.  The rest I’ll keep to set up a memorial on campus for him.  But take your time, Lucille.” 
 
    The widow nodded, still clutching at her boys, particularly the eldest.  “Mason, if you want to follow your father’s footsteps, you have my blessing.  Just please, promise me that if you do, it’s because you want to be a demonhunter, and not to go looking for vengeance.” 
 
    “I know, Mom,” the eldest said.  “I figure Kari will get revenge before I’ve even taken the oath to start my training.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” his mother corrected. 
 
    The demonhunter waved that off quickly.  “Kari is fine.  Like I said, we’re all family.”  She turned to meet Mason’s gaze then, and let a bit of mischief show through in hers.  “At least until I’ve got you under my command, young man.” 
 
    Mason laughed, and Lucille managed a half-sob, half-chuckle with him.  “Dietrich, go and get your father’s old tournament trophy from the bedroom, would you?” 
 
    The middle of the teen boys took the stairs two at a time, and returned in moments with a large, decorative trophy topped by a bronze rir warrior brandishing a sword. 
 
    “What’s this?” Kari asked, having never seen its like nor heard of it before. 
 
    Lucille held the trophy and ran her clawed fingers over the placard at the bottom.  “Back before the Apocalypse, the duke used to organize fighting tournaments.  I think he used to do it to try to showcase his son’s fighting prowess, but Jason was usually loath to enter competitions, particularly once he became Avatar.  When Albrecht was younger, he offered to represent the Order in one of the duke’s tournaments, and emerged victorious.”  The woman sobbed again, but it turned into laughter.  “It was what finally prompted him to propose to me.” 
 
    “Albrecht won a sword-fighting tournament?” Kari said in wonder.  She knew her friend was a great hunter, but there was a marked difference between fighting in the field and dueling in contests of showmanship.  Suler had taught her that, many times over.  What Kari did when she was out hunting demons might not translate to arena combat, wherein she would use an entirely different set of tactics that Suler taught her.  She wondered how she would fare in such a display, and whether she could bring pride to her old lover’s name. 
 
    “Oh, this was no sword-fighting contest,” Lucille said.  “It was an invitational event.  Any style, any weapon, any race, any kingdom.  Duke Bosimar attracted some of the best and brightest from around the world to come compete in his old tournaments.  It’s honestly a shame he doesn’t organize them anymore.  You got to see and meet some interesting people when he invited foreigners.  Used to see the occasional bakatur or even fures-rir come to compete.” 
 
    “That must have been a sight.  Did you ever meet any of the bakatur?” 
 
    “Oh, good heavens, no,” Lucille said.  “Most of those who came thought of us as unclean animals, and only came to prove the superiority of their warriors.  Amusingly, I don’t think any of them ever won the tournaments.  But they didn’t like speaking to our people very much, so the crowds tended to avoid them – and bet against them.  I think the most interesting fighter I ever saw – apart from my husband, that is – was a seterra-rir woman named–” 
 
    “Jori-an Stormrider?” 
 
    Lucille scrunched up her brow.  “No, not the mercenary,” she said, obviously surprised to find that Jori-an was seterra-rir.  “No, it was a woman from the Terrassian city of Awlsaber named Scarlett Masters.  She fought unarmed, if you can believe that, and actually got quite far in the tournament both times she was invited.  I heard she was a prize fighter in the arena of Awlsaber – some bareknuckle champion, though, not a swordfighter.  Once she got deeper in the tournaments, she’d have to use weapons, but she wasn’t skilled enough to beat the upper echelon with a sword.  Still… the fact that she was skilled enough with her bare hands to beat armed and armored opponents was only made more impressive by the fact that she was seterra-rir.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re rather scarce,” Kari commented dryly, considering that there might be a small population of them on Terrassia, hiding in plain sight. 
 
    “Albrecht often mentioned your habit of understatement,” the woman chuckled darkly, still fighting tears at every mention of his name. 
 
    Lucille got up and placed the trophy on the fireplace mantel, and she hung Albrecht’s dog tags over it, to sit in the place of honor above the home’s hearth – or heart, more appropriately.  Her boys wrapped her in hugs again as she cried there softly, and Kari moved over to add her comforting touch to the mix.  She looked at her reflection in the mirror over the mantel, and was satisfied with what she saw.  Not with a widowed woman, but with her efforts to make sure the Order did not forget the families of those it lost. 
 
    “So how did he win?  And did he beat anyone I may have heard of?” Kari asked, trying to get everyone’s thoughts back on the triumphs of Albrecht’s career. 
 
    “Oh, he was always a cautious fighter, even when he was younger,” Lucille answered as she turned and made her way back to her seat.  “Despite being in his early twenties, patience and a cool head won the day.  I don’t remember many of the names of the warriors he defeated, but Torrie Cantabler was the one he bested in the final match.” 
 
    “He beat Torrie Cantabler?” the demonhunter balked.  “Gods, and he never mentioned it to me?  Sheesh, modesty has its place, but not when you pull off something like that…” 
 
    “He never bragged about it.  I think he was afraid of insulting Torrie’s honor, but Torrie never seemed to care all that much.  But once Torrie was…” 
 
    Kari reached over and laid her hand on the widow’s arm again.  “I understand.  I wish I could tell you Time heals all wounds or something profound, but frankly, that’s a bunch of crap.  It took a long time before I could really even talk about Grakin’s death, even with my family, without feeling like I was imposing – or they were.  All I can tell you, and I pray that it helps, is that you’re not alone, Albrecht will live forever in your heart, and you will see him again, Lucille.  I promise you that.” 
 
    The widow smiled through her fresh tears.  “And you would know, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded and looked to the three boys trying to stand strong under the weight of the news and the sight of their mother’s grief.  Mason was the one to find his voice first.  “You killed the demons that did this, didn’t you?” 
 
    “They’re not demons, Mason,” Kari corrected.  Perhaps it wasn’t the time or place, but if he was going to join the Order, he needed to learn how to contextualize his loss.  “They’re just people from another world.  It doesn’t take a demon to do evil, unfortunately, and that’s a lot of what you’ll learn when you undergo your training.  But nearly all of those who attacked the city last night are dead, and my family and friends are in the process of going to strike back at the king who ordered the attack in the first place.” 
 
    “Tell them to carve my dad’s name in him,” the teen said, finally letting a few tears of his own run free. 
 
    “I will,” she said with a decisive nod. 
 
    If I don’t do it myself, she added in her head. 
 
    “Their day is coming, but we have a long, bloody road ahead of us,” Kari said.  “That’s why you need to give careful consideration about following in your father’s footsteps.  I may have killed several of Sekassus’ princes recently, but attacking the kings themselves?  That’s going to be a longer-term goal, and one that won’t come easy.” 
 
    “You killed demon princes?” Mason asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Killed or had a hand in killing, yes.  I’m up to five now, including his crown prince.  Sekassus wasn’t the king that ordered the attack last night, but I sent them a message, I think.” 
 
    Lucille sighed, but it wasn’t one of disappointment or exasperation.  “Albrecht always said you were going to change the world,” she said.  “He just knew you were going to change the Order, and make it more than it’s ever been.”  The widow met Kari’s gaze with strength and determination.  “Know that he’s watching over you, Kari.  And ever so proud.  We all are.” 
 
    “It means a lot to me,” Kari returned.  “And I’ll carry a part of his spirit with me; he’ll always be a part of the Order.” 
 
    The widow nodded, rose to her feet, and embraced Kari.  “Thank you for coming, but it’s time for you to go.  You have things you need to see to.  Gods bless you, Karian Vanador.” 
 
    “As I said: Anything you need, just ask.  Once I have a house again, its door will always be open to you and your boys.” 
 
    Kari left the home, and despite how uplifting the meeting had turned out, she found herself angry.  She stuffed it down for the time being, though.  She didn’t know if any of the three prisoners she was holding from last night had a hand in or anything to do with Lord Allerius’ death, but they were part of the attack force.  Part of her wanted to take what vengeance she could on them, but such would go completely against her Order’s primary tenet. 
 
    Instead, she prayed not just for the safety of her friends and family, but that they might strike a vengeful blow upon Arku in some fashion. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari sat at her desk, but found herself distracted again and again.  The administrative building had been damaged during the attack, and hardly two minutes could pass before Kari would look up, reminded that Albrecht had died trying to escape it the night before.  Kari’s office was largely untouched, but it stank of smoke and worse things.  The only reason she had come here was to escape the constant scrutiny of her hunters.  She had issued her orders, and everyone had a job to do.  If they wanted her to stay among them and cheerlead, they were going to be sorely disappointed. 
 
    Before her, on the desk, sat all the paperwork Gil had delivered.  There were eleven writs of execution, and Kari hadn’t even gotten beyond those yet.  She didn’t recognize the names, but there was little mystery to that: If the Avatar of Vengeance had issued writs of execution against members of the Order, their names would have been stricken from the record as a matter of course.  While there would still be confirmation that they had served the Order, any lists of their deeds or accomplishments would have been blotted out, erased alongside their very lives. 
 
    Kari didn’t remember Turik Jalar at all.  She thought they had attended the Academy at the same time, but he had been at least a couple of years her senior, and they’d never interacted that she could recall.  People often had a hard time believing that, but then Kari had to remind them that even if she had, Jalar would’ve been a cadet and nothing more; it wasn’t as if Kari had failed to notice the Avatar of Vengeance.  She did, however, wonder what he was like, and whether they’d have gotten along if they’d been close during their training.  Everything she’d read and heard about him pointed to him being a hardass, frankly, and that he’d run the Order much differently than Kari currently did. 
 
    Demons were far from the only ones who’d been afraid of Turik Jalar, and history made no secret of that.  While Kari concentrated more on the Avatar portion of her title, Jalar had embodied the Vengeance part.  While not regarded as a violent or nasty person, he had, by all accounts, put his heart and soul into the position once he’d attained it.  Kari knew he had a wife and children, but if he had much else in the way of personal considerations while serving as Avatar, history said little of it. 
 
    What history spoke the most of, naturally, was the fact that he’d routinely gone to what was still called the underworld then: Mehr’Durillia.  That was one thing Kari was truly looking forward to reading about, and not just out of curiosity.  Just what was “Jalar’s Folly,” as King Emanitar had referred to it?  Kari knew that Jalar had laid a list of demands at the feet of the Overking, but Kari still knew none of the details.  She had forgotten about it when in the presence of King Koursturaux, so many more important matters shoving such concerns to the side, but now Kari really wanted to know. 
 
    Turik Jalar had gone to Mehr’Durillia many times, even if those visits had just been to the city of Anthraxis, and he dealt with the kings on their own turf.  There had to be more to all of that than just his fearsome reputation, and Kari wanted to know what insights he might have left behind for one such as her to use to follow his lead.  While she was having success treating with and against the kings, she could always use more help.  If there was another way to set them at each other’s throats, Kari would take any help she could get. 
 
    But none of those were her immediate concern. 
 
    “What happened in the War of Purity, old friend?” Kari muttered. 
 
    She set the writs of execution aside; they weren’t going to be of importance unless she started investigating conspiracies.  The other records were hopefully going to shed light on things, so Kari picked up the first of them reverently.  It was unsealed, and it was apparent that Gil had already read through it, as was the case for some of them, but not all. 
 
      
 
    I returned from my latest visit to Anthraxis to find that several of my subordinates took my Order to war.  Something is not right with this; I was given no indication that anything was wrong by the Unyielding.  Even in the depths of Mehr’Durillia and the black city that scars its center, I have never felt apart from my deity.  Why, then, was I given no warning that my Order was committing an atrocity in my absence? 
 
    I cannot understand the logic at all, myself.  Surely the appearance of this “cousin” race of ours, the seterra-rir, came at a strange time and place, and in a strange manner.  But the supposition that they were some nefarious creation of Seril’s seemed laughable.  I made my feelings and my orders quite clear: Those people were to be left alone until such time as their place in Gori Sensullu’s plan became apparent. 
 
    And yet, I returned to find them gone, wiped out.  And so I have begun returning that favor to those responsible. 
 
    I have issued eleven writs of execution to remove the miscreants that perpetrated this act of cowardice not just from the ranks of my Order, but from the face of Citaria.  Let them go and face Zalkar’s judgment.  In addition, I have demoted no fewer than thirty-six of my hunters to Initiate status, that they must once again prove they are worthy of the trust of this Order before they ever again represent us abroad. 
 
    Now I am left to unravel what transpired, and whether any of the seterra-rir survived this atrocity.  How to handle this embarrassment to the Order is beyond me at this point.  While we are not solely responsible for this genocide, my people were at the forefront, and this Order will bear the shame until the end of time. 
 
    I shall be recording everything I undertake to try to set things right, but I am at a loss as to what to do.  I must consult the council. 
 
      
 
    Kari glanced once more at the writs, but she set the paper aside and reached for the next one in the pile. 
 
      
 
    Few things get the attention of your hunters and cadets like decapitating their senior officers in front of them.  Let this be a lesson to them and those who follow:  
 
    Violate the will of the Avatar, and you will pay the price. 
 
    It was no longer even a matter of professional judgment when I had the writs fulfilled.  My Order wasn’t just taken to war; it was used by an outside force I have yet to put a name to.  It would not greatly surprise me to find that one of the kings perfectly timed a manipulation to coincide with my visit to Anthraxis, but that any of them either had such a hold or could worm their way into the trust of this Order so quickly is troubling. 
 
    My instincts tell me it was the Crimson Huntress, King Koursturaux S’Bakthra.  Though she is rather cultured for a demon king, she is volatile and vengeful, and her reaction to my presence on the Overking’s table was certainly the most… I suppose I should say “overt.”  To the others, my “blunder” was a curiosity more than a threat, but she seemed to take my actions as a challenge. 
 
    I believe some of the seterra-rir survived the genocide, but they have fled across the waters to gods-only-know-where.  I would seek them out to protect them, but I know there is no way I, let alone my Order, could ever regain their trust.  I suspect they had a great deal of aid from the human fishermen and sailors along the west coast, and as far as we rir are concerned, the seterra-rir are a memory. 
 
    The council had little insight into things.  Why the Unyielding would choose this, of all times, to go silent toward us is a mystery.  And it is far from the only one.  What purpose would a simple genocide serve to a being like King Koursturaux, except perhaps amusement?  I find it hard to believe she would perpetrate such a thing simply for her own amusement; she may be volatile and evil, but she is shrewd.  She would not enact such a plan without there being some larger goal beneath it all. 
 
    And that, of course, assumes it was her at all… 
 
    For the first time in my tenure as Avatar, I feel lost.  I am tempted to go and speak with my old friend in Anthraxis again, but I am hesitant to leave the Order in anyone else’s hands until I have verified the loyalty of my new command staff.  This type of incident simply cannot ever be repeated. 
 
    It nearly makes me want to spit to think so, but I could certainly use a trustworthy hunter like Karian Vanador right about now.  Why did the gods let her die? 
 
      
 
    Kari put a clawed hand to the end of her snout and had to fight hard to swallow after that.  It was eye-opening enough to see that Jalar had ever even taken notice of her career in light of his own.  To find that he had wished she was still around during the darkest days of his tenure was humbling.  She continued reading through the papers, but most of them were further entries as Jalar investigated who was behind the orders to attack the seterra-rir.  He never discovered who it was according to his reports, and Kari’s mouth twitched as she tried not to laugh at the fact that he’d executed the people most likely to shed light on his mystery. 
 
    She thought of her beshathan prisoners, then, and was glad she hadn’t made any rash decisions yet.  She still felt obligated to hold them responsible for their actions the night before, but on the other hand, she thought maybe they deserved the same mercy she had given to Seril’s general, Atauridar, when he’d been brought before the Council.  Ultimately, they were just soldiers doing the will of their lord, however despotic he might be.  But no matter how she looked at it, they could be information sources, so she was content to keep them alive for now. 
 
    It wasn’t until Kari got to the final report, still sealed, that she found something else of true interest.  She read: 
 
      
 
    Three years I have searched for the force behind my Order’s attack on the seterra-rir people, and I have failed.  I have failed to find anything of use, even a name to assign the blame to.  If King Koursturaux, or any other king, was behind this atrocity, they have yet to follow up in any way that I have noticed.  If anything, they’ve been unusually quiet these last few years; dare I think my threat to the Overking may be the reason?  One can only hope. 
 
    I pray my successors find our off-world enemies to be so easy to deal with.  If not, I have faith that they will realize that the kings are as dangerous to each other as to us, and one need only knock over a single domino to watch them all fall.  The Overking may be able to prevent the total collapse of his little council, but I have seen these beings up close, and I can see and smell the evil in them.  The slightest provocation will turn them all against each other, and while in the end that would likely leave only the Ancient Ones standing, a consolidated enemy is far easier to fight than many smaller ones. 
 
    I have spoken at length with the Order’s council regarding the seterra-rir, and as much as it pained me to suggest as much, they agreed with my proposal.  All record of this incident and any mention of the seterra-rir surviving will be buried along with me upon my death.  Until such time, I will hold these records under lock and key. 
 
    Perhaps someday, our races might be ready to heal these wounds, but for now, whatever is left of the seterra-rir population must be safeguarded, even against this Order.  The truth will be unearthed one day, I am certain, but until then, I will protect the seterra-rir in the only way I can: I will do my utmost to hide them. 
 
    If you are reading this, I implore you – if you are not the Avatar of Vengeance yourself – to deliver these papers to the current head of the Demonhunter Order.  Show them the truth, and let them try to heal these wounds. 
 
    I, Turik Jalar, cannot, for I have failed. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet you haven’t,” Kari said, folding up the papers and wrapping them in a protective leather case.  “I’m going to finish your work.” 
 
    She set them all back down on her desk, though, and took a deep breath.  She tried not to choke on the stench of smoke and burnt things.  Revealing the existence of the seterra-rir colony on Salkorum could be a huge risk, and be seen as a betrayal if she didn’t ask their permission first.  But something in her heart told her not to wait.  Even if they were still hesitant, she wanted to make sure they were safe, just as Turik Jalar did, except Kari wanted to be proactive instead of passive about it. 
 
    It was time to reveal the secret to the council.  They were all human, anyway.  Kari could ask one or more of them to go personally, to establish new diplomatic ties with the displaced folk.  From there, whether or not the seterra-rir would branch back out into the world would be their choice, but Kari could possibly begin stationing human hunters there to help defend them.  It made Kari wish Jori-an was in port or at least due to visit, so she could get the woman’s insights. 
 
    My lord, I need to speak to the council at once, Kari thought.  It was an amazing thing to have that direct connection to her deity now.  She could contact his priests almost anywhere with but a thought.  She couldn’t speak to them directly, but she could pass messages to them the same way they did between churches and temples with guided prayer.  No longer did Kari have to send cadets and assistants to gather the council: She could ask Zalkar to do it. 
 
    Still, she much preferred to have meetings face-to-face. 
 
    She rose from her seat and collected Turik Jalar’s things.  She still wondered what it was that made Jason Bosimar pull such subterfuge to get the records from Jalar’s tomb, or how Jason could have even known what the records contained.  The fact that Jason was involved with Jori-an, a seterra-rir, may have explained why he was interested, but it didn’t shine any light on how Kari’s predecessor might have learned the truth of it.  And while there was good speculation as to why he did it covertly, it was still just that: Speculation. 
 
    Another reason to wish Jori-an was here, Kari thought. 
 
    She left the deserted confines of the administrative offices.  Most of the administrative staff was working out of the priests’ domicile, one of the few structures not damaged at all.  Not for any lack of effort on the part of the Mehr’Durillian attackers, though, as several priests had lost their lives defending it.  Kari still wasn’t sure of the exact death toll from the night before, and no one seemed keen on informing her.  There would be a time for that, but it wasn’t now.  Now, she had broader concerns. 
 
    She found the council convened when she entered the rear audience chamber of the campus temple.  The nine humans regarded her with solemn gazes, understanding that there must be something of tremendous importance for her to summon them the way she had.  Kari saluted them when she reached the floor before their podium, but then she strode forward without a word and laid Turik Jalar’s records in front of Master Goldberg. 
 
    “What’s this?” the bespectacled priest asked as he organized them and began to casually flip through them.  “Oh… by the gods…” 
 
    “I have something to tell you, Masters,” Kari said, standing before them on the floor and trying to get her thoughts in order.  “Four years ago, when you sent me to Tsalbrin, Karmi’s Sword made an unscheduled stop at the islands of Salkorum.” 
 
    “They took you into pirate-controlled waters?” Master Perez asked.  It made sense that he would be the most perturbed by the thought, being the one in charge of integrations between hunters and the military, even when it was just for transportation. 
 
    Kari’s mouth twitched but she fought off the smile successfully.  “They’re not pirate-controlled,” she said.  “That’s just what gets spread around to keep people away from them.  The truth of the matter, Masters, is that Salkorum is where the seterra-rir have been hiding out for the last couple hundred years.”  There were gasps, but that was it; not one man said a word, waiting for Kari to continue.  “My werewolf contact, Gil, was able to recover Turik Jalar’s records, but contrary to what I expected, they’re not so much about the War of Purity as his investigations into why the Order was involved.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and folded her arms across her chest.  “Jalar wanted to undo what had been done, but he knew there was no way the seterra-rir were ever going to trust the Order again, much less rir members of it.  So as much as he wanted to do something, he left it to some future generation, to let time heal the wound a bit before more… comprehensive measures could be taken.” 
 
    “And you know where they are…,” Master Bennet whispered. 
 
    Kari nodded.  “We do.  And what I’d like, Masters, is for two or three of you to volunteer to go to Salkorum and re-establish diplomacy with them.  They still don’t trust rir for the most part, but they’re more open to humans and serilian-rir.” 
 
    “You want us to go personally?” Master Arinotte asked with a cocked eyebrow, but the smile on his face said he was intrigued by the possibility and the turn of events overall. 
 
    “I won’t pretend the War of Purity wouldn’t have happened without our people, but this Order was involved, and we owe it to them to make things right,” Kari said.  “I obviously can’t order you to go, but as priests of Zalkar and members of this council, you can speak for all of us.  Jalar never figured out who was really behind our Order… I don’t want to say being duped, but clearly there was some subterfuge behind it all.  Which is fine; we don’t want to make excuses, we want to make reparations.  I think some of you would be well-suited to that task.” 
 
    “An intriguing prospect,” Master van Holtzer said. 
 
    “There is one other thing that bothers me, though,” Kari said. 
 
    “Who had the records?” Master Goldberg asked. 
 
    “That’s what bothers me,” she replied.  “Jason Bosimar was the one who had the records taken.  I’m not sure where Gil found them, or how she found out it was Jason that took them, but she was certain, and I trust her instincts.” 
 
    “But why would Jason steal the records?” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Because he was mated to Jori-an Stormrider, who’s seterra-rir.” 
 
    She was pretty sure she could’ve heard a pin drop, the chamber fell so silent.  She kept the amusement from her face, but she did find it funny that Jori-an and Tormaar had been so well-known to the council without the priests having any idea what they were.  For the Order to have employed a seterra-rir and a half-mallasti without being wise to either fact pointed to there being some shoddy record-keeping in Jason’s day.  He had noted right in his journals that Jori-an was seterra-rir, but he must have kept those records private. 
 
    “What I’m not sure about, Masters, is how he knew to go after the records, how he knew what they contained at all.”  She held her hands up in a placating gesture – the next bit she told them was unlikely to be well-received.  “I think, Masters, that I now know why Jason let Amastri stay in the city for so long.” 
 
    Once again the chamber went silent, and Kari began to pace back and forth.  “I’ve been told that King Koursturaux is partially clairvoyant, and she seems manipulative enough that she might have set Jason down the path.  Turik Jalar thought the Crimson Huntress might have been behind the attack on the seterra-rir in the first place.  I’m not sure what she might have been up to with Jason, but I think it bears a lot of investigating – and we can start with the seterra-rir people themselves.  It could turn out they hide a secret much like the kirelas-rir did when we met them four years ago.” 
 
    “With her increased activity here, even through agents, and surrounding you, it certainly does point to some massive conspiracy,” Master Franklin put in.  “Of course, it does assume she had some involvement, no matter how minor, in the War of Purity.  But we should definitely try to ascertain her intentions now.  On this, you are quite correct.” 
 
    “Master Bennet?” 
 
    The head priest perked up from his contemplations.  “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you want to pick, or should I?” Kari asked, finally allowing a little grin. 
 
    “We will take care of the arrangements,” the elder priest said with a chuckle.  “I am certain Master Goldberg will give us a thorough accounting of what else Turik Jalar’s records contain.  What are your plans from here?  I do hope rest is among them.” 
 
    Kari finally let a laugh escape.  “Yes, I’ll be heading home… well, to Eli and Danilynn’s house, anyway, as soon as we’re done here.  I think it’s time to spend some time with my kids, but there’s other things I’ll be looking into.  I’ll let you know more when I get to it.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” Master Goldberg said, drawing her attention quickly once she finished the salute she’d begun.  “This is phenomenal work.  I am still very interested to hear all of the details of your latest foray to Mehr’Durillia, but these records should keep me out of your hair for a few days, at least.  But know that you are doing us, yourself, and this Order proud with your efforts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” she returned with another salute. 
 
    “Go; enjoy your time with your children.” 
 
    “By your leave,” Kari said, and she turned and departed. 
 
    “Do you think she has any idea how lucky we are to have her back among us?” she heard Master Perez ask, intentionally doing so while she was still in earshot. 
 
    Kari smiled but didn’t wait to overhear the replies. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VII – Women of the People 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Kris took a deep breath and sighed near-silently before he looked up to Liria.  “Praying.  Care to join me?” 
 
    The girl knelt down beside him, but looked to him for guidance.  “I’m not sure what to do,” she whispered. 
 
    The Silver Blades had made good time getting to the border of Pataria, but Kris hesitated at the realm’s edge.  It was the first time he’d been to Mehr’Durillia, and they were about to cross out of the only neutral, safe ground.  He had assurances that Morduri was on their side, at least to some degree, but that only meant so much.  Here, in the realm around Anthraxis, there were at least laws that kept the kings from attacking or abducting visitors. 
 
    For all the good that did Erik, he thought soberly. 
 
    “You serve Sakkrass, or Ashakku as your people call him, right?” he asked, and the syrinthian hunter nodded.  “Well, how do your people normally do that?” 
 
    “It is typically the place of a priestess or the matriarch of a household to handle such matters,” Liria explained.  “I remember some of what Se’sasha would speak when we gathered in prayer with her, but I’m not sure I belong saying those things, or going to Ashakku directly.  What do you say or ask when you pray?” 
 
    Kris stared at the girl for a silent stretch but then smiled.  “Right now I’m asking for our safety, and for guidance to protect all of you who’ve been assigned to my command.  The Lord has brought you all together for a purpose and, well, I’m just asking for His guidance and power to make sure I serve my purpose in getting you to accomplish yours.” 
 
    “So you talk directly to your deity?” 
 
    Kris nodded and laid his hand on Liria’s shoulder.  “I can’t say I know all that much about Sakkrass-Ashakku, but I can judge a lot about him just based on his relationship with Kari.  I’m sure when you consider the positions Kari and Se’sasha hold in his service, it might seem a bit intimidating for you to want to talk to him.  But he wants you to, Liria.  He wants you to talk to him, to have a relationship with him, to trust him to guide and protect you.  He wants to hear the desires of your heart, your hopes, your dreams, even your fears.  He wants you to share everything with him.” 
 
    The syrinthian girl blinked and looked away toward the hills of Pataria to the north.  “How?  I… I feel as though I’m going to make a fool of myself.  To openly speak of or worship Ashakku is illegal here, and would have meant certain discovery when I was a spy among the Order.  Now he feels like a stranger, except when Se’sasha is there to guide us.” 
 
    “Hello,” Kris said, and the girl shook her head in confusion.  “Start by saying hello.  Then talk to him like you do with me, or with your fellow cadets, or the other syrinthians back home.  Tell him about your day.  Tell him what we’re here to do.  Ask him to help keep you brave and strong, no matter what may come.  Tell him about that cute guy you met, or how you dream of having children.  Tell him everything, Liria.” 
 
    “I haven’t met any cute guy…,” she said with an impish smirk. 
 
    “Well, tell him you’ll work on that… or ask him to,” Kris said.  He patted her shoulder when she closed her eyes and bowed her head, and he made his way over to the others. 
 
    Kris met Sonja’s gaze and nodded.  The scarlet-haired sorceress knew the land and the people they were going to see, so for the time being, Kris was satisfied following her lead.  He could speak the infernal tongue despite not having a lot of practice, but that didn’t mean the people of Moskarre would want anything to do with him.  He was charismatic with the people of Citaria, but here, it was better to use whatever advantages he had.  He was Kaelariel’s son, which meant he was a threat to many of the kings, and just as likely to be seen as one by their people. 
 
    Languages were one of those things – those many things – that he had a natural aptitude for.  Being the son of a “god” certainly came with a lot of benefits, and an extremely retentive – or perhaps augmented would be a better way to say it – memory was one of them.  It was the basis of his expertise in everything from sword-fighting to tactics to music and more.  But there was one thing Kris thought he did better than just about anyone else, and it was the basis of his success as a leader: 
 
    He knew how to leave jobs in the hands of those more capable. 
 
    Once Liria and the others were finished praying, Sonja led them across the stream and into Pataria proper.  Kris scanned in all directions as they began to ascend the hill.  There was no missing the sudden change in the way everything looked, from the air to the sky to the ground, and everything else in between.  Krycyd, Markus, Sherman, Gabrius, and Katarina all looked around as if spooked, and Kris assumed the paladins could feel the difference as much as see it.  They had left the Overking’s realm, and instantly the sky had cleared from the red haze to a pristine blue, dotted with clouds.  The ground went from parched, dead earth with only the skeletal-like remains of long-dead grass to a gently-rolling, grass-covered knoll.  Even the smell and taste of the air was different, and Kris looked back over his shoulder as realization hit him. 
 
    “Dear God,” he muttered, and his declaration drew everyone’s attention. 
 
    “You feel it too, my friend?” Markus asked, stepping up beside him. 
 
    “It all makes sense now,” the Warlord whispered, then turned to his companions.  “The name of the city… Anthraxis.  Liria, if I’m not mistaken, it means–” 
 
    “Ground zero,” Sonja interjected. 
 
    Kris nodded, turning back toward the city, only its black tower visible from this distance, and then only barely through the crimson haze.  “Do you realize what this is?” he asked with a gesture toward the crimson realm.  “It’s… it’s what’s left of Be’shatha.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Krycyd asked, stepping beside his half-brother. 
 
    Sharyn moved closer to the stream and gave an appraising sniff.  “I think you’re right,” she said with a grimace.  “I didn’t recognize it when we first landed, but after stepping out here into fresh air again…” 
 
    “This crimson haze, the dead land… this is where the demon kings killed Be’shatha, and the effects of that are the reason the Overking’s little capital realm looks, smells, and… tastes the way it does,” the Warlord said.  “When you look at the sky, you’re seeing it through her blood.” 
 
    His words hit each of his companions like a solid punch to the gut, but no reaction was more horrified than Liria’s.  The syrinthian demonhunter’s golden eyes were wide and brimming with tears, and her delicate hands were clamped over her mouth as if they were the only thing stopping her from screaming.  She sat down on the side of the hill, and Sonja went over and gave her a comforting hug. 
 
    Each of the paladins in particular looked mortified, but Corbanis was angrier than anything.  “We will repay them in kind, someday,” he said.  “But we need to concentrate on what we can affect in the here and now, and at this moment, that’s rescuing my son.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kris said, patting the larger man’s pauldron as he stepped past.  “Sonja, you keep leading the way since you’ve been here before.  Everyone else, keep your eyes and ears open, and try to keep chatter to a minimum.  I’ve no doubts our enemies are expecting us in some fashion, and even in King Morduri’s realm, there’s no telling who’ll be a spy or at least unsympathetic to our cause.” 
 
    Sonja started up the hill after helping Liria back to her feet.  Kris flashed his gaze from horizon to horizon.  He had an uneasy feeling even in this realm of a supposed ally.  Their enemies knew they were coming, and Kris knew the kings would, at the very least, have eyes and ears everywhere, watching and waiting.  How effective they were in Pataria, he wasn’t sure, but he suspected if Morduri was as lax as Kari made him out to be, it wouldn’t play in their favor. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked as he stepped beside Liria. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, cutting herself off from calling him sir again.  “For a while, I was excited to be back on Mehr’Durillia again, but what you just said brought me back to reality right quick.  I had never been to Anthraxis before, and I’m not sure the people I knew who had gone there had ever suspected why the city and its landscape are the way they are.” 
 
    “I’d bet it’s another part of the reason the Overking funnels everyone here: To remind them that he killed Be’shatha.” 
 
    “Kris, you should be mindful of saying her name aloud in public.  It is punishable by death here.” 
 
    The Warlord turned toward the black city in the distance.  “Be’shatha, Be’shatha, Be’shatha!  Come get me!” he shouted petulantly.  He turned back toward the hill and flashed a grim smile at the slack-jawed syrinthian.  “Duly noted.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” she blurted. 
 
    Kris shrugged and followed Sonja up the hill a bit.  “Nope, just sick of waiting for a war that I know is coming.  How was your chat with Ashakku?”  Liria didn’t answer, she just smiled.  “Good.  Make sure you have another one tonight.” 
 
    A pair of guards watched them begin to ascend the hill, alarmed at first until Sonja called up to them in the infernal tongue.  They appeared to recognize her, but Kris could plainly see that the size of the party was making them nervous. 
 
    “Hold up here,” he said, motioning for everyone to stop.  “Sonja, you and I will go first.  Look at them: We look like an invasion force to them.  The rest of you wait here, and we’ll call you up when we’ve explained our presence.” 
 
    Sonja looked up at the mallasti guards and then back at Kris.  “I’m too far away to sense their emotions, but I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “I’ve invaded enough places to know that look,” he said, measuring the mallasti guards’ reaction with an appraising gaze.  How often had he seen that posture and the brave set of eyes hiding terror?  Whether he went as conqueror or liberator, it was usually the same.  He gestured for Sonja to accompany him and continued up the hillside. 
 
    Once they reached the top, Sonja greeted the guards in infernal, “Good day.  I know it’s been some time since I visited here with my friends.  I’ve brought some other friends with me this time, but we’re just passing through on the way to Si’Dorra.” 
 
    The guards looked down at the others, but then turned their stares up at Kris.  He wasn’t much taller than they were, but there was a clear respect in their eyes.  Could they sense that he was Kaelariel’s son?  Or at least that there was something “divine” in him?  Kris had always known the truth behind Mehr’Durillia – that its people weren’t demons – but this world was shrouded in darkness, and none of its residents could be trusted completely.  Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “The elder will want to speak with you,” one of the guards said, turning to Sonja.  “If you wish to pass through King Irrasitus’ realm, you will likely need to stop in Ruceria and request an audience with the regent.” 
 
    “King Morduri isn’t here?” Sonja asked. 
 
    “He is currently in Tess’Vorg, visiting with King Emanitar.” 
 
    “Probably hasn’t finished with those issues Kari told us about,” Kris said. 
 
    The guards both turned back to Kris when he said Kari’s name.  “You speak of the Lady Vanador?” 
 
    “She’s moving up in the world,” Kris muttered to Sonja.  “But yes; you know Kari well?” 
 
    “One could say she has left an impression upon the people of this village, particularly our women,” the mallasti said, turning back to Sonja.  “Go to the elder; he will advise you whether to stay or go straight to Ruceria.” 
 
    Kris gestured for the others to come up the hill.  The guards took in the party with a great deal of interest, particularly the paladins among their number.  The rest of the village gathered to watch the new arrivals, and Kris silently cursed.  It was the simple truth of any military action here on Mehr’Durillia: There was no hiding the fact that he and his friends were from Citaria.  The way they stood out immediately, even in relatively friendly territory, meant that things were going to get interesting the moment they reached the border of Si’Dorra. 
 
    Perhaps, he mused, that’s something the regent can assist with.  I guess it’d be a good thing for us to stop in and see them first either way. 
 
    Sonja led the way down to the village proper, past the totem poles that drew everyone’s attention.  Kris met every pair of eyes he could as they passed among the villagers, and it wasn’t lost on him that almost every single mallasti here was female.  The children were of different ages, but seemed to have been birthed in groups.  Kris didn’t know much about village life here on Mehr’Durillia, but the utter lack of adult males made him wonder. 
 
    The elder was outside of his large, decorated tent when they reached it, and he recognized Sonja immediately.  He bowed his head to her, and she returned the gesture.  “You come among us again.  Is the Lady Vanador with you?” 
 
    “No, she had to stay back home on Citaria,” Sonja answered in infernal.  “We are passing through on the way to Si’Dorra, and thought to stop here, both to say hello and ask if we should go and speak with King Morduri’s regent.” 
 
    The aged mallasti nodded.  “We were most saddened to hear of the death of Lady Vanador’s mate.  But come, sit with us, share a meal with us, and we will speak of these things.  Then we will send you off to see the Lady Irrasitus when you have been properly fed.” 
 
    The central firepit was lighted to prepare some food, and the Silver Blades took seats around it.  Kris could see how curious his companions were to be close to mallasti for the first time.  He, by contrast, was more curious with his companions and the way they were behaving on this alien world.  Thus far, everyone seemed to be taking things in stride, from the people to the looming danger, and that helped settle Kris’ nerves as well.  It was possible some people would begin to crack once they started to encounter trouble, but that was something Kris could manage.  It was what he did as a general.  But people who cracked before trouble even came?  They were much tougher to use. 
 
    He paid only marginal attention to the conversations at first, as Sonja got reacquainted with those she’d met on her previous stay.  By the account of one mallasti woman, many of the remaining males had answered the call of their monarch to go into Tess’Vorg and aid Emanitar in his invasion of Sorelizar.  That came as a surprise to everyone, and only then did it start to sink in just what Kari had accomplished while here.  And that made Kris grin. 
 
    That’s my girl, he thought, but then he glanced over at Sonja to find her ruby eyes on him in return.  He smirked and she smiled, and he was satisfied to leave it at that.  As much as he considered the Silver Blades friends, he didn’t know any of them that intimately, but he did know that Sonja was highly sensitive to thoughts and feelings.  He and Kari still had yet to get anywhere in their budding relationship, but they also had yet to explain it to any of her in-laws.  If Sonja was happy with knowing, he assumed the others would probably follow suit. 
 
    Conversation shifted to the brewing war in Sorelizar, but the people of Moskarre had no real details to share.  Elestram runners had arrived just days before, and the village’s men had answered Morduri’s call.  It was a sobering thing to see an entire village of mothers and their young with no men around to hunt for, defend, or otherwise assist with the child-rearing in the village.  Yet despite how little he knew of mallasti as a whole, Kris had no doubts that the women could more than take care of themselves and their young when they worked together.  If the gnolls of Citaria were any indication, the mallasti women would be fine without their men – for a time, at least. 
 
    “So when were you going to tell everyone?” 
 
    Kris was brought back to the conversation at hand quickly when Sonja addressed him.  He looked around at his companions, who were equally as confused to what she meant.  “What are you talking about?  I was thinking about something,” he returned. 
 
    “Or someone,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Did I miss something?” Krycyd asked. 
 
    “Are you and Kari mated, then?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    Kris held his hands up.  “Mated?  Jesus, we kissed once.  No, we’re not mated.  I feel like I should be insulted that you think we even had time to get to that at some point before we left.” 
 
    The others chuckled, and Kris put a hand over his face as Sonja began explaining their brief conversation to the mallasti.  Soon, he was fixed with many of those golden-, brown-, or orange-eyed stares in addition to those of the Silver Blades.  Kris didn’t normally mind being the center of attention – he was a brigadier general, after all – but found himself uncomfortable being in the spotlight on account of his relationship with Kari.  Grakin hadn’t died all that long ago, and he was mindful of the feelings of the Tesconis family, no matter how encouraging and welcoming they might seem on the surface. 
 
    “You’d better not break her heart,” Sharyn said.  “All these big boys will be the least of your concerns if you do.” 
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Kris muttered. 
 
    “She is quite a special woman,” the mallasti elder said, which drew everyone’s attention instantly.  He was well-spoken in the Citarian trade tongue, and Kris found himself intrigued.  “When first she came among us, it was as an enemy, tolerated only because His Majesty had some use for her.  She took one of our daughters from us, a sacrifice to buy the freedom of another in Sorelizar.” 
 
    Sonja’s eyes teared up, and Kris glanced at Serenjols as he wrapped an arm around his sister’s shoulders.  Liria, too, seemed to realize something in the elder’s words, and was lost in tear-eyed thought. 
 
    The mallasti elder continued, “The next time she came among us, it was by her personal choice.  She brought back our daughter’s ashes, that she would remain a part of this village even after what King Sekassus did to her.  It was one of the most honorable acts I have ever witnessed in near to four eras.  We still did not appreciate it properly at the time, but we should have.  A great change had come over Lady Vanador between those first two visits.” 
 
    “The next time she came among us, she brought her own daughter, named for the one our village lost, to honor the girl and her parents.  This, too, she did of her own accord, without any prompting from our king or anyone else.  It was apparent she did not just speak words to soothe feelings or make herself feel better, but that she had truly come to care for our people.  And the last time…” 
 
    The elder sighed, looked around at his people, and said something to them quickly in the beshathan tongue.  Kris knew nothing about that language, but the way the women’s faces all creased into smiles, those impassive gazes at last cracking, said that they agreed with everything the elder was saying. 
 
    “The last time she came here, it was once again at the behest of King Irrasitus.  He asked of her a service in return for the life of our lost daughter: That she help avenge that life in some way.  She accepted, but not only did she accept, but she has brought the realm of Sorelizar to chaos, the rule of King Sekassus nearly to ruin, and – as if that were not enough – she sent word to the parents of our lost daughter.  She made sure, in the midst of the chaos and the battles and the aftermath, to send word that she had done it for her – for Uldriana – and for her parents.” 
 
    “Now I look around at you, at this gathering she has sent here for some reason you need not even explain to us, and we are honored.  We are honored that she trusts and cares for us to such a degree that she would send her friends, family, and even her… potential lover to us to be welcomed to Mehr’Durillia.  And so it is, my friends, that I welcome you to Pataria, to the village of Moskarre, and to our very homes.  Should trouble befall you in your endeavors in the realm of King Arku, return here, and we will care for you.” 
 
    “We are honored,” Kris said, Sonja allowing him to do the speaking.  “And yes, Kari certainly is a special woman.  If you knew the particulars of how she even came to be in this time and place, you’d realize she’s even more special than you give her credit for.” 
 
    The elder mallasti nodded.  “We know this.  We know very little of her on the whole, but her actions and her words tell us enough.  She has never had any true reason to care for us or fight for us, but she has.  She has demonstrated that time and again, even in the short years we have known her.” 
 
    “Most of us wouldn’t even know each other, and certainly wouldn’t be here, if it wasn’t for Kari,” Sherman mused.  “It was always a bit strange to me; as odd as it was that she had been resurrected, it was stranger still to me that she didn’t appreciate it.  But she’s brought so many people – all of our peoples – together in fairly common causes, and… well, I’m not sure how true it is for the rest of you, but I want to follow her.  She seems like a lynchpin, to maybe put it a little oddly.” 
 
    Kris made a gesture of agreement.  “That’s why I kept her close to me during the War.  Yeah, yeah, get it out of your system.  I know you all think I just wanted to bed her, but you’re only partially right.”  There was some open laughter even from the mallasti elder.  “No, she had a way of inspiring people to follow her; I guess you’d say the same way I do.  I could tell her what I needed done, and the soldiers would follow her without any argument, which left me free to take care of more command functions.  She really was the best second-in-command I’ve ever had the pleasure of serving with.” 
 
    “Well, don’t screw it up this time,” Sharyn teased, but there was a look in her eyes that Kris thought he recognized.  The werewolf nodded, then, and added, “I wish I had trusted her when I worked with her in Barcon.  If I hadn’t killed that demon, maybe she’d know so much more, and we’d be so much better prepared for all this.  I thought what I was doing was right at the time, but the more I hear about Kari, and the more I feel like I get to know her, the more I realize I was wrong.  I should’ve trusted her.  She’s not the greatest demonhunter in history for no reason.” 
 
    Corbanis turned to the werewolf but didn’t dispute that claim.  Turik Jalar was widely considered the greatest demonhunter to have lived aside from Zalkar, but Kari was changing peoples’ minds.  And she was just getting started.  Kris looked around at his companions and the mallasti of Moksarre.  Humans, werewolves, half-demons, mallasti, rir – all brought together to serve one woman.  And that was to say nothing of all the differing faiths just among this group, from Be’shatha to the Ghost to Kris’ own Christian faith, and everything in between.  Race, sex, creed, skill set – none of it mattered.  They all fit, they all worked together, and they all served the cause with one commonality that overrode every difference: 
 
    Karian Vanador. 
 
    They finished eating, and soon the Silver Blades gathered up their things in preparation to leave.  Kris turned to the mallasti elder.  “Any message you’d like us to pass along to Kari when we get back home, aside from hello?” 
 
    The elder smiled and translated Kris’ words to the other mallasti.  Soon, a female came and stood before the Warlord.  “Yes, please,” she managed in an uncertain attempt at the Citarian trade tongue.  She held one clawed, furry fist up in defiance.  “Tell her: Epaxa chi’pri.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A light, pleasant rain settled in later that night, and remained persistent until the city of Ruceria came into view.  It leant a sense of normalcy to Pataria, and Kris found it soothed a lot of his anxiety.  Every detail that made it more like home was something he could plan for or around, and meant his tactical expertise would not be inadequate here.  Most of his companions seemed less-than-pleased to trudge through inclement weather in their armor with no proper accommodations for sleeping.  What Kris found curious were the ones who didn’t seem bothered by the rain. 
 
    Kris was sure he’d met werewolves before, but never one who was open about the fact.  They typically did their best to simply pass as human; there were far too many people who were superstitious or just convinced that anything “unusual” had to be evil.  Despite his upbringing – he was a prince, for what little that meant these days – Kris was no stranger to racial biases or even discrimination.  There was no getting around the fact that he was serilian-rir, no matter who his mother was and regardless of her status as monarch. 
 
    Sharyn was completely open about the fact that she was a werewolf, at least among the Silver Blades and their companions.  It had only taken Krycyd by surprise, but he took it in stride based on everyone else’s treatment of the shapeshifter.  Sharyn gave off such a weird vibe, so much about her saying she was a child of the city, but her bestial side saying otherwise.  The rain didn’t faze her at all, and despite the leather gear and the blades she carried in her human form, she seemed at home in the wild.  Kris found there was some kindred spirit between them, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on why.  Nevertheless, every time their eyes met, she smiled: Sometimes subtly, but other times quite deliberately. 
 
    Liria also seemed unconcerned with the weather.  The girl was hyper-vigilant at virtually all times, even taking the time to learn tracking and scouting from Gabrius and Aeligos where she could.  Kris had been curious at Kari’s suggestion they bring the girl with them; after all, they weren’t planning to traverse the lands of the syrinthians.  True, Liria was familiar with the beshathan language, but she represented a risk that Kris had a hard time quantifying when he sat awake at night, laying plans in his head. 
 
    Whatever the case, the girl took her role as a demonhunter seriously.  At night, when they had the luxury of sparring and sharpening each other’s skills, she had demonstrated a deadly proficiency with her dual blades, and Kris didn’t miss the fact that she had learned Kari’s style at some point.  Liria’s presence was just another example of how adept Kari was at picking people based on their skillsets.  And, if he was allowing himself to gloat a little bit, it was also indicative of his own expertise at letting others make the call when they knew better than he did. 
 
    “What do you think?” Gabrius asked, rousing Kris from his thoughts. 
 
    “We don’t want to camp out here on the hillside with the city that close,” the Warlord said, assuming that was what Gabrius was asking.  “A large group of people that refuse to come into the city, particularly when it’s raining, has to suggest bandits or assassins, even here.” 
 
    Liria nodded.  “Refusing hospitality is an insult to the beshathan people, and they will assume the worst of us.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about this city?” 
 
    The syrinthian girl shook her head.  “No, sir,” she slipped.  “Aside from the obvious, that is: It’s the capital, it’s supposed to be where King Irrasitus lives.  Gabrius and I saw some patrols around the outside walls, but they look preventative, not as though they’re expecting any kind of trouble.  Oh, and the main gate is on the east side, opposite the lake.” 
 
    Gabrius bobbed his head in agreement with her assessment.  “You are developing a good eye and the sharp mind that goes with it.” 
 
    Aeligos nodded.  “My suggestion: Let’s get inside the city and take a room at the first inn we see.  Nothing devious, nothing suggesting we’re looking for trouble.  I might be able to use some shapeshifting spells to accompany Liria out into the city if we want to do a little exploring before we turn in for the night.  I’m not sure that’s the impression we want to give of her or ourselves, though.” 
 
    Kris shook his head.  “Nope, definitely not.  Let’s approach in small groups.  It’s fine if they know we’re all together, but we don’t want to approach the gates of the capital city looking like a strike force or a band of mercenaries of some kind.” 
 
    He turned to the humans and werewolf first.  “I think the four of you will be the least conspicuous of all of us, but none of you speak infernal, do you?  Hmm, then we’d best have Sonja go first; she can take Krycyd, Aeligos, and Gabrius with her.  Sonja, let them know others are coming a few at a time, if you would, then you can wait for the rest of us.  Markus, the twins, and Sharyn can go second; I don’t think humans will concern them all that much, but…” 
 
    “You think they might smell what I am?” Sharyn asked, nodding to herself even before Kris could answer. 
 
    “Maybe.  Nobody said anything in Moskarre, at least as far as I’m aware.  They may not know what to make of it, even if they do.” 
 
    “It’s pretty subtle, even to my nose, and I know what to look for,” Sharyn offered. 
 
    “It’s fine, just be wary,” Kris said, and she nodded again.  “Corbanis, you and Jol can go up together – the two of you may give them pause even without anyone else.  Then I’ll bring up the rear with Liria and Eli.” 
 
    “Just wait till I tell Kari you were talking about Liria’s rear,” Eli said in deadpan tones. 
 
    The syrinthian girl turned a brilliant shade of rose as the others laughed.  “You behave yourself!” she said, pointing a finger at the half-corlyps.  “Or I will tell your wife of your crass sense of humor.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, she got several years of it before we were mated.” 
 
    “All right, head toward the gate in groups,” Kris said, gesturing with his head.  “Sonja, if they ask what we’re doing in the city, just tell them we’re friends of Lady Vanador and were told to come see the regent.  There’s absolutely no reason for us to lie at this point.” 
 
    “Of course,” the archmage said, and she set out toward the east-side gate with her brother and the half-brys and terra-rir paladins beside her. 
 
    Each of the groups went in turn, and Kris was pleased to find they were admitted to the city with little scrutiny.  The patrols they saw from a distance turned out to be pairs of erestram or harmauths.  Valirasi perched on the walls every so often, though they remained grounded with the rain.  The city was obviously well-protected, which Kris found somewhat odd in light of the fact that its king rarely stayed within its confines.  That was a mystery to muse upon later, though; Kris was simply glad his group was not seen as a threat. 
 
    Liria started toward the nearest inn to get them accommodations, but Kris held her back.  “Let Sonja handle getting us rooms,” he said, and the syrinthian girl wasn’t the only one who stared at him, confused. 
 
    “Thinking they might assume she’s with us under duress?” Aeligos piped up. 
 
    The Warlord nodded.  “It’ll be helpful to have her speak for us when she needs to, but I want it clear she’s with us by choice.” 
 
    “Oh,” Liria blurted, then turned to look at Sonja. 
 
    The archmage got their rooms with little trouble, and even had a message sent to the palace letting the regent know they needed to see her.  The rooms were small, sufficient only for two, really, so they paired up and prepared to turn in for the night.  Kris was pleased that he didn’t even have to say anything: Everyone knew what was expected.  For a moment, he thought maybe Kari had drilled that into them, but then realization hit him, and he cracked a grim smile.  No doubt that discipline was Erik’s work. 
 
    We’re going to get you back, old friend, he thought.  Just hang in there a little longer. 
 
    “Sorry you’re stuck bunking with me,” he told Liria as they chose their beds and laid their things down where there was room.  The domiciles were tight and efficient, clearly not designed to be occupied at all times. 
 
    “Lady Vanador asked you to keep a close eye on me, did she?” the cadet prodded. 
 
    Kris smirked.  “Yeah, she did,” he answered, stripping off his paluric armor.  It felt good to get out of the suit after a few days on the road.  He shed the rest of his clothing as well, but stopped short of getting completely undressed.  Liria was staring at him wide-eyed, and he let out a semi-uncomfortable chuckle.  “You must see naked men on the campus now and then, yes?” 
 
    “Not like you,” she whispered.  “What… what are you?  I understand you’re serilian-rir, but I’ve never seen one like you.” 
 
    “A mutt.” 
 
    “A mutt?  What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m a mixture of a bunch of different races: Terra-rir, terra-bengal, serilis-rir, something of a deity or archangel, depending who you ask… so, yes, a mutt.” 
 
    “I have seen the stripes of a terra-bengal before, but not in that color.” 
 
    “As far as I know, my sister is the only other person you’ll ever see that looks anything like I do,” Kris said, sitting on the edge of his bed.  “Do you want me to leave the room while you get changed out of your armor?” 
 
    “No, that’s all right,” she answered.  She started to get undressed, but very slowly and hesitantly.  She gestured to his shoulder.  “What does that tattooed inscription mean?” 
 
    “It’s my battle mantra.” 
 
    “PSA 144:1… sounds like a very strange battle cry.” 
 
    Kris laughed.  “It’s a reference to the book of my faith,” he said.  “Blessed be the Lord, my Rock, who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle.” 
 
    “Your holy book says that?” 
 
    The Warlord nodded.  “Freedom is something you have to fight to protect, Liria.  That’s something you’re going to become intimately familiar with as a demonhunter.  And that’s not just to speak of freedom from the tyranny of the kings.  Every freedom you hold dear, you have to be willing to fight to protect.  Does Sakkrass – or Ashakku, rather – not have a holy book that your people follow?” 
 
    “We followed his word at one point, but we have long been cut off from it,” she said with a grimace.  “Still, it is passed down in secret through the generations by oral tradition as best as we can manage.  Admittedly, I know little of him but that he is our true father, and that one day, we will return to his service as a people.” 
 
    “That day may come sooner than you think,” Kris said, keeping his eye contact strong. 
 
    “Let us hope so.  So you fight for freedom?  That is what your father controls as a deity of Citaria, no?” 
 
    He turned his gaze away as Liria got the bulk of her armor off.  “Yeah.  I’m a prince where I come from, Liria.  But I’m a bit like Kari: I’ve spent most of my life in the front lines, fighting for freedom and trying to make sure as many people as possible get the opportunity to live something of a good, peaceful life.  The tattoo is a bit of a reminder that I don’t fight for my own glory, that I have to bear in mind what those less fortunate go through, and why I’ve got to fight for them especially and not rest on the comforts of my position as a prince.” 
 
    When he looked at her again, Liria had her back to him.  She was nude now, but her lithe rump was modestly covered by the serpent-like tail, and soon she had on a long nightshirt that went to her knees.  She turned to him and had a smile on her face, and he wondered if she found his appraising stare amusing. 
 
    “No wonder Lady Vanador finds you so attractive.” 
 
    Kris snorted.  “I thought it was the stripes…” 
 
    “I hope it is not improper of me to say so, but you two will make beautiful children.” 
 
    The Warlord was caught a bit off-guard by that, but he smiled to cover his thoughts.  He had to wonder if that was what the rest of the family was thinking, and how it might make them feel in the deeper parts of their hearts.  It was such a delicate thing to think and especially jest about with how recently Grakin had passed, and Kris had to be mindful of that, no matter how much Kari might be ready to move on.  He delicately changed the subject a bit, “I didn’t see any tattoos on you; do your people ever get them?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Liria said, “though mostly within the priesthood.  They used to tattoo images and sigils representing Ashakku, but those have been corrupted by servitude to King Sekassus.” 
 
    Kris nodded.  “Again, not for much longer.” 
 
    Liria’s expression spoke of her determination.  “Gods willing.” 
 
    The Warlord smiled again in response.  “Sleep well.  I’m a light sleeper, and usually only need a few hours at night.  Not that I really expect trouble here in the city, but you seem hypervigilant, to put it bluntly.  Make sure you get a good night’s sleep while you can.” 
 
    “Eternal vigilance or eternal peace; that’s what Mr. Red Eagle always tells us,” the girl responded, but she waved away her own words and got comfortable in the bed.  “If it’s not too forward of me to ask, you and Lady Vanador are going to begin courtship rites, yes?” 
 
    “I think we already did,” he answered, but shrugged when Liria turned over to look at him.  “She’s going through a lot right now with everything that’s happened, Grakin’s death not the least of it.  I have to tread a fine line between being there for her and not taking advantage of her.  And like Sharyn said, I need to not screw it up this time.” 
 
    “This time?” 
 
    Kris fought not to get lost in thought.  “A tale for another night.  For now, I have to ask you something that might make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    She sat up, anxiety clear in her golden gaze.  “What is it?” 
 
    “Have you ever killed anyone?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “The Order can teach you everything about being a hunter except how to feel when you take someone’s life.  So, have you?” 
 
    “No, I… I was assigned to guard the campus after the attack.  I didn’t have to fight any of the attackers.  But I would have…” 
 
    “Liria, I’m not going to beat around the bush on this: We’re here to kill people.  Is that something you’re ready to deal with?” 
 
    She was quiet for a few moments, but resolve was building behind those eyes.  “I’m here to protect my friends and rescue my brother in arms.  If that means I have to kill someone, then yes, I’m ready to do that.” 
 
    Kris held her under a silent gaze for a short time, but simply acknowledged her words with a nod.  “Get some sleep, soldier.  We need to get up early tomorrow, wash up, and make sure we’re presentable for the regent.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Liria said, turning down the lantern beside the bed without argument. 
 
    He managed to not snort at her formal address.  He glanced around the room and his low-light vision took over, but he decided he’d best take his own advice.  He got comfortable and turned in himself, drifting off to sleep thinking about Kari. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ruceria was a fascinating city under the sunlight.  It had, to Kris’ eye, a mixture of what he’d describe as Indian and ancient Egyptian architecture from Earth.  They were styles one could still see in places in the modern cities of the Strekan province, but here, they had so much more charm.  Here, they appeared to set the standard for being pleasing to the eye as well as masterful works of craftsmanship on the part of both architects and laborers. 
 
    The Silver Blades drew many a curious stare as they made their way to the palace, but Sonja assured Kris that it was curiosity over the size and makeup of the group more than anything.  What a wonder it was to have someone empathic and telepathic in his retinue.  Kris had developed some of his own psionic powers over the years, no doubt the result of his “divine” heritage, but they were nothing like Sonja’s.  His revolved mostly around body control and manipulation, which allowed for faster healing and suppressing the need for things like food, water, and sleep for longer periods of time than being serilian-rir would normally account for. 
 
    Equally as helpful were the vigilant gazes of Aeligos and Eli.  The two walked side by side, and from their frequent exchanged looks, Kris could tell they were evaluating the city and its people.  Aeligos was a brilliant tactician, but also an infiltrator, and Kris knew the rogue would quickly get a feel for the pulse of the city.  Eli, too, having once been part of an assassin’s guild, had a similar skillset and no less appraising a mind.  Fortunately, neither of them seemed at all concerned by the people and places they passed among. 
 
    The population here was mostly elestram, with a fair number of mallasti and valirasi that added a bit of flavor to things.  Harmauths and erestram could be seen here and there, usually involved in some type of guard duty from the looks of them.  Succubi and incubi were virtually nonexistent, thankfully, and syrinthians and sylinths were completely absent.  That made Kris wonder about Liria, and he silently gestured toward the girl when he caught Sonja’s attention. 
 
    The archmage made a subtle gesture that indicated nothing was amiss.  They arrived at the palace shortly, thanks to its location in the center of the city.  Kris had wondered if it might be against the river for defensive purposes, but then he wondered if the river might be the very border of Tess’Vorg.  That, of course, made Kris wonder why the capital would be right on the border of a neighboring realm, and that threatened to give him a quick headache.  It made no sense to him, whether Morduri and Emanitar got along or not.  As was often the best practice in a new place, though, he resolved to learn and avoid making assumptions. 
 
    They were admitted to the palace with only the barest of inquiries.  The structure was a pyramid for roughly the height of two stories, and then it became something else entirely.  It was a wonder of architecture, and even from what little Kris knew of Mehr’Durillia and its people, he could see its design was a blending of cultures.  It rose higher than all other buildings in the city, but its upper floors were comprised of open archways and breezeways, suggesting its height was more about the open air than dominance. 
 
    That was something Kris could respect. 
 
    The Silver Blades had only to wait fifteen minutes before they were summoned into the audience hall.  It wasn’t a throne room, more like an expansive study arranged around a hearth on one wall.  The fireplace was currently cold, and with the warmth of the realm during the day, Kris surmised it might only see use at night.  The rest of the room was filled by bookshelves, cabinets, and near the east wall, a massive table whose surface was a map of Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    On the other side of that table stood an elestram woman of regal bearing.  Her clothing was decorative but somewhat modest, marked by golden embroidery that formed a crest-like pattern.  The woman’s eyes were golden, but there was something in her stare that made what was a common eye color among the elestram somehow more forceful.  She had filigree either painted or branded around and below her eyes, and between them, strung from brow to brow, was a golden chain.  Her long, pointed ears were bejeweled with no less than a dozen rings each.  With one of her slender, clawed hands, she gestured her guests forward. 
 
    Kris was pleased that he didn’t have to remind anyone to bow respectfully to the regent.  Once he’d done so himself, he hesitated, waiting to see if he was supposed to greet her first, or if she would take the initiative with introductions. 
 
    “I have seen a great many things in my lifetime, but never did I expect to play host to the Warlord of Citaria,” she said.  She had the accent of one who spoke beshathan normally, but her fluency in the Citarian trade tongue was admirable.  “I am Lady Irrasitus, Giamalla, Regent of the realm of Pataria in service to my son, King Irrasitus, Morduri.  I understand one of your friends was taken by King Arku; how may we be of assistance, Warlord?” 
 
    It took Kris the better part of a minute to even find his voice.  “I’m honored that you know of me by reputation, Lady Irrasitus,” he said.  He took a moment to introduce each of the Silver Blades.  “It’s fortuitous that we decided to come see you personally.  Admittedly, we don’t know much about how Erik was taken.  We know little more than where to and by whom.  May we impose on you to tell us what you know, and even what rumors you and your people have heard since the abduction?” 
 
    She gave a sharp nod of her jackal-like head. “You may.  Esitru, bring our guests some refreshments at once.” 
 
    Kris did a double-take as another elestram he hadn’t even noticed seemed to step out from the wall itself and bow to the regent before making his way to the cabinets on the room’s far side.  By the looks on his companions’ faces, he wasn’t the only one to have missed it. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” Lady Irrasitus offered, gesturing to the many furnishings around the area.  She glanced at each of the Silver Blades, and those golden eyes finally came back up to meet Kris’ gaze evenly.  “My, you are not going for subtlety at all, are you?” 
 
    Kris had to smile at that.  “They know we’re coming.  It’ll be tough to get this many of us there without drawing attention, but we’re not here to be subtle, no.  We’re here to send a clear message to Arku and anyone else dumb enough to attack us directly.” 
 
    “I would expect no less bravery from one trained by Lord Chinchala,” she agreed with a decisive nod.  “However, entering Si’Dorra will not be as straightforward as you may suspect.  With the unrest in Sorelizar, and my son’s involvement – not to mention the fact that the Black Reaver has abducted one of your companions – Si’Dorra will be on high alert, well-defended, and virtually impenetrable for those who know not its layout.” 
 
    “Yes, we suspected the border was going to be guarded against us, but I have some very capable scouts with me, not to mention an accomplished archmage.” 
 
    The elestram woman blinked slowly.  “You would be met by the same.  However, there are things that can be done to open our mutual enemy’s lines to you and your friends… things my son would be agreeable to, were he here to make the decisions himself.  You said you know where your companion is being held; if you but tell me that, we may arrange to aid you.” 
 
    “Dauchin-Rache,” Kris answered, and he marveled as the elestram regent moved and closely focused the map with hand gestures.  He approached the table, and was joined around its outer edge by the rest of his companions. 
 
    He realized the map on the table was no roughshod image, but a detailed, topographical map of Si’Dorra now, showing elevations, vegetation, duchies, and dozens of other distinctions Kris didn’t recognize at first glance.  Its labels were in beshathan, so he couldn’t read them, but Lady Irrasitus pointed to one of the larger cities in the central north.  Kris grimaced immediately.  Most of the travel would be uphill, and even just from this map, he could tell that Dauchin-Rache would not be an easy target to siege or infiltrate. 
 
    “Dauchin-Rache,” the elestram woman repeated, tapping the city on the map.  “This is the home of Duke Curlamanx.”  She paused as many of the Tesconis siblings made sounds deep in their throat.  “They must know you are coming, otherwise he would be held in Agivak, the capital city of Si’Dorra.” 
 
    Kris nodded.  “Council is coming into session soon; Arku knows he can’t leave Erik at his own keep while he’s away at the meeting.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “What if Erik’s not in Dauchin-Rache?” Aeligos asked.  “What if Curlamanx takes him to Agivak and holds him there, even while King Arku is gone?” 
 
    Krycyd furrowed his brow.  “Why would he do that?” 
 
    Kris put his hand to his chin but waited to hear Aeligos out.  The rogue continued, “You have to figure, if they know we’re coming, that their best option would be to solidify their power.  King Arku may be gone for the council session for a week or two, but the bulk of his army – the best bulk of it, mind you – should be concentrated in Agivak.  If I was Curlamanx – and thank the gods I’m not – I’d hole up in Agivak, behind the thickest walls, the strongest army, and right where my king was going to return when he was finished in Anthraxis.” 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” the Warlord said.  “But they didn’t expect anyone to give Kari the information she got from her prisoners.  They don’t know that we know Erik is being held at Dauchin-Rache; they think we’re going to Agivak to try to rescue him.  My guess is Curlamanx is going to hole up in Agivak like you said, but Erik is going to be left at Dauchin-Rache.  They want all of their power at Agivak to crush or capture us.” 
 
    Aeligos nodded but offered nothing else yet, glancing to the regent for her thoughts. 
 
    “The odds of successfully invading or even infiltrating Agivak are heavily against you,” she said matter-of-factly.  “Your odds of success in Dauchin-Rache are much better, but still not what I would call promising.  Granted, you must consider that I know little of your group as a whole; perhaps you are stronger and more intelligent than I give you credit for.  But the odds overall are against you in this, our aid notwithstanding.” 
 
    “You let me worry about the odds,” Kris said with a smirk, but then quickly amended it with, “Your Ladyship.” 
 
    Lady Irrasitus snorted, showing a bit of a smile for the first time.  “If your prowess is as considerable as your bravado – which I have been told is true – then I have little doubt you will emerge victorious.”  The humor dropped away from her expression in an instant.  “Not all of you, though.” 
 
    The Silver Blades began looking around at each other, but Kris made a sharp, dismissive gesture.  “Don’t start second-guessing yourselves,” he said.  “We all knew the risks coming into this.  We’re going to rescue Erik, we’re going to humiliate Arku, and if he’s stupid enough to be in Dauchin-Rache, God willing, we’re going to kill Curlamanx.  Keep your minds on that and forget the odds.” 
 
    “Well said,” Serenjols agreed. 
 
    “Is there anything else you know of my son’s abduction, Your Ladyship?” Corbanis asked before anyone else could get sidetracked by doubts. 
 
    “Only that the one you call Taesenus was involved,” she replied.  “He has become the champion of Lord Abaddon, as far as I am aware.  Why he and the Black Reaver would work together is a mystery, but I suspect you will not encounter him in Si’Dorra.  They may be working together, but allowing Lord Abaddon’s champion to walk the lands of Si’Dorra would be a massive mistake on Lord Arku’s part.” 
 
    Kris walked over and took one of the glasses of dark liquor the attendant had left for the guests.  When he returned to the map table, he took a short sip and placed the glass on the table’s edge before he met Lady Irrasitus’ stare evenly.  “Then if you’d be so kind, Your Ladyship, how exactly are you able to help us?” 
 
    “The best things – from our standpoint, anyway – about Lord Arku’s army are that they are neither particularly loyal nor populous.  They are currently watching the borders of Sorelizar and Tess’Vorg most closely with the unrest between those two realms.  Fortunately, this means the bulk of the army is not available to watch our border or those of our neighbors to the east to try to detect your approach.” 
 
    “So, we sneak across the border from somewhere at the east end of Pataria?” Liria asked, but then she blushed and shrunk into herself when Kris and Aeligos both shook their heads. 
 
    “That’s what they expect,” Kris said, trying not to sound condescending. 
 
    “We’re going to sneak across in the last place they’ll expect,” Aeligos added. 
 
    Lady Irrasitus swept the map far to the west with a dramatic wave of her hand, and pointed to a particular spot near the border.  “Sorelizar.” 
 
    “Sonja, you can mask our movements, right?” Kris asked, and the scarlet-haired woman answered affirmatively.  “Lady Irrasitus, can you provide a diversion out to the east in several days’ time to make it look as though you’re providing cover for us?” 
 
    “I can and will,” she agreed.  “We will set a specific date several days from now, to be certain your opportunity is not wasted.” 
 
    “You devious bastard,” Sharyn muttered, and Kris turned and smirked at the werewolf. 
 
    The Warlord let the smile drop from his features.  “I doubt I really need to say this, but I’m going to anyway.  This is your last chance to avoid what’s coming and stay somewhere safe.  I’m not going to be upset if any of you choose not to go.  You know what’s waiting for us in Sorelizar, and across that border in Si’Dorra.  I don’t believe in odds any more than I believe in luck, but there’s a method to Lady Irrasitus’ calculations, and the threat of any or all of us getting killed is very real.  I want to leave today, start making our way across Tess’Vorg as soon as we can, and cross from Sorelizar.  We won’t have to go far into Sekassus’ realm, but it’s a bit of trip to get there anyway.” 
 
    “Jol,” Sonja said, drawing her eldest brother’s attention.  “Stay here.” 
 
    “What?” he balked. 
 
    “You’ve got a wife and a new baby,” she continued.  “Gods, we should’ve told you to stay home in the first place.” 
 
    Serenjols looked upset at the suggestion, but surprisingly, he didn’t argue.  He turned to Aeligos and then his father, and when both of them nodded their agreement with Sonja, Jol looked to Kris.  “Warlord?” he asked. 
 
    Kris dipped his head affirmatively.  “You’re excused,” he said.  “Everything was so hectic getting everyone ready to come here, I hadn’t really considered any of that.  They’re right: You should stay.  You can remain here in Ruceria; I wouldn’t suggest going back to Anthraxis while people are actively looking for us.” 
 
    Sonja turned to Eli after a moment, and the half-corlyps snorted before a word was said.  “Don’t even think about it,” he preempted any suggestions that he, too, return home.  “I’m not going anywhere except with you.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Leave him be,” Kris said, ending the argument before it could start. 
 
    Lady Irrasitus looked at the companions and then fixated on Serenjols.  “I can grant you a royal escort to Anthraxis to coincide with the council session.  Then Lord Chinchala’s daughter can take you home at her convenience.” 
 
    Jol looked around at the others, but not one of the Silver Blades looked disappointed or upset.  If anything, they were saddened to be losing his sword arm, but despite the weight of all they faced, he was the one with the most to lose.  “I will tell Kari what we’ve learned when I get back,” he said.  He turned to Lady Irrasitus then and bowed respectfully.  “Thank you and your son for all you are doing to help rescue my brother.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, young man,” she returned with a polite bow of the head. 
 
    “All right, then,” Kris said.  He glanced at Lady Irrasitus before his gaze settled on Corbanis.  “If there’s nothing else to go over… let’s go rescue your son.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VIII – Warning Signs 
 
      
 
    It was surreal to finally have some quality time away from work with her children.  Kari had taken care of the last of the notifications days before, leaving her to spend time with her kids.  There was always some work to be done, taking them around the city as she made arrangements with John Schultz’ contracting guild to have her house rebuilt, but she got to sit and watch them play with Sidney and the children at the orphanage quite often.  It was as much quality time as Kari had gotten to spend with her children since her bereavement leave after Grakin’s death. 
 
    And six months between quality times with her children was far too long. 
 
    The days had done wonders for her body, healing at its natural rate for a change rather than at the advanced rate of Sakkrass’ regenerative gift.  Kari wanted to be on Mehr’Durillia to help rescue Erik, but part of her understood these circumstances.  She was being told by her divine patrons to slow down, to relax as much as she could for a time at least, and remember to trust in those under her command.  She was no longer just the highest-ranking demonhunter in the world, she was now a general, and had to get accustomed to letting others do the grunt work when she had more pressing matters. 
 
    The strangest part of it all was that she was getting to spend time with all three of her “children,” as she had intermittent visions and dreams of that mallestrem child.  The ethereal sound of his voice and particularly his laughter made Kari’s heart flutter.  At first, she’d thought it might just be a dream, a remnant of her lovemaking with Morduri.  The more she thought on it, though, she began to wonder if she had been pregnant, and changing back to her rir form had caused her to miscarry.  It would explain the blood and the pain, but why was she then having dreams of the “lost” child, if that’s indeed what it was?  She had no real explanation, and worse, no one she could speak to about it.  The only ones who might be at all knowledgeable about such things were her archmagi friends and acquaintances, and they were still busy sorting through the fallout of Reese’s error and the resulting demonic infestation. 
 
    Something was afoot with the Blood Order as well, their members far more noticeable and agitated in the wake of the attack.  Kari desperately wanted to speak with Eryn Olgaryn, one of the highest-ranking assassins in the guild.  Eryn wouldn’t tell Kari everything, but she could share some secrets, and maybe at least tell Kari whether the Blood Order was considering an overthrow or other mayhem. 
 
    The thought of overthrow made Kari’s stomach churn.  She was due to attend the duke’s court in a few days, and was torn by mixed emotions.  On the one hand, she still wanted to slap his head off his shoulders for mocking her destroyed home, but on the other, she had a duty, as one of his baronesses and the head of the Demonhunter Order, to protect him.  Duke Bosimar was fast becoming a thorn in Kari’s side, but at the same time, she recognized his authority and rule was better than anything they were going to get under the Blood Order. 
 
    “You have no business here!” came a shout from behind, rousing Kari from her musing while she watched the children play. 
 
    One of the caretakers was staring down the length of the porch, and at its far end, Kari could see the very woman she was hoping to find.  Eryn stared back coldly at the orphan matron, but she made no threats or gestures.  It was strange to Kari to think of an orphanage caretaker having the mettle to stand up to a member of the Blood Order, even if Eryn wasn’t quite five feet tall.  Then Kari reminded herself that many of the caretakers were also part of Kaelariel’s priesthood.  No doubt Eryn knew that as well, and any potential fisticuffs or worse between the two women would be tempered by the danger an open fight between the temple and the assassin’s guild represented. 
 
    “It’s all right, Gina,” Kari said quietly.  “She’s here to see me.” 
 
    The rir woman grimaced but kept her gaze firmly on Eryn.  She made no attempt to block Eryn from approaching Kari, but the demonhunter rose and gestured for the assassin to follow her off the grounds anyway.  “Gina, watch the children for me?  I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    The caretaker agreed, and Kari led Eryn next door to the porch of Eli and Danilynn’s home.  That didn’t seem to sit any better with the caretakers, but Kari had to assert her position a bit and make a conscious effort not to worry about it.  If Eryn had come to see her in broad daylight with the city in disarray, there had to be an important reason.  There was too much going on with the rebuilding and the disorder amongst the assassin’s guild for Eryn to be wasting her time on a social call. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked her friend.  “I haven’t heard from Aeligos or the others yet.” 
 
    The half-brys woman made a dismissive gesture.  “I’m not worried about him,” she said.  “I’m more worried about the city right now.” 
 
    “Your people have seemed on edge since the attack.  What’s going on?” 
 
    Eryn walked to the railing and glanced both ways down the street.  “A rival guild is trying to muscle in on DarkWind, Kari.  And these people are dangerous.”  She seemed to pick up on Kari’s amusement without even looking back at her, and blew out a snort.  “I mean really dangerous.  What my guild is all about is no secret, but you know we don’t ply our trade against the common people without a solid reason.  A guild that’s strong enough to come in and take over, though?  That’s a guild that should worry everyone.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    The half-brys grimaced.  “Not a lot.  These people are like ghosts.  They appear and then disappear like shadows or wind.  They blend in with the common people so well that it’s tough to know what we’re dealing with a lot of the time.  Sometimes we think we’ve discovered one or more of them, only to find we’ve accosted a citizen.  And that’s putting a big strain on relations with the duke, as I’m sure you can imagine.” 
 
    “Have you captured or killed any of these rival guild members yet?” Kari asked, moving to the rail beside her companion. 
 
    “Not a one,” Eryn answered.  “But our people are disappearing, so this isn’t just paranoia.  Someone is whittling away at our hold, and Tarek is expecting a full-scale battle on the streets.” 
 
    “Oh gods, Eryn…” 
 
    “You know that’s not what we want,” the assassin said, meeting Kari’s gaze.  “That’s not how we operate.  We protect the interests of our clients, Kari, but it’s always been more political than social.  None of the common people usually represent any sort of threat to those we work for and protect, and most of the problems can be dealt with by threat of force or through some political machinations.  The number of people we actually have to kill is surprisingly small, if you had any real idea.  But we have to keep our standing army numerous to prevent the sort of encroachment we’re now seeing.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  She didn’t understand exactly, but she knew what Eryn was hinting at.  She had no real idea just who the guild’s “clients” might be, and that was what interested her the most.  Just who needed an assassin’s guild to protect their interests?  Could it be the merchant and trade guilds themselves?  Lesser nobles?  Wealthy folk of a different sort?  Or, more likely, a combination of all of them? 
 
    “Could it be the Black Dragon Society?” Kari prodded.  “From everything I heard when I was working down in Barcon a couple of years ago, they were experts at staying hidden.  They didn’t patrol the streets or have an obvious presence like your guild does.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Eryn answered.  “There’s something different about them.  It’s like they already know who we are, and that worries me.  It means they’ve been casing this city for some time, and they’ve done their due diligence in learning who it is they’re up against.  It’s the sort of preparation I’d expect out of you or Kris, not a band of thugs.  Whoever they are, they’re highly organized and extremely dangerous, and that represents a threat to more than just my guild.  That’s why I thought you should know.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” the demonhunter said with a nod.  “Let me get in touch with Earl Black, and I’ll see if the Black Dragon Society has been expanding beyond Barcon.  You might also want to keep an eye out for Gil.  She could probably help you sniff out some of these people so you can at least figure out who you’re dealing with.” 
 
    Eryn shook her head.  “Tarek said no official contact with outsiders.  He’ll probably be mad enough with me for coming to see you.  But you have to know what’s going on if this is going to boil over into the streets.  Right now Tarek’s battening down the hatches, as they might say down at the docks.  He’s afraid we’ve actually been infiltrated, and that the attacks might be coming from within.” 
 
    “I know what that’s like,” Kari sighed.  “So why doesn’t he want you to see me, aside from the obvious reasons?” 
 
    “He doesn’t trust you, especially after the attack last week.  He thinks you’re going to bring destruction to the city one way or another.  Between you and me, he asked if I thought I could kill you if it came down to that, but not only did I tell him no, but that it’s actually the worst thing he could possibly consider doing.  I tried to explain to him that you’re the reason the destruction last week was as light as it was.  He sees you as the cause of the trouble; I obviously know you’re the solution.” 
 
    Kari wanted to laugh at the rare bit of humor from the half-brys woman, but found she couldn’t.  It was enough to be at war with the kings of Mehr’Durillia and to know that Taesenus was still out there somewhere, plotting to kill Kari and her family.  Now, though, she had the duke to deal with, and the head of the Blood Order was considering having her murdered.  Kari was truly beset on all sides, and she realized her most powerful allies were all on Mehr’Durillia dealing with yet more problems. 
 
    She had the briefest amusing thought of building a temple to Sakkrass right on the center square of the campus to draw hundreds or thousands of czarikk to her side.  Not to mention the dragon, Samasurassa.  Then she realized, of course, that she already had an army of sorts at her beck and call. 
 
    “I’m going to assign more of my hunters to patrolling the city, and tell them to be on the lookout for suspicious characters,” Kari said.  “I won’t have to give them much detail, but maybe the increased presence will either stall these rivals or force them to be more direct, which may make it easier for you to root them out.” 
 
    Eryn bobbed her head.  “I know it might sound strange, Kari, but we really are on the same side.  We just use different methods to protect our charges.” 
 
    But I protect everyone, not just my “clients,” Kari thought. 
 
    “I’d best get going,” the half-brys woman said. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll check in with Earl Black,” Kari said by way of dismissal.  “Time to get back to my kids, though.” 
 
    Eryn smiled but then walked off with a quickened pace to disappear into traffic. 
 
    Kari spent a while longer alongside Danilynn, playing with their children or watching them play with the others.  Sidney was adjusting well to being adopted, and even referred to Danilynn as Mama fairly often.  It was amusing when he started to say ma’am and then corrected himself mid-word.  He seemed a bright and pretty good-looking little boy, and Kari was glad he had chanced upon being adopted by a fellow half-corlyps that could set him a proper example.  It only left her with the question of what had happened to the boy’s parents. 
 
    As afternoon began to wane, Kari left her kids with Danilynn and Damansha, and then she made her way to the campus and its temple.  She made it about halfway up the steps to the front doors before realization came to her, and she furrowed her brow.  She looked out over the campus’ central square, taking in the sight of the cadets training without Liria among them for a change, and she spotted someone she wanted to speak with: Darius Red Eagle. 
 
    Kari sat down and calmed her thoughts first.  Zalkar, I need our priests in Barcon to ask Earl Black if they are still having issues with the Black Dragon Society there, or if the guild has moved beyond the city and perhaps towards here. 
 
    She could almost sense her deity smiling as she remembered she didn’t need to ask the priests to relay messages for her anymore.  She felt her thoughts reflected off of Zalkar, and that the priests in Barcon received the message.  She would have an answer in little time, but there was still always much to be done.  She rose and crossed the central square to the training cadets, who all stopped and saluted her along with their training instructor. 
 
    “What can we do for you, ma’am?” Darius asked her.  He was a handsome human with a darker skin tone, a fantastic head of long black hair, and dark eyes that reminded Kari a little bit of her own.  He was a decorated veteran hunter who had transitioned into a fine drill instructor – not as intimidating as Typhonix, but one who got the same results from his recruits regardless. 
 
    Kari glanced at the cadets but shrugged off their presence.  “I’ve got a position open for a second-in-command,” she said.  “I’ve got you and John Campbell in mind to fill the post, but the first step is to ask each of you if you’re even interested.” 
 
    The awe they normally displayed around Kari quickly evaporated as the cadets began to implore their instructor to take the position.  “I would be honored, ma’am,” he answered at last. 
 
    “All right, then, let me talk to Campbell and I’ll see if he’s interested at all.  If he is, we’ll all sit down and discuss which of you will be better suited to the role,” Kari said.  “If he’s not interested, the position is yours.” 
 
    She returned the salutes of the instructor and the cadets, and then made her way around the edges of the campus to survey the damage that had yet to be repaired.  She toured the grounds until she found Headmaster Campbell, hardly surprised when he turned down the position in favor of Red Eagle.  Satisfied that one bit of duty was taken care of, Kari left the campus again to inspect the city. 
 
    The farther she traveled, the more she could see the subtle unrest among the people.  The encroachment of a rival guild didn’t just spook the Blood Order; the commoners could sense it as well.  They knew trouble was brewing, the calm before the storm that those paying attention could somehow feel.  Strangely, it made Kari think of her mission to Tsalbrin four years before.  She had the same duty here: To prevent war at all costs, no matter how large-scale or widespread.  The problem was, at least on Tsalbrin she knew who the principal troublemaker was.  Here on the streets of DarkWind, she was beginning to think she had two troublemakers, and would be best served getting rid of both, her relationship with Eryn notwithstanding. 
 
    There were eyes on her as she walked, but they weren’t members of the Blood Order.  She could understand the issues the guild was having if this was what they dealt with; there was nothing Kari could do about simply being looked at.  Aside from the obvious, of course, which was what she settled on.  Oddly enough, when she met the eyes of those she suspected were looking at her the wrong way, they neither looked away nor tried to leave the area.  She could tell that these were the very people Eryn’s guild was leery of, but at the same time, Kari got no sense that they saw her as a threat or wanted to threaten her. 
 
    An answer came back from Barcon as she walked, the priests of Zalkar there passing along word that Earl Black had completely dismantled the Black Dragon Society after Kari’s work there.  As far as the grizzled old earl knew, the Society was completely destroyed, and he knew of no whispers of it continuing on, either in his city and county or anyone else’s. 
 
    That alleviated some of Kari’s concern.  She had come to suspect the Black Dragon Society might have been moving to DarkWind not just to wipe out its rival guild, but to take revenge on Kari and her family.  She already felt besieged by more enemies than she could enumerate; to add a second assassin’s guild to the list would have been overwhelming.  It was still possible that such was the case, but Kari remembered Kaelin Black’s iron-fisted rule well.  If he was sure he’d wiped out the Black Dragon Society, Kari was comfortable trusting him on that until shown otherwise. 
 
    She met another pair of eyes, and a chill ran down her spine.  There were so many of them, enough to leave little doubt why the Blood Order was spooked.  Now Kari was, too.  It was of little matter if these invaders didn’t look at Kari as a threat; she had to see them as such. 
 
    Kari set her feet toward the campus and moved as quickly as she could without seeming like there was trouble.  She had to get more patrols on the streets, and quickly.  It would make a fine first test for Red Eagle, her soon-to-be second-in-command. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Silver Blades made it to the border of Sorelizar without incident.  Tess’Vorg was beautiful country, but all throughout, Kris could see signs of war: Thinned out villages, hastily erected defenses around undermanned towns, and even the occasional unit preparing or moving toward Sorelizar.  The Warlord found it curious considering the possibility of invasion from the north, but he wondered if baiting Arku into invading Tess’Vorg might be part of the larger overall plan.  Just how much had Kari thrown these realms into disarray? 
 
    Kris had to push his human companions to their limits to cross Tess’Vorg in the allotted time.  Their crossing of the Sorelizar-Si’Dorra border had to coincide with Lady Irrasitus’ plan to create a diversion as closely as possible.  His half-guardian companions had no issues when it came to constitution, nor did Sharyn.  He really only had to worry about Liria, Krycyd, and the humans, but sharing the weight of their gear helped with that issue somewhat.  They managed to cross Tess’Vorg on schedule, tired though they were by the time they completed that leg of their journey. 
 
    Things changed once they reached Sekassus’ realm, but between Sonja’s masking and eagle eye enchantments, they attracted virtually no attention.  The fighting seemed to be far from the north, but there were preventative buildups along the border of Tess’Vorg as well as that of Si’Dorra, making sure that Arku didn’t take advantage of the war to claim unprotected land.  Whatever King Emanitar was doing, it was primarily in the south, and Kris gave thanks for the small blessing.  Sonja’s arcane power might keep them hidden among the people even when they were on high alert, but on a battlefield?  Kris didn’t want to test her in those conditions. 
 
    As if reading his thoughts – she probably did from time to time when his defenses slipped – Sonja stepped up beside him.  “My masking spell is going to attract attention if we use it for too long with the realm on high alert,” she said.  “That’s how Sekassus’ people tracked us when we came here the first time, and we had to cease using it and go to ground.” 
 
    “Do we have some slack with the war being primarily in the south?” 
 
    “I think so, but we don’t want to dally here, whether we’re using my masking spell or not.  Though I’m sure I didn’t need to tell you that.” 
 
    Kris smiled and they continued onward.  “All right, then.  I’ll leave it to you to determine when to drop your masking spell, like under cover of darkness or when we’re in deeper woods.  I guess you can use your Eagle Eye to see when the area is devoid of people and we can risk it?” 
 
    Sonja nodded, and Kris jabbed her playfully in the shoulder.  It didn’t occur to him until after that she might not like being treated like one of the boys, no matter how many brothers she had.  The scarlet-haired woman smirked, though, and hit him back in the shoulder, harder.  Kris laughed it off and they continued on their way. 
 
    They came upon the city of Ahrue-Sililue after only a short time in Sorelizar, and it was there that they were scheduled to turn north and cross the border into Si’Dorra.  They paused for a short break before heading that way, though, and Kris didn’t miss the way Liria looked at the city and its people below. 
 
     “Everything all right?” he asked her.  “I know this must be as close to home as you’ve been since you went to Citiaria, no?” 
 
    “This is my home city,” she answered quietly. 
 
    They stood on a hillside overlooking the city, but they had no time to stop and see Liria’s family.  As it was, they were on a strict timetable, and having crossed Tess’Vorg as quickly as they had only kept them to it.  They had no time to spare, but Kris was willing to give the girl a few minutes to wallow in some homesickness.  Nevertheless, he gestured for Corbanis and Krycyd to get the others moving northward toward the border. 
 
    “The city looks like it’s avoided any fighting.  All the fighting seems to be far to the south, from what troop movements and the skies have been telling me,” he offered, and Liria agreed with an absent nod.  “Were any of your family soldiers?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered, pursing her lips.  “My parents work in textiles and tailoring, and my brother is a dancer.  That doesn’t mean the king won’t conscript them if the war goes as badly for him as we expect.” 
 
    Kris touched Liria on the shoulder lightly, and she finally met his eyes.  “Kari said that the people of Sorelizar were defecting to Emanitar’s service rather than fight him.  I’m not sure there’s going to be all that much fighting.  Just keep your family in prayer, trust that Ashakku will see them safely through, and that you’ll see them again.” 
 
    She managed a little smile.  “I know.  Lady Vanador told me the same thing.  Come, we have a pressing matter before us.” 
 
    Kris watched after her a moment, and then turned back to the city.  Ahrue-Silillue didn’t even have a wall.  It was in an open dryland that sloped downward to the west, not far from the border of Si’Dorra.  If Arku was to attack Sorelizar to try to claim a piece of it, this city was exactly where he’d want to strike first.  And it looked completely undefended.  Kris shook his head, muttered a prayer of his own under his breath, and then finally went to catch up with his companions.  War on a grander scale was coming, and he’d have plenty of time to consider that in the days and weeks to come. 
 
    For now, they had to get to Erik. 
 
    Liria wasted little time staring over her shoulder, and instead concentrated on helping Aeligos and Gabrius scout out the border.  They could only go so far before they would lose Sonja’s masking enchantment, though, and as expected, there was a buildup of soldiers here.  It didn’t look all that significant, and Kris suspected he knew why.  Arku was thoroughly evil and vicious, but he knew his limitations and didn’t press his luck very much.  Attacking Citaria had only carried so much risk, despite the fact that he’d nearly lost his life in direct combat.  Here on Mehr’Durillia, he was the second-lowest-ranking king.  None of his neighbors could legally invade his realm; as long as he refrained from encroaching on theirs, he was perfectly safe. 
 
    Except maybe from us, Kris thought, and suddenly he wished Kari was with them.  What a message it would send to actually kill one of the lesser kings.  A small gesture in the overall scheme of things, but it would show the more powerful kings what even a small band of mortals from Citaria could do if they set their minds to it. 
 
    He shook off the thoughts and considered the reports from Aeligos, Gabrius, and Liria, as well as from Sonja’s eagle-eyed look.  “Let’s camp here for the night,” he said.  “Either Arku has only a token force stationed here, or the diversion to the east has done its job and thinned them out.  Whatever the case, we’re not too far off from needing to make camp, and we don’t want to do that anywhere near the army.  Let’s get some rest, start early, cross that border under Sonja’s masking, and get as deep into Si’Dorra as we can before we have to stop to rest again.” 
 
    “Bear in mind that they can sense our auras as paladins,” Krycyd said after conferring with Markus and the twins.  “We are going to have to pick our way between them very carefully on the morrow.” 
 
    Kris nodded.  “Sharyn, how comfortable are you scouting as a wolf?” 
 
    “Whatever you need me to do,” she answered with a shrug. “If you need me to find a trail through the army wide enough to sneak our paladins through, I can do that.” 
 
    “That does make the most sense,” Aeligos said.  “Gabrius and I can track and scout, but not so well if we’re trying to avoid notice completely.  Sharyn’s our best bet until we’ve passed through the line, at least.” 
 
    “At least the incline here is more forgiving,” Sonja said, gesturing toward the border.  “The farther west you go, the more it becomes a sheer cliff face, and then you’re dependent on finding goat trails or other easily-scalable sections.  They’ll have a harder time guarding the border down this way.” 
 
    “Exactly, I saw that on Lady Irrasitus’ map,” Kris said.  “The topographical function of it was pretty amazing.  Hell, the whole thing was one of the most amazing uses of magic I’ve ever seen.  Dauchin-Rache is going to be difficult to siege because it’s on a hill, but then again, we’re not going for a direct siege.” 
 
    “How are we planning to assault Curlamanx’ keep?” Corbanis asked. 
 
    “That’s where Aeligos is going to be key,” the Warlord said, and the rogue nodded.  “We have to figure out where Erik is first, and what kind and how many traps are between us and him.  I’m tempted to go after Curlamanx directly and see if the others scatter once we deal with him, but I’m not sure that will work.  There’s no telling what orders they’ll have from Arku, or if Curlamanx’ death will have any effect at all.  But his presence will give us the opportunity to create another diversion if he’s still at Dauchin-Rache.” 
 
    “By feigning an attack directly upon him?” Markus guessed.  “This may be an area where our paladin auras work to our advantage.” 
 
    Krycyd held a finger up.  “I had not thought of that, but Markus does raise a good point.  If the beshathans are under the impression that an entire squad of paladins is storming the keep, it may attract more attention than normal.” 
 
    “It may be too much to hope, but if Curlamanx keeps any of my kind in his keep, I may be able to get more straightforward reconnaissance done than Aeligos,” Liria offered. 
 
    Kris smiled.  “Believe me, I’ve given all of that a lot of thought over the last few days.  But I don’t want us to get ahead of ourselves.  Our first order of business is to cross the border without being seen, and then approach Dauchin-Rache without getting scragged.” 
 
    The Warlord looked around at all those with him, and was glad for what he saw: Nothing but looks of confidence all around.  It was another of the many lessons he’d instilled in his subcommanders during the War: Don’t ever give your men the impression that you’ve lost control or don’t know what to do.  The Silver Blades were confident because of his decisiveness, that made it easier for them to follow his orders, and that in turn made it easier for him to give them.  As satisfied as they were with his command, he was just as pleased by their trust. 
 
    They bedded down for the night after finding a remote, well-sheltered area where they could set up a cold camp.  They were too close to Ahrue-Silillue to risk firelight, especially with the realm in the state it was in.  It made little difference.  Everyone knew what was at stake and what Kris’ expectations were, and they made do with what they could afford to risk.  The night passed quietly, no rumblings of war or discontent making it this far northeast – yet. 
 
    Sharyn was already gone in the morning when the rest of the camp woke up, and Kris crouched at its edge, waiting for her return.  He wasn’t sure if they had black wolves here on Mehr’Durillia, but he figured the people probably wouldn’t know what a werewolf was anyway.  Sharyn should attract little attention here, and as long as she was satisfied taking the risk, Kris was willing to put his faith in her. 
 
    He wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    She returned to the camp before breakfast was finished, and showed little concern for transforming back in front of the others.  Corbanis gave her some privacy with his wings while she got dressed, but though she patted him on the shoulder in thanks, she made her way straight to Kris to deliver her report. 
 
    “It’s like you thought.  Either the diversion drew many of them away, or Arku isn’t that interested in trying his luck attacking Sorelizar,” the werewolf explained.  “They have a number of camps all along the border here, but they’re a fair distance apart.  I think our paladin friends will be able to slip by unnoticed.  But it’s pine forest up that way, Kris.  Stealth isn’t going to be much of an option.”  She paused and looked at all the warriors in heavy plate or chain armor.  “Not that it really was to begin with, outside of Sonja’s spell.” 
 
    “Should we risk staying masked all the way to Dauchin-Rache?” Kris asked Aeligos. 
 
    The rogue weighed the options for a minute before answering.  “It’s one of our safest courses of action, but are you thinking what I am?” 
 
    “Like we may be able to replicate some of Kari’s success here?” 
 
    Aeligos’ mouth tightened, but he bobbed his head side to side slightly.  “We know Arku isn’t the most popular king with his own subjects, but expecting them to rise up against him may be a bit much to hope for.” 
 
    “Why not just have Sonja mask our movements right up to the keep?” Sherman asked.  “It worked on Tsalbrin.” 
 
    “Gaswell had no priests or wizards with him,” Sonja answered.  “Beshathans are a lot more sensitive to magic – hence their attunement to your aura – and will be much tougher to fool.  We can likely get to Dauchin-Rache, but trying to mask our movements with my arcane power may end up exposing us.  When Kari, Danilynn, and I escaped Sorelizar with Se’sasha, my masking spell nearly got us caught.  It led our pursuers right to us, particularly the erestram.” 
 
    Krycyd asked, “How likely is it that Arku’s people will not give him or Curlamanx any advanced warning of our presence, if they are disloyal to him?”  
 
    “Let’s not get too hopeful on that front,” Kris said with a calming gesture.  “I will say this, though: We want to give people we come across the impression that we’re not here to hurt anyone except maybe Curlamanx himself.  If we get into a scrap, make every effort to show mercy.  As Kari might say, we have to try to win hearts and minds, not just battles.” 
 
    He turned to the archmage.  “Sonja, we’ll use your masking spell until we get to the forests.  We may not find much cover there, but we’ll depend on Aeligos, Gabrius, and Liria to avoid towns and large settlements.  Solitary domiciles shouldn’t be too much of an issue.” 
 
    “This is so risky,” Liria said with an obvious mix of excitement and fear. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Katarina said, smiling encouragingly.  “Worse comes to worst, we’ll show these people that the gods favor our cause, not theirs.” 
 
    Markus smiled at his betrothed, and Kris gestured for Sonja to get them underway. 
 
    It took a couple of hours to reach the border, or at least where they suspected the border lay.  Sharyn deftly led them around the beshathan camps in the area, but as Sonja mentioned, the mallasti in particular seemed to sense that something was amiss.  Kris had everyone continue moving, but they kept a close eye on the beshathan soldiers.  Some of the mallasti strolled out near the crossing point, but they didn’t seem particularly interested in doing any investigating so much as satisfying their curiosity. 
 
    Kris had the paladins cross as quickly as possible and keep a good distance from any of the beshathans wandering near.  Kris brought up the rear, and held his breath as a mallasti came and stood not three feet from him, looking in his direction.  Sonja had to straddle the distance between Kris and the paladins, and the Warlord counted the heartbeats as the mallasti stood looking “at” him.  He slowly moved his hand up to Black Diamond’s hilt. 
 
    The mallasti soldier took another couple of steps in Kris’ direction before it lifted its nose in the air and sniffed a couple of times.  The mallasti was now close enough for Kris to touch, and he got a good look into its dark brown eyes.  Even as his fingers curled around the pommel of his sword, though, the mallasti turned and moved the other way. 
 
    Kris backed up to the others, and when he was satisfied no alarm was going to be raised, he turned and continued along.  “That’s as close as I’ve ever been to a mallasti,” he whispered to his companions as they proceeded. 
 
    “It seems he did not sense our presence, at least,” Markus returned, glancing back. 
 
    “She,” Sharyn corrected, and Markus’ sudden blush drew chuckles from the others. 
 
    “They can sense us from a pretty good distance, but I don’t think they always know just what it is they sense,” Katarina put in.  “In an area with a good number of soldiers and arcanists nearby, it might not seem so unusual to get a passing sense of an aura.” 
 
    “She was certainly suspicious, but not all that inclined to look for trouble,” Sonja said. 
 
    “Well, we won’t be hiding much longer,” Kris said.  “Let’s get out of sight.” 
 
    They continued up the incline until they reached the deep pine forests of Si’Dorra.  Once beneath the sheltering limbs and somewhat hidden from a distance by the density of the trunks, Sonja let down her masking enchantment.  Kris immediately felt exposed, but he had everyone stay still and together for several minutes, getting a feel for the sounds of the land.  The forest went quiet around them when they appeared, but after only a short time, the birds and other animals went back about their business. 
 
    Kris and his companions did the same. 
 
    Sonja directed them west as they came close to a town.  She briefly explained that she, Kari, and the others had stopped there on the way back from rescuing Se’sasha.  The second mention of that incident intrigued Kris, and he pressed the archmage for details about the rescue mission, particularly their flight eastward within Si’Dorra.  Hearing of it didn’t just raise Kris’ hopes, but had a clear effect on all the others, as well.  Sonja had been here before: They had fled Sekassus and Arku alike through these lands, and the common people had done little to help stop or apprehend them, even in the middle of a town. 
 
    “I just had a crazy idea,” Eli said.  “Maybe we’re going about this wrong.  If Kari, Sonja, and Danilynn were able to walk through a town without getting captured, maybe we can use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “I think I know what you mean, but go on,” Kris said. 
 
    “Ghosts,” the half-corlyps said.  “If a few of us show up in this town, then a few different people show up in the next, it’s going to seriously confuse anyone watching for us.” 
 
    “Does that not assume they will refrain from arresting anyone from Citaria on sight?” Krycyd asked, clearly perturbed by Eli’s suggestion. 
 
    “They’re trying to draw us into a trap.  They told us as much before we left,” Aeligos said with a shake of his head.  “No, they’re not going to touch anyone and risk losing the rest of us to flight or going to ground.  They’re going to let us pass through, because there’s a trap waiting for us at Agivak.” 
 
     “Think of what we’re doing as catching a tunnel spider,” Kris returned.  “You tap the web a couple of times to draw it out, then nab it.  We’re going to do the same thing.  Arku thinks we’re going to walk into his trap, but we’re just going to spring it; we’re not going to be in it when it’s sprung.  And then…” 
 
    He looked around at all his companions, and Corbanis smiled grimly.  “And then we’re going to take vengeance on the bastards that took my son.” 
 
    The Warlord held a finger up.  “But… we’re also going to see how many of them we can turn against their king.  Maybe none, maybe only a few, but maybe enough to start something of a civil war here, and keep Arku from bothering us on Citaria any time in the near future.” 
 
    “So, do we go with Eli’s idea?” 
 
    Kris glanced at Aeligos, who nodded.  “We’ll see how it goes in this town here,” the Warlord answered.  “If the people react the way we hope and expect, then we’ll keep it up.  I’ll probably be the only one that doesn’t show their face at some point; the son of Kaelariel making an appearance would be far more alarming to them than any other Citarian.  We’re going to be limited, though, by how many of us can at least speak infernal.  Who here can?” 
 
    “I can speak enough to get by,” Eli said.  “Danilynn taught me while she was pregnant.” 
 
    “I can speak it fluently, as you know,” Sonja answered. 
 
    “And I can speak it well enough now, too,” Aeligos said. 
 
    “I can speak both infernal and beshathan,” Liria finished. 
 
    “So we send out small groups, each with one of you in it,” Kris said with a decisive nod.  “I’m curious to see their reaction to Liria’s presence specifically, especially this close to the border.  Liria, go with Sharyn and Sherman, and see if you can buy us some basic supplies for the road.  If anyone asks where you’re going, tell them you’re headed east to help look into the disturbances along Pataria’s border.  I’ll be interested to see what their reaction is to such an obvious lie.” 
 
    The three left as ordered, and Kris got comfortable to wait along with the others.  It was an interminable time before they returned.  Kris had Sonja look around as much as she could with her eagle eye enchantment in the meantime.  They plotted out a course that would pass near another small town the next day, but it was difficult for Sonja to see beyond that with the ever-rising land and deepening forests.  She saw evidence of larger cities farther north, but it was difficult for her to judge distances with the landscape as it was. 
 
    Katarina came and sat beside Kris.  “How do you do it?” she asked. 
 
    “Do what?” he asked.  He’d been mostly passing the time either praying for his three companions’ safe return, or else running Eli’s strategy through his mind. 
 
    “Stay so calm.  It’s difficult enough for me, and I’m not in charge of this mission.” 
 
    “Faith, I guess,” he answered with a shrug.  “I trust that we’re doing things the right way and, as you suggested, our cause is favored over theirs.  If that turns out not to be the case, I have half a dozen contingencies prepared.  And if those don’t work, I fall back on half a dozen more.  Not to say I have all the answers, but in all the wars I’ve been involved in, I’ve accrued quite a bit of experience with all these situations.  For some, the number of possibilities might cause them to worry more, but I guess that’s not how my brain operates.” 
 
    Katarina smiled.  “I see such contrasts between you, Erik, and Kari, and yet all of you are great leaders in your own way.  Thank you for making it easy to follow you.” 
 
    Kris snorted.  “Thank you for being such a manageable bunch.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can be doing while we await our companions’ return?” 
 
    The Warlord looked in every direction through the trees.  “Not really, other than make sure you’re mentally prepared.  There’s not much we need to be concerned with just yet, but on the off chance our friends come back with pursuit on their heels…” 
 
    Katarina nodded and crossed the area to put her back to a tree and diligently watch the direction their companions had traveled.  Kris closed his eyes and went back to working through the possibilities in his mind. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The others returned after a couple of hours and looked no worse for their trip into town.  Liria was excited.  Sharyn seemed disturbed by comparison, and only Sherman seemed to have gleaned little from his time in the town.  Before they took to their path again, Kris gestured for each of them to give reports on what they’d discovered, if anything. 
 
    Liria handed Kris a shoulder pack. “I got the supplies, as requested.  Better than that, a chatty elestram merchant had some news from Sorelizar.  Apparently, runners have been passing through the area regularly, heading up to Dauchin-Rache and Agivak, reporting on the war.”  She bit her lip for a moment and Kris smiled.  She continued, “King Emanitar has made significant gains even since Lady Vanador returned home.  I know the city names won’t mean much to you, but he’s captured half the realm now.  Captured?  No, liberated.  He’s liberated half the realm.  I don’t know how reliable the information is, but there’s reportedly a massive buildup of soldiers on the Tess’Vorg side of the border near Saristor, and speculation says that Prince Vassiras may just let King Emanitar bypass his land and strike deeper into Sorelizar.  So things are looking very grim for King Sekassus right now.” 
 
    “Oh, Sekassus still has some tricks up his sleeve, I’m sure,” Kris said.  “They don’t call him The Calculating for nothing.  If I had to guess, I’d say the easy part is done now, but it’s just going to get tougher going forward.” 
 
    “Easy part?” 
 
    The Warlord waved his hand around.  “If you’re winning a war too easily, generally that indicates that you’re missing something.  Every town, municipality, or principality that Emanitar liberates becomes that much more land and people he has to keep an eye on, because they’ll be at his back as he pushes further north.  I’m sure most of them are loyal, but he has to account for insurgencies and other trouble to come from the rear.” 
 
    “Always with talking about the rear with this girl,” Eli quipped. 
 
    “Well, she does have a nice butt…” 
 
    Liria gasped and incredulous barks of laughter sounded around the camp.  “What would Lady Vanador think if she heard you say such things?” the syrinthian demanded. 
 
    Kris shrugged.  “She’d probably agree with me.  Anyway, as I was saying,” he continued, ignoring the rosy-cheeked hunter, “Emanitar runs the risk of being beset on multiple sides.  He only has his realm to fall back to, and if he’s attacked from the west, south, and north all at the same time, that may become a real probability.  And that’s to say nothing of trying to take the capital itself.  It’s Sekassus’ stronghold, his seat of power, and unless he and Emanitar agree to settle their differences man-to-man, it’s going to take quite a fight to overpower his people and unseat him.  So, yes, the easy part is done; now comes the difficult work.” 
 
    “Even though Kari already killed Prince Amnastru?” 
 
    “Kari killed Prince Amnastru?” Krycyd blurted.  The Warlord’s assessment already had the attention of everyone there, but they all perked up further at those words. 
 
    “Yes, which is why I’m sure Sekassus is going to lose the war, but it’s still not going to be easy,” Kris said.  “I can just imagine what the tension is going to be like at this next council meeting coming up.  What else did you three find, if anything?” 
 
    “We attracted some curious stares and a lot of wary ones,” Sharyn put in.  “Mostly out of fear, I think, by the scents.  Nobody bothered us, though.  Pretty sure no one even asked what we were doing, unless Liria just failed to mention it.” 
 
    “No, no inquiries at all,” the syrinthian girl said, suddenly perturbed by the fact. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Kris said with a placating gesture.  “We already knew they were going to be expecting us.  Everything’s proceeding according to plan.” 
 
    “Ours, or theirs?” Sharyn asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Ask me again when the dust settles,” the Warlord shot back.  He snorted.  “You act like I haven’t been doing this for most of my fifty years.” 
 
    “Old fart,” the werewolf teased. 
 
    “Hey now,” Corbanis said, giving the woman’s shoulder a shove.  He was about ten years or more Kris’ senior, if the Warlord was correct.  The Tesconis patriarch turned back to Kris.  “When are you planning to split us up?” 
 
    Kris remained silent, noting all the nervous glances exchanged between his companions. “I was going to wait until we were closer to Dauchin-Rache,” he answered at length, “but the longer we wait, the more obvious it might become that we’re headed there in force.  We’re going to mount the rescue as a single group, but I want to give our enemies the impression that there are many groups hiding the fact that they’re going to Agivak.  Just like with what I said about Emanitar, our goal is to give Curlamanx the impression he’s beset on all sides.  Aeligos, think we should split up now?” 
 
    The rogue nodded.  “Split up and head in different directions for a few days, and send our ghosts into as many towns as possible to spread the lie that they’re headed east.  Curlamanx may start bringing more of Arku’s soldiers to Agivak if he thinks it’s a large enough force coming.  The more forces he diverts to Agivak, the less defended Erik’s prison – not to mention some of our potential escape routes – will be.  The only potential hiccup in all this is if they figure out we’re going to Dauchin-Rache.” 
 
    “I’m not sure which side is more devious,” Sharyn said, folding her arms across her chest.  “But I’m glad the two of you are on our side.” 
 
    There were scattered chuckles, but the group prepared to split up and get underway again.  Every hour they delayed was another hour Erik was in their enemies’ clutches… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter IX – Alpha Strikes 
 
      
 
    Kari was having tea with Danilynn when she heard the sound.  There was no mistaking it: There was a fight taking place out on the street, right here in the temple district.  “Get the children upstairs, quickly,” she hissed and then made her way to the front window. 
 
    She’d need to get armed and armored to go assist with whatever was happening outside, but first, Kari wanted to get a look.  She crept to the side of the window and peered out from behind the drapes as stealthily as she could.  At first she couldn’t see anything, but as she scanned side to side, she saw a trio of men fighting a short distance from Danilynn’s home.  One of them appeared to be a member of the Blood Order, and that was all Kari needed to know. 
 
    The demonhunter dashed up the stairs and to the bedroom her friends had loaned to her and her children.  Danilynn had moved Little Gray and Uldriana into the master bedroom with her, and Kari merely called for them to stay put while she threw on her armor as quickly as she could.  The paluric set was pretty easy to strap on by herself, but she hoped the precious minutes it took wouldn’t lead to another disaster like a week before.  If Eryn had given any inkling that they expected an attack so soon, Kari would’ve stayed on guard at all times… 
 
    Once she had her armor on, she belted on her swords and hurried from the room.  She jumped down the staircase, spreading her wings and managing to glide to the floor below even with the limited space.  She hit the ground running, threw open the front door, and took just the time to lock the door behind her before she sprinted for the street. 
 
    There were two bodies there already, a pair of human men standing over them.  The dead were members of the Blood Order; there was no doubt about that.  But there was something odd about the men standing over them.  They didn’t look like assassins, thugs, or even mercenaries or soldiers.  They had armor on, but it was fairly sparse, and their weaponry was efficient but rather barebones for trying to topple an assassins’ guild. 
 
    “You there, hold!” she shouted, and the two men tensed up for a moment.  They relaxed when they saw Kari, and that made her even more anxious.  “Drop your weapons and identify yourselves.” 
 
    “Ma’am, if you head to the central square, our commander will answer your questions there,” one of them said. 
 
    “Commander?  Who the hell are you people?” Kari demanded, her blades defensively before her despite the lax mannerisms of these men. 
 
    “Everything will be explained at the central square.” 
 
    Kari grabbed the closer of the two men suddenly, which he clearly wasn’t expecting.  She pulled him toward her by the collar of his leather vest, and poked the tip of her scimitar into his belly just enough for him to feel it without penetrating armor or flesh.  “Guards!  Take this other one into custody,” Kari called to the watchmen arriving on the scene. 
 
    “Ma’am, if you–” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’re coming with me to the central square,” Kari cut him off.  Watchmen took the other man into custody, but chose to follow along behind Kari rather than take him to the office of the commandant or the local constabulary.  To their credit, the two humans didn’t put up any resistance, but that just confused Kari all the more. 
 
    It wasn’t that long a walk to the city’s central square, but along the way, Kari could see other, similar sites of slaughter.  Members of the Blood Order littered the alleys in places, and she saw none of their adversaries’ bodies among the carnage.  She poked her prisoner in the rump testily as they walked, and he quickened his pace with an indignant Ow. 
 
    Arriving in the open square that housed the Silver Chalice as well as Maelstrom’s black tower, Kari saw a much more jaw-dropping sight.  One of the smaller shops had its door hanging off the hinges, a thin plume of smoke coming out and being scattered by the morning wind.  There was a pile of bodies in the square here, and a crowd of terrified – or excited – citizens was being held at bay by more of these armored men.  There were virtually no rir among them; all of the attackers appeared to be human. 
 
    All, that is, except for one: A serilis-rir stood in the middle of it all, apparently directing the efforts of the others. 
 
    He was oblivious to Kari’s presence at first, and by the size of him, she wondered if this might be Atauridar, come back to make Kari pay for her mercy.  She realized that wasn’t right after only a cursory examination, though.  This man, whoever he was, had long, silky black hair – common among serilian-rir, yes, but unheard of on a full-blooded serilis-rir.  That made her briefly think of Kaelariel, but it couldn’t be him.  The demon regarded his companion when they tapped him on the arm, and then he followed their pointing finger to behold Kari’s approach. 
 
    “That was even faster than expected,” he said, and Kari barely caught it at this distance. 
 
    “Commander?” prompted the man Kari held at swordpoint. 
 
    The serilis-rir folded his hands behind his back.  He was strikingly handsome, like a full-blooded version of Kris Jir’tana.  He had red, dragon-like eyes, though, and a no-nonsense set to his features that was only magnified by the red skin, the leather armor, and the beautiful black swords across his back.  “If you’d kindly let him go, Lady Vanador, we’ll explain everything to you shortly,” he said. 
 
    “Who the hell are you people?” Kari demanded again.  “Someone had better start with the explaining, or I’m going to start with the arrests.” 
 
    “Gem, where are you?” the serilis-rir man asked the air around him, then he nodded to himself.  “Get to the central square on the double.” 
 
    What is going on here? the demonhunter wondered, not taking the business end of her sword away from the man she was holding. 
 
    “Who are you people?” Kari spat, but she received no answer.  There was a commotion to the north, and Kari turned her prisoner that way and kept her sword firmly lodged against his back.  The citizens watching from that end of the plaza scattered, and Kari’s eyes widened when a large, gray-and-white werewolf in its hybrid form bounded into the square in broad daylight.  “Gods, Gil, what are you doing?” 
 
    The werewolf walked up and saluted the serilis-rir, which was strange enough before one took their species into account.  Then Gil squatted down by the man’s side and flashed a lupine grin in Kari’s direction that sent a chill up the demonhunter’s spine.  “Let him go, Kari,” Gil managed in the growling voice of the hybrid form.  “I will explain.” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone keeps saying that, but nobody’s talking,” Kari muttered, but she finally let her captive go with a slap to the rump using the flat of her blade.  He dashed to stand beside the werewolf and serilis-rir, and the watchmen did the same with their prisoner.  “So, for the last time: Who are you people, and how is Gil mixed up in all this?” 
 
    “Dynas Kytarras Jir’tana,” the serilis-rir introduced himself, and Kari’s breath caught.  “Commander, Royal Special Forces.  And before you ask, I didn’t bother answering until Gil got here because I assumed her presence might be the only thing that made you believe me.” 
 
    “You’re Kaelariel’s nephew?” Kari asked, and he nodded shortly.  “And you said Royal Special Forces?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said.  “I know it’s taken some time, but I’ll let Gil explain the how and why later.  Right now, all you need to know is that we’re here to wipe out the Blood Order, and that’s already well underway, as I’m sure you’ve seen.” 
 
    Kari stood dumbfounded for a time before she turned to Gil.  “This is what you’ve been working on the last couple of years?”  The werewolf nodded her great, lupine head.  “Why didn’t you just tell me?  We could’ve helped you.” 
 
    Dynas laughed.  “You’ll see, soon enough.  But suffice to say your ties to Eryn Olgaryn were of great concern to us.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill her?” Kari blurted. 
 
    “Depends how much trouble she gives us bringing her in,” he answered.  He looked off to the side again.  “You’ve got Tarek?  Excellent, bring him up.” 
 
    Kari felt a surge of adrenaline.  They’d dismantled at least a major portion of the Blood Order, and if they had Tarek, Kari was finally going to see the guildmaster unmasked.  She was concerned with what would happen to Eryn, but the law enforcer in Kari was more pleased than anxious about this.  Another terrible thorn in the side of the good, hard-working common people was about to be removed, hopefully permanently. 
 
    “What’s going on with this?” Kari asked, gesturing toward the storefront with the plume of smoke coming out of its doorway. 
 
    “The Blood Order got wind of what was about to happen, but it was already too late,” Dynas answered.  “They tried to escape into a network of old sewer tunnels, but Gem sniffed those out months ago.  We’ve got every possible exit from the city covered, and we pinned down Tarek and his second-in-command in the tunnels below the city.” 
 
    “His second-in-command?” 
 
    “Eryn Olgaryn.” 
 
    Kari cursed quietly in her mind.  She had always hoped that despite Eryn’s close ties to Tarek, she wasn’t really that integral to the Blood Order.  She’d always known it had to be true, but she admitted to herself that her feelings were skewed by Eryn’s relationship with Aeligos.  If these men were here to wipe out the Blood Order, Eryn was done for.  And there was nothing Kari could do – and, more pointedly, no reason for her to want to.  Not officially, anyway. 
 
    When the men emerged from the storefront that hid the entrance to the tunnels Dynas was referring to, Kari’s blood froze.  The answers to so many of her questions, and the explanation of so much of her frustration strode out between four armed men.  Duke Bosimar’s eyes met Kari’s almost immediately, and that scowl that accompanied the worst of his mood swings took over his features with all the fury of a hurricane. 
 
    Kari had no explanation for what she was looking at.  For the second time in just a few short years, she had witnessed the unmasking of an assassin’s guild, only to find it was being run by the very nobility that was supposed to be rooting it out.  Her blood had frozen only a moment before, but now she found it simmering, on its way to a furious boil.  So many pieces were trying to fall into place, and she found herself shaken even more than she’d been when she discovered the truth behind Jason Bosimar and Turik Jalar’s records. 
 
    Jason Bosimar, Kari thought.  Was this why he stayed in Gnarr rather than here?  Gods above, did he know his father was the head of the Blood Order and did nothing about it? 
 
    Kari didn’t think about wanting to do it, she just spat on the ground between herself and the duke.  The spying.  The mood swings.  The snide comments and the taunt about her house being burned to the ground.  All the times he’d acted as though Kari and the Order were the cause of all his troubles rather than the solution. 
 
    Gil dashed forward suddenly and put one of her massive, clawed hands to Kari’s chest.  “Don’t,” she growled, though naturally, not out of anger. 
 
    Kari hadn’t realized she’d started to draw her blades and move toward the duke until Gil stopped her.  Anger was the only thing walling up the deepening grief in her heart.  Every time she thought someone couldn’t betray her any worse, someone managed to find a new level of treachery.  Joaquim’s betrayal paled next to Duke Bosimar’s, and the idea that the duke may have been behind all of it made Kari’s stomach tighten into a knot. 
 
    She watched as the duke was roughly thrown down face-first into the dirt, and Dynas put the manacles on the noble himself.  Kari wasn’t sure how long she stood motionless, Gil’s furry hand on her shoulder, before another group of men exited the smoky storefront leading Eryn.  It was just another person who had betrayed Kari a number of times and a number of ways that her dizzy mind couldn’t sort or fathom.  While she couldn’t have expected Eryn to reveal that the duke was, in fact, also the head of the Blood Order, Kari had a hard time forgiving her friend for withholding knowledge that could’ve prevented so many deaths, and perhaps even the arson levied on Kari’s house. 
 
    To her credit, Eryn looked down at the ground when her eyes met Kari’s.  There was more than enough pain to go around, and Kari did actually feel some pity for her friend.  Worse, she could only wonder if Aeligos knew all of these things.  Had he, too, hidden Tarek’s identity from Kari?  Or was Eryn’s duplicity perfect enough that it had even fooled the man she shared a bed with for years?  Aeligos was so sharp, it was nearly impossible to hide anything from him, but Eryn had hidden something from him throughout their relationship.  Had she hidden this, too?  Or had Aeligos betrayed Kari as well, to some degree? 
 
    Kari sat down on the dirty ground and put a hand to her temple.  She was far from the only – or most – confused person here.  A quick glance around the area told her that the citizens were just as confused as she, but far more frightened.  The duke was being arrested, the city and county were now without their lord, and the Blood Order was being ripped from the city like a deep-dug parasite.  But that meant there was going to be a power void, and one that had to be dealt with immediately.  And that was to say nothing of the fact that the arrests were being made by a serilis-rir and a werewolf. 
 
    Kari rose to her feet.  There was no time for wallowing in self-pity.  “Watchman,” she called, pointing to one of the nearby guards, and he approached hastily at her officious address.  “Take a squad of men and go fetch Lord Stanley from his estate.  Have another of your men go tell the commandant that the duke has been lawfully arrested and we need to temporarily apply martial law.  Tell him to do it as he sees fit, and I’ll come meet with him and lift it once we have order restored.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a crisp military salute.  “Is there anything else I can do for you, ma’am?  Should we aid these… Royal Special Forces?” 
 
    Kari glanced at Dynas and the others over her shoulder.  “Just stay out of their way unless they request help.” 
 
    He saluted her again and returned to his comrades, passing along her orders.  They split up and left the area with all due haste, and Kari blew out a sigh.  She glanced at the werewolf beside her, and realized the watchman must have been thoroughly confused to see that Gil didn’t concern Kari at all.  The demonhunter wanted to laugh, but the weight around her heart was still too much of an anchor to be amused about anything at that moment. 
 
    “You owe me a big explanation,” she told the werewolf. 
 
    “I do, and you will get it.” 
 
    Kari approached Dynas.  “Do you need anything from me?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ve done enough, Lady Vanador,” he said with a bow of his head.  “This is our duty, and well within our capabilities.  If anything, I could use a couple of your Order’s prison cells to stow these two away until we’re ready to take them back.” 
 
    “Back where?” 
 
    “To Streka.” 
 
    “You really are royal military?” 
 
    Dynas pulled up a badge on a chain, not all that different than Kari’s dog tags.  She took and inspected it, and it spelled out pretty plainly that he was what he claimed to be.  It could have all been a ruse, but then anyone could say the same thing about her dog tags unless they could detect the latent aura around them.  It just amazed her that the monarchy – or whoever was the de facto ruler – had taken enough notice of the Blood Order to come do something about it, after all these years. 
 
    “Anything you need,” she said, gesturing toward the campus. 
 
    “A word, Lady Vanador?” the duke said, his scowl finally having fallen away. 
 
    “Not a chance,” she told him without gracing him with a glance.  “There’s not a thing you can say to me that’s going to change anything.” 
 
    “It’s regarding my son.” 
 
    Kari finally looked at him, their roles reversed as she was now the one to scowl.  “What about him?” 
 
    “Do not let your Order dishonor him.” 
 
    He fell squarely to his rump as Kari drove her fist into his face.  “Go to hell!” she spat.  “Gods, he knew, didn’t he?  He knew you were always the head of the Blood Order!” 
 
    The duke said nothing, merely wiping his bloody nose on his shoulder and averting his gaze from the furious demonhunter.  Kari growled, but then turned to Eryn, who still wouldn’t lift her eyes.  “As for you, I want you to tell me one thing.” 
 
    Eryn finally lifted her head and met Kari’s gaze.  “Aeligos knows nothing.” 
 
    “I hope that’s true.  This is going to ruin him.” 
 
    The assassin shook her head.  “This is the end both of us always expected, Kari.  I wanted more for us, but…” 
 
    “What was it, Eryn?” Kari asked.  “What happened to you?  What got you wrapped up with these scumbags?” 
 
    The half-brys assassin shook her head again, but tears fell from her eyes for the first time Kari could ever remember.  “No,” she said.  “I will make no excuses.” 
 
    “Good, because nobody wants to hear them anyway,” Dynas said.  He shoved the shorter woman lightly, then gestured for his men to begin leading her and the bloody-nosed duke toward the campus of the Demonhunter Order. 
 
    “Why now?” Kari asked the serilis-rir. 
 
    “I’ll let Gil explain things to you in full,” he said.  “Suffice to say that preparations for this have been underway for years, but the attack several days ago forced our hand.  We’re lucky this city had you to defend it, or the damage may have made this operation irrelevant.” 
 
    Kari nodded and waved over a couple of demonhunters that had entered the square.  She ordered them to escort the royal officers and their prisoners to the campus, and to give them any and all accommodations they required. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Dynas asked. 
 
    “I have to restore order to the city before all hell breaks loose,” she answered, and then she blew out a snort. 
 
    Dynas chuckled, apparently picking up on her suppressed humor.  “Take Gem with you.  Here’s your clothes, Gem.” 
 
    “Gem?” Kari echoed.  “Why do you keep calling her that?” 
 
    “Gillian Erin MacKenzie,” Dynas clarified.  “GEM.” 
 
    The demonhunter gave the werewolf a cool look.  “Blame my parents,” the beast said with an exaggerated shrug. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Kari said.  “We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    They started to head north toward the now ex-duke’s castle, but Kari paused and watched Dynas and the others leading the prisoners away.  Eryn turned to look back at Kari one last time, and despite all of the anger and hurt, Kari felt a sharp pain in her heart.  A friend was being led away, no doubt to her death, and that stung, no matter how much Kari might be angry with her at that moment.  It was going to hurt so many other people as well, and the weight of all of it sank through Kari’s shoulders and into her heart like a hot knife. 
 
    “Ketava,” the demonhunter muttered. 
 
    The sight of a werewolf had terrified the people many times before, but seeing her walk beside Kari piqued their curiosity more than their fears.  Now they lined the street to watch the massive creature stride past, upright like a man.  She towered over Kari, but the demonhunter was fairly certain the people still saw her as the more dangerous of the two.  Gil was a force of nature, for sure, but Kari had battled – and defeated – far worse. 
 
    They reached the ex-duke’s castle soon enough, and people stopped to behold an even more comical scene.  There was Kari, standing by idly while a werewolf and a half-mallasti got their first good looks at each other.  Whatever he thought of Gil, Tor turned his attention back to Kari quickly and graced her with a military salute. 
 
    “The commandant has put me at your disposal to aid in restoring order, ma’am.  Though I must confess, I am not sure what is going on.  But that is irrelevant.  Tell me what you need,” the gnoll said. 
 
    “Lord Stanley should hopefully be on his way.  Send messages to all the other barons to let them know we’re declaring martial law until someone is chosen to replace the duke.  In fact, make sure you send out the messages to the other earls of Brunswick.  I don’t know much about the Succession Accords, but I’m pretty sure…” 
 
    She trailed off and turned to look out over the ocean as realization hit her.  Gods above, she thought.  Did Jason and Jori-an ever have a child?  It would be the rightful heir to the duchy.  Could that be the real reason behind Jason’s interest in Turik Jalar’s records? 
 
    Kari shook off the thoughts and turned back to Tor.  “I don’t think there’s an heir, so it may be a complicated process to appoint a new duke.  But Lord Stanley has a good head on his shoulders, and I’m going to put him in charge for the time being, at least until someone who knows the Accords better can tell us how to proceed.” 
 
    “I will have escorts sent to bring Lord Stanley safely to the citadel,” the gnoll agreed with a bow of his head.  “Give me just a moment and I will have the correspondence you requested sent to the proper recipients.  Then I am free to accompany you.” 
 
    “Accompany me?  For what?” 
 
    “As I said, ma’am, the commandant has put me at your disposal.  I believe he would normally have given the assignment to Captain Damansha Tesconis, but with her on leave, he would like me to stay close to you, that our orders’ efforts may complement each other.” 
 
    “So the commandant is in control of the army now, too?” 
 
    “For the sake of dealing with urban matters, ma’am, yes,” Tor answered.  “General Crowley will handle the monitoring of outside threats.” 
 
    “All right, get to it, then,” Kari said, gesturing for the gnoll to go pass along her orders.  The demonhunter looked up at Gil, who managed to grin – slightly disturbingly so.  There had to be some amusing quality there, Gil meeting another canine-like person that wasn’t a werewolf, perhaps for the first time in her life. 
 
    Kari still felt no inclination to smile.  Too much damage had been done, not the least of which was to her very trust, and Gil and her people were at the center of it all.  There was a slight sense of betrayal there as well.  Why had they kept Kari in the dark for so long? 
 
    There were so many questions she needed answers to.  She just hoped Gil would be as forthright as Kari needed her to be. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kris kept his back firmly to the wide trunk of the tree.  The sounds of the approaching soldiers was echoed every so often by a shift from his companions, as they edged nearer to each other in preparation for trouble.  Evasion had failed; though Kris received ample warning of this unit’s approach from Gabrius and Liria, the beshathans had managed to get a whiff of something – or someone.  Kris had a suspicion that a paladin aura had grabbed a firm hold of their enemies’ attention. 
 
    It didn’t help matters that he only had half of his force with him.  They had split up the day before, and now Kris counted only Gabrius, Liria, Sherman, Sharyn, and Sonja with him.  It was a capable bunch, but they faced daunting odds if their pursuers continued to harry them.  He had yet to get a clear indication of what was after them, but there was an erestram among them, and that was concerning all on its own. 
 
    Kris continued to steal glances around the tree whenever he could, using short glimpses to augment what he could hear.  It wasn’t a full unit; probably closer to a skirmish squad.  For all he knew, it could be an erestram noble with a few retainers.  That seemed unlikely out here in the woods, and Kris’ mind settled more on additional troops moving south toward Sorelizar.  He was at least satisfied that they were far enough from the border that his group wouldn’t get pinched.  Not in the traditional sense, anyway. 
 
    But they were going to get caught. 
 
    Sharyn was crouched beneath some foliage with Sherman, and the Warlord gave a sharp wave of his arm to attract her attention.  He made a hand gesture to shapeshift, and the woman gave a single nod before she began shedding her armor and equipment.  Within moments, there was a massive, muscular black beauty of a beast in that foliage.  The odds had just gotten better. 
 
    Kris pointed at Sharyn, then at Liria, and brought his hands together, then motioned for the two women to circle around and flank their enemies.  Lightly armored and light on their feet – surprisingly so in Sharyn’s case, given her bulk – they were best suited to passing the enemy without drawing immediate attention.  Kris, Sherman, and Gabrius would be left to take the brunt of the initial attack, but that would be where Sonja’s talents became invaluable. 
 
    The sorceress came up to Kris at his beckon, and crouched beside him.  “What would you like me to do?” she whispered.  “They look to have an erestram with them; it’s very difficult to bring arcane power to bear against an erestram.  Perhaps it’s best left to you, and I will see how I can deal with its companions.” 
 
    “You’re really good with illusions, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Make them believe they’re up against a lot more of us.  I want you to try to funnel them straight to me,” he said, gesturing for Gabrius and Sherman to come closer.  “Any chance you can bring the forest to life?” 
 
    “Not without alerting Arku,” Sonja answered with a shake of her head.  “I think damage to or manipulation of a realm acts like a beacon.” 
 
    “All right, then.  You concentrate on funneling them to us, then disable as many as you can, or simply neutralize any arcane spellcasters among them.  That erestram will be trouble, but I think we can manage if Sharyn and Liria flank them.  Hmmm, you know what else you can try?  Conjure up something gross, something that smells really bad.  I think their noses are a lot more sensitive than even Gabrius’.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can manage,” Sonja said, and she faded from view and crept off to the west to deploy her magic from an out-of-sight place. 
 
    Kris turned to his companions, each a few yards to either side of him.  He stole another glance around the tree he was against, and could see there were at least five enemies.  He still saw only the one erestram, which was good.  Still, their two squads were virtually the same size, and the erestram did tip things in the beshathans’ favor.  And that was to say nothing of Kris’ hope that they could avoid killing their enemies if possible. 
 
    Shouts came from the north, and though Kris couldn’t understand the beshathan tongue, he knew alarm and orders when he heard them.  Sonja’s illusion must have gotten their attention, and he gestured for Sherman and Gabrius to stand ready.  Black Diamond slid out of its sheath without a sound, and Kris deliberated on drawing out his golden blade.  The forest was dense but there was plenty of room to fight, meaning he could dual-wield his longer blades without trouble.  But Black Diamond was made for sundering, and if he was trying to defeat his enemies without taking their lives, rendering them weapon- and armor-less was the best way to go. 
 
    Someone came running toward Kris’ cover in a hurry, and by their steps it was obviously not one of his companions.  He gripped his sword with both hands and swung it around at waist level, leading with the flat of the blade.  Between the elestram’s speed and the strength of Kris’ swing, it bent over his sword and then remained doubled over for several seconds, wobbling in place.  After a few moments, it vomited violently, and Kris kicked the jackal-man over and stepped out from behind the tree. 
 
    The scene before him was chaotic.  There were a number of elestram and a couple of mallasti gathered around a ten-foot erestram.  But it took Kris’ trained eyes only moments to make sense of what he saw.  There was no cohesion, no line, and no established perimeter to suggest they were trying to form a phalanx. 
 
    These aren’t soldiers at all, he thought. 
 
    That didn’t seem to make much difference to the erestram, which came barreling toward the first of its enemies it could clearly see.  Kris tensed, putting both hands on the hilt of Black Diamond.  He crouched slightly, settling his weight, and flexed his legs, prepared for the massive strength of the creature, which he was quite familiar with.  Few could say they had been trained by Celigus Chinchala, but Kris could, and it gave him a familiarity with the taller, stronger beshathans that not many others could claim. 
 
    Except maybe Kari, he mused. 
 
    His companions started to edge in toward the group of beshathans, so Kris called out his orders.  “I think these are conscripts.  Disarm them if you can, but watch for trickery.  Sonja, make sure the mallasti don’t bring arcane power to bear.” 
 
    That was it; he had to leave it to his team to do their jobs.  The erestram bore down on him, and Kris readied himself for an overwhelming strike.  He was moderately surprised when it didn’t come, and the massive wolf-man instead stopped short and executed a routine that used its reach and the length of its war scythe to maximum advantage.  Kris fended the blade away and did his best to try to hack the end off of the weapon, but whatever the case for its companions, the erestram was no slouch and avoided Kris’ defensive tactics. 
 
    The two began to slowly circle, Kris making every effort to penetrate its range while it kept him at bay with its long-hafted weapon.  A sudden spin nearly caught Sherman as he herded some of the other beshathans away from Kris’ duel, but there was only the briefest of openings before the wolf-man was poised and attacking Kris again.  He slapped the war scythe away again and again, and when the erestram backed off to reset, he drew Glory Stream and stalked in, preparing his own offensive routine. 
 
    With the extra blade, he was able to force the erestram to give ground now, knocking its weapon aside when he could and then making short, controlled lunges to try to close the distance between them.  The erestram was a canny fighter, sidestepping and changing direction to keep Kris from neutralizing its power with backwards momentum.  It finally unleashed one of those overhead crushing blows, and Kris ducked in and kept a blade up to parry as he made to break its defenses once and for all. 
 
    Its knee caught him squarely in the collarbone, rocking him backward, and he halted his advance, straightening up to parry the true overhead chop that followed.  It tried to knee him again, but Kris slipped deftly to the side and punched it squarely in the side of the knee, though he missed the nerve bundle he was aiming for.  Without hesitating, he kicked the erestram twice, once in the thigh and then higher in the side, and only a sweeping parry by the wolf-man kept Black Diamond from cutting into its ribs. 
 
    The erestram yelped then, and sidestepped quickly, revealing Liria behind it.  One of the syrinthian’s blades was tipped with blood, and the erestram turned and tried to crush her quickly.  Impressively, rather than try to back or dodge out of range, Liria moved in on the creature.  She took a solid knee for her efforts, just as Kris had, but absorbed it as best she could and stabbed under the offending leg several times, perforating its other thigh while it was immobile.  She took a backhand slap for that, and the erestram caught her cleanly, staggering her. 
 
    Fortunately, she wasn’t alone.  Kris stabbed it in the hamstring with a perfectly-placed strike, and as its leg buckled, he came around the side and finally landed a cleaving strike on the haft of its weapon, sundering it.  He spun with the momentum of his chop, Glory Stream lagging behind so he could turn the flat of the blade and cuff the erestram on the back of the head.  The blow didn’t knock it out; it hardly seemed to faze the creature, really.  But the wolf-man was bleeding from several deep punctures in its leg, and it made no effort to get off of its knees as it turned fearful blue eyes on the Warlord. 
 
    It asked him something, but Kris shook his head.  “You’ll have to speak infernal; I don’t know your peoples’ tongue.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” it asked in the appropriate language. 
 
    “Escape?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Are you not Erijinkor Tesconis?” 
 
    Kris pondered that; he did sort of look like a shorter, striped version of Erik, especially to the untrained or foreign eye – and probably more so when he was armored and his distinguishing marks were covered up.  “No.  We’re on our way to free him, actually,” he risked. 
 
    “You are too late.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kris demanded.  He glanced around at his companions, who had the other beshathans rounded up into a frightened bunch.  “What happened to Erik?” 
 
    The wolf-man regarded him for a moment, but put the nickname into context without an explanation.  “He escaped several days ago.  We are combing the forest looking for him per the king’s orders.  Who are you, then?” 
 
    Kris ignored the question and crouched down beside the erestram.  He laid his hand on the wolf-man’s thigh, and within moments, the flow of blood slowed to a trickle, then stopped completely.  “We’re friends of his, and came to rescue him.  You said he already escaped?” 
 
    “A couple of days ago.  The king and the duke are furious, and are sending out hunters and trackers everywhere to recover their prisoner.  Please, do not hurt my searchers; take me as a hostage if need be, but they are mere townsfolk.  They are not fighters.” 
 
    “I had gathered that,” Kris said with a glance toward the injured elestram he’d flattened.  He rose back to his feet.  “So, you don’t know which way Erik went when he escaped?” 
 
    “The king has trackers looking in every direction,” it answered, straightening out its leg as it stood.  It grimaced in pain; the wounds weren’t healed all the way, just enough to keep from bleeding constantly.  “No one knows how he escaped; he was quite secure and being tortured on a daily basis, so it should have been impossible for him to flee on his own.  He had help.” 
 
    Kris put his hand to his chin and beckoned Sonja over.  “Why haven’t the trackers used arcane power to find him?” 
 
    “Find who?” Sonja asked as she stepped up beside Kris. 
 
    “Your brother.  Apparently, he escaped already… with some help.” 
 
    “Attempts to locate him with arcane power have failed.  I am not sure of the reason why; I know little of the arcane,” the erestram answered, picking up the halves of its destroyed weapon and then eyeing Kris’ sword with respect. 
 
    “Erik’s escaped?” Sonja whispered, and her eyes glistened with tears. 
 
    “Yes, but you know what this means,” Kris grunted. 
 
    “We have to find him before they do,” the archmage agreed.  She turned her attention to the erestram.  “Do you suspect which way he may have gone?” 
 
    The wolf-man shook its head again, and Kris glanced over his shoulder.  “Whoever freed him has to know the borders are being watched.  What lies to the north of Si’Dorra?” 
 
    “Mas’tolinor to the northwest, a sea to the north, and a couple of the lesser kings’ realms to the east and northeast,” Sonja answered. 
 
    The Warlord was surprised that Sonja would know that, but put his next question toward the erestram.  “Do your people sail?  Would there be ships on the sea that he and his rescuer could hide away on?” 
 
    “Only small fishing ships; we are forbidden to go too far from land by the Overking’s law.  Fishing ships are also prohibited from going between realms, so the sea would offer little respite from pursuit,” the wolf-man answered. 
 
    “And there’s no way King Koursturaux would willingly let any trouble cross her border,” Kris muttered.  “They’ve got to be heading east, unless whoever rescued him has the connections and canniness to go to ground and stay hidden until this all blows over.” 
 
    “This will not simply all blow over,” the erestram said with a short shake of the head.  “The king will not cease pursuit until his prisoner is in chains once again.” 
 
    “So, they’re headed east.” 
 
    It nodded.  “That is where the bulk of our hunters and trackers were sent.” 
 
    “We have no time to lose, then,” Sonja said before making a conscious effort to calm herself.  She blew out a sigh.  “What do we do with these, then?” 
 
    “As I said, take me as your hostage, but I implore you to let these others go free.” 
 
    “You’re not a prisoner,” Kris said.  “I’ll grant you your freedom on one condition: That you and your assistants speak of this encounter to no one.” 
 
    “I owe you the honor of my life, and so it shall be,” the erestram said.  “I will convince the others to keep quiet as well, but do not dally too long, off-worlders.  With the king furious, it will not take long before he sets his sights on you.” 
 
    “When is the council meeting, do you know?” 
 
    The erestram looked off into the forest, thinking.  “I suspect the king will be leaving his fortress at Agivak for Anthraxis within the next several days.  I am not certain of the exact date, though.” 
 
    “All right then, take your people and continue doing what you were told,” Kris said. 
 
    “You know that if I find your friend, I must take him into custody?” 
 
    “I do,” Kris said, and he laid a hand on Sonja’s shoulder without even bothering to look at her.  “Let’s all pray we find him first.” 
 
    The erestram nodded.  “Would you honor me with your name, warrior?” 
 
    “Kristofer Isaiah Jir’tana,” he said, not bothering with any of the titles. 
 
    “That is a name I will remember for all my days, and for more reasons than one,” the erestram said and returned to its companions. 
 
    Kris summoned his own with a gesture.  “We need to clear the area, and fast,” he told them.  “They’re going to keep quiet about our presence for as long as they can, but that’s a promise we can’t depend on for long.  Erik has escaped, and there are tracking parties like this looking for him everywhere.  We need to find him first, which means long days and short sleep shifts.  Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “I’ll try to contact the others with an arcane sending,” Sonja said. 
 
    “Good.  Oh, and Liria?” 
 
    The syrinthian girl turned, her golden eyes wide with alarm.  “Sir?” 
 
    “Great fighting.  I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she said.  “Er, Kris.  That was certainly much different from my last fight with an erestram.” 
 
    Kris was surprised by that comment, but left it to her to explain if she wanted to. 
 
    “One can certainly see the effects of Lady Vanador’s training,” Gabrius commented with a rare smile. 
 
    “Feh, you two made that fight boring,” Sharyn teased, putting the last bits of her armor back on.  “Do you really trust them, Kris?” 
 
    “Not completely,” he admitted.  “But bear in mind, Arku is Celigus’ cousin or nephew; they know each other pretty well.  And I’ve heard a lot about Arku over the years, particularly that he’s not terribly powerful as demon kings go, so his people are only loyal when they have to be.  I doubt these care very much whether Erik is ever caught again.  They probably just want to get home to their families.” 
 
    “They’re not the only ones, I’m sure,” Sherman said with a nod. 
 
    “Well, let’s get moving, then.  The faster we find Erik, the faster we can get back and do something relaxing… like help Kari build a house.” 
 
    There was good-natured laughter at that, and the Silver Blades headed eastward to try to rendezvous with the rest of their number.  Kris was nearly positive Erik and his benefactor would head east, toward the realm of one of Arku’s enemies that didn’t have a sizeable force watching the border.  He would have to push his companions to their limits and beyond, but he realized it might still not be enough.  They were competing with erestram and elestram, two peoples with far more speed and stamina than anyone under Kris’ command. 
 
    Except, perhaps, for Sharyn. 
 
    “Hey black beauty,” Kris said. 
 
    The werewolf didn’t react at first, but then she turned a shocked look his way.  “Are you talking to me?” 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised.  I’m honestly curious, because I don’t know all that much about werewolves: How fast and for how long can you run?” 
 
    “You want me to try to find Erik before they do?” 
 
    “We’re racing against time, doubly so because they have elestram and erestram trackers.  I suspect you’re the fastest we’ve got, and you’ve got the best nose and the perfect disguise.  Can we lean on you?” 
 
    She stopped without answering and began shedding her armor and weapons again.  “Is there some way you can keep in contact with me, Sonja?” she asked. 
 
    “That is some scar,” Kris muttered when the woman was down to her undergarments.  “You didn’t survive that, did you?  So, were you resurrected, like Kari?” 
 
    “We suspect so,” the werewolf answered, ignoring the many surprised stares aimed at her now.  “Sonja?” 
 
    The archmage touched the rings in Sharyn’s ear.  “I can put a little enchantment on these that should let me speak to you within a certain distance, or at least track you beyond that.” 
 
    “Perfect.  Get the others and move east as fast as you can.  I’ll lead you to him, and fight to defend him to my dying breath if I have to.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sharyn,” Sonja said, giving the woman a hug. 
 
    “Be careful,” Kris said.  “If you can’t avoid trouble, try to at least delay it until we can get to you.” 
 
    “Will do.”  She finished getting undressed and began her transformation.  Soon, she was in the fully lupine form, and she dashed off into the forest in a way the others only wished they could. 
 
    “You found yourself a hell of a woman, Sherman,” Kris said as they continued onward. 
 
    The paladin laughed.  “You have no idea, my friend.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter X – Evasion 
 
      
 
    Lord Stanley assumed power with Kari’s blessing.  It set many of the other nobles on edge, but he was one of the few that Kari thought she could trust.  He had been of help to her without question when she had to send her friends south under cover, and from her brief time at the former duke’s court, he seemed one of the least foppish.  He was handsome, well-spoken, and obviously of refined tastes, but lacked the arrogance and entitled attitude that she found so common among her fellow nobles. 
 
    The process of succession would be a long and tedious one, but having someone Kari could trust in power had to suffice for the time being.  She had much bigger concerns, and was glad to have someone else taking care of the ones she wasn’t well-suited for.  As soon as Lord Stanley was securely within the citadel, it had only been a matter of passing along orders through Tormaar to protect the acting duke at all costs to wrap up Kari’s role in the matter. 
 
    Martial law had been enacted, but Kari sent out her hunters to quell any uneasiness on the part of the citizens.  Red Eagle was handling that, their hunters assuring the city’s residents that martial law was only to resolve any subsequent issues in the wake of the duke’s arrest and the dismantling of the Blood Order.  It would hopefully be a situation that came to an end within a few days, at the most. 
 
    “As soon as we get the actual succession underway,” Kari answered.  “I don’t want the city under martial law any more than anyone else does.  Every hour the city’s under it, I have to keep my hunters on the streets instead of doing what we’re supposed to do.  And frankly, I hate it just as much as all the other citizens.” 
 
    Gil nodded, back in her human form now.  Her presence had created quite a stir, but the fact that Kari had walked beside her seemed to change it from panic to extreme curiosity.  Kari wasn’t expecting that, and clearly neither was Gil.  The trouble now was keeping the girl out of the public eye to avoid being hounded by the over-curious or thrill-seekers of some kind.  They had retreated back to Danilynn and Eli’s home, Kari’s office not an option with the state of the campus. 
 
    “Any word from your friends on Mehr’Durillia yet?” 
 
    Kari turned and stared at the werewolf.  Gil looked so unassuming sitting in one of Eli’s reading chairs before the fireplace, her hands tucked shyly into her pants pockets.  Anyone who looked at her would have to figure her for harmless, which only made her importance that much more appreciable.  She wasn’t much older than nineteen by her own words, but the girl had ice in her veins.  Little perturbed her, and despite her tender age and even more tender appearance, she was some kind of operative for the Royal Special Forces, and didn’t let all the interest in her being a werewolf affect her at all. 
 
    “No,” Kari answered after the short silence.  “We won’t hear anything back from them until they either get to friendly territory, or else come back home.  But they’ve got Kris leading them, and I have complete confidence in him.” 
 
    Gil smiled.  “And not just as a leader, hmm?” 
 
    Kari snorted and waved away the comment.   “Nice try, Gil, but I brought you here to talk about yourself, not my love life.  When are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything…” 
 
    The werewolf sighed.  “Better make us some tea, then.  There’s a lot to tell.  I’m not sure how much I’m supposed to tell you, but I think they trust you more than most because you’re the head of the Demonhunter Order.” 
 
    The demonhunter regarded her companion curiously.  There were certainly questions to be asked about that assertion.  She took Gil’s advice, though, and moved to set a kettle to boil over the fire.  She collected a couple of mugs, tea balls, and the chamomile from the pantry, and used the idle time to try to get her thoughts in order.  She wasn’t sure she trusted that Gil was going to tell her everything, and she wanted to have all of her questions prepared ahead of time if that turned out to be the case. 
 
    Gil seemed to be using the quiet time for the same purpose, but she still maintained that air of calm and control.  She almost reminded Kari of a mallasti or elestram in a human form, and after her transformation on Mehr’Durillia, Kari found that thought even funnier.  It was possible that there was some connection there, related to the wolf blood in Gil’s veins, and Kari wondered if the werewolves themselves were even cognizant of it. 
 
    Soon enough, the whistle of the tea kettle told them both that the time for contemplation had come to an end.  Kari poured the tea, then handed Gil her cup.  Gil set the cup down beside her, waiting for it to cool slightly, and Kari got things started. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    Gil met Kari’s eyes and smiled, clearly understanding that she wasn’t looking for the obvious answer.  “The short version is that I’m a young girl who got in a lot of trouble messing with the government,” Gil said.  “The long version… you probably wouldn’t understand most of it.  I’m from Streka, Kari.  I grew up in one of the biggest cities in the Strekan Province, and it’s like a completely different world from the one you live in.  When your brother-in-law gets back, I’m sure he’s going to tell you the same thing.” 
 
    “Is Gil your real name?” 
 
    “Yes: Gillian Erin MacKenzie.  I was a pretty typical teenager, always seeing how far I could push the envelope before someone pushed back.  I got into trouble with the government, as I said, and that’s how I ended up working with Dynas and his people.  I know when you hear that we’re Royal Special Forces, you probably think that means we’re like you and your Order, just from a different place, but that’s not it.  We were all criminals of some kind, but instead of being put in prison or killed, we were brought together because we each had skillsets the government could use.” 
 
    “Like being a werewolf?” 
 
    Gil nodded.  “Exactly.  I’m the only one working for our division, as far as I know, but if you could see some of the things Dynas can do, you’d understand his participation pretty easily.  There are others, too, but most of them are working on other projects.  This,” she said, gesturing about them, “was my mission: Destroy the Blood Order.  Of course, despite being a werewolf, that’s not something I could do myself.  So for the last couple of years, I’ve been doing mostly reconnaissance.” 
 
    “What were you doing with Sharyn’s pack down by Barcon, then?” 
 
    “Same thing, only with the Black Dragon Society.  Except you ended up taking care of all that for us.” 
 
    Kari took a long sip of tea to cover up her shock at hearing that.  “So why did the royal government decide these guilds were worth looking into after all this time?” 
 
    “They finally had people that could infiltrate them,” Gil explained.  “Dynas’ gift would make your jaw drop, and he’s been a pretty big part of this all along, he just has a way of keeping out of sight.  My demonstration for your Order ended up working out in more ways than we ever expected; the Blood Order really exposed itself after that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They started watching me, but my work was already done.  I’d already sniffed out their headquarters, their escape routes, their gathering places, even most of their homes.  Once they knew I was a werewolf, they started paying attention to me to try to prevent that, only too late.  But by focusing on me, they missed all the other people that were focusing on them.” 
 
    Kari shook her head in amazement.  “Did you know the duke was the head of the Blood Order?  I still can’t believe it.  How has he fooled people for so long?” 
 
    “They were dug in deep, Kari.  You’re going to find there’s fewer nobles than the last time you met them all, and other groups – like the city watch – are going to be missing members as well.  They’ve been at this for decades, if not longer, and Duke Bosimar wasn’t the first to be involved.  We suspect that it may have begun with his father, or even grandfather.” 
 
    Kari’s breath caught.  She remembered Earl Black’s tale of being attacked – and, without his knowledge at the time, possessed – by a demon while visiting Duke Bosimar’s father.  Could that demon have been involved in the rise of the Blood Order even before the Black Dragon Society?  Were all of these incidents and bloody guilds linked by a common demon – a demon that was still alive and out there somewhere? 
 
    Ketava, Kari thought, but she didn’t get too lost in thought while she was on Gil’s time.  “So why couldn’t you just tell me all of this at the start?  My people could’ve helped you, unless you’re telling me my Order is going to be missing some hunters now…” 
 
    Gil squared her jaw and frowned, but then she shrugged.  “Much as it’s going to hurt to hear me say it, you couldn’t be trusted at the time.  You went to a lot of trouble to find the moles in your Order, but you missed one: You.” 
 
    Kari cocked her head.  “Come again?” 
 
    “Not in the standard sense,” the werewolf said with a casual gesture.  “But you’ve been close to Eryn for several years, Kari.  She wasn’t a member of the Blood Order; she was Tarek’s right hand.  As much as you may have trusted her because of her relationship with your brother-in-law, she was always using you to some extent.  I can’t speak to whether or not she genuinely likes you or even Aeligos, but regardless, she used the two of you as information sources, at the very least.  Once Dynas and I realized how close the two of you were, we decided you couldn’t be trusted – not to help with the setup work, anyway.” 
 
    Kari shook her head again.  “She’s going to be executed, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    The demonhunter whipped her gaze back to meet Gil’s. 
 
    “She’s got a skillset the RSF wants, Kari.  She’s going to be recruited, unless she turns their offer down for whatever reason.  If she does that, then yes, she’ll be executed.  As it is, she’ll have to stand trial for her crimes under the Blood Order, and that will be what they use to keep her in line if she decides to join us.” 
 
    Kari tilted her head.  “Wait a minute.  That’s what this was all about, wasn’t it?  Rooting out the Black Dragon Society and the Blood Order… the royal government had no reason to come and dismantle either.  They just wanted BlackWing and Eryn.” 
 
    Gil laughed.  “Dynas told them you were sharper than they thought.  You’re right and you’re wrong, Kari.  RSF wanted both, but our orders were only to grab the two of them as new recruits.  BlackWing… well, once you exposed him as a possessor demon, his candidacy went right out with the wash water.” 
 
    “So, are you headed back to Streka, then?” 
 
    “Just for a couple of weeks.  Headed home to see my parents, then I’ll be back out this way.  Why, do you need me for something?” 
 
    “There’s a war coming, Gil.  I need every capable warrior I can get.  You may not be a fighter in the traditional sense, but I could use werewolves.” 
 
    “I can see what the bosses have in the works for me next,” the girl said with a shrug.  “I still have no intention of going to Mehr’Durillia, but you’ve got time to convince me.  Was there anything else you needed to know?” 
 
    There was so much Kari wanted to ask, but she’d gotten the most important answers she needed, and opened up many more things to think about and investigate.  There would be time to get to other things, but not with the weight of what was before her.  “Not at the moment.  I think I’d better go get my kids.  I need something normal to get my frayed nerves to calm down.” 
 
    “I’ll let you get to that, then.  I’d better head out now that it’s getting dark and see if Dynas needs my help rounding up any other stragglers.” 
 
    “Were any of the others involved with all this?  Sharyn or her pack?” 
 
    “Nope, just me,” Gil said.  “Although Sharyn being resurrected makes me think you ought to keep her very close to you.  I may not be all that spiritual or understand how your gods operate, but there’s something special about the two of you.  Don’t overlook the fact that she’s special just because you are.” 
 
    Kari titled her head, thinking of the similar proverb she’d been told with regard to the beshathan saying epaxa chi’pri.  “I won’t.  Thanks, Gil.  My head is still spinning over all of this, but I appreciate what you and Dynas have done.  I just don’t know how I’m going to explain it to Aeligos when he gets back home.” 
 
    The werewolf stood up.  “Eryn made her choices, Kari, and Aeligos made his.  Don’t let either of them put that weight on you.  I’ll see you again in a few weeks.” 
 
    Kari watched Gil leave the house and sighed.  She was correct when it came to Eryn and Aeligos, of course, but sharing weight – and strength – was what friends did.  And few things demonstrated that fact better than the group of people on Mehr’Durillia trying to rescue Erik. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Erik tried to open his eyes but couldn’t.  It wasn’t even the fatigue: His eyes were glued shut by something.  He’d spent most of the prior days in the bliss of unconsciousness, sparing him the agony of his daily torture.  That just meant that he didn’t know what had been damaged and to what extent, though.  He hoped his eyes still worked, and weren’t sealed shut because they’d either been removed or just damaged beyond use. 
 
    He recognized one other thing: He was lying down.  He was no longer crucified, but that didn’t mean he was safe.  It just meant one type of agony now replaced another.  The more he tried to think about it, the more he could suddenly feel every wound on his body – and the number of them was considerable. 
 
    Ultimately, his curiosity couldn’t outweigh the fatigue, and he slipped into the black depths of unconsciousness again. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Erik woke again, but had no idea how much time had passed.  His wounds all still ached, but the pain was duller now, the throb of flesh trying to heal rather than the sting of aggravated, open incisions.  He felt a wet cloth brush against the raw flesh of his ribs, and without thinking, his eyes shot open. 
 
    His eyes opened.  And they worked.  That was a blessing in itself. 
 
    Erik tilted his head down and found an elestram kneeling beside him.  The dark tan-furred jackal-woman was washing his wounds with a cloth, her clawed hands gently, even delicately tracing each of the numerous lines that criss-crossed his body.  She met his eyes when she saw he was awake, and pushed him down to rest his head on the ground again.  She said something in beshathan, he thought; it didn’t sound like infernal, but he had no idea what she said either way. 
 
    He looked around at their surroundings.  They seemed to be in a cave, and the light was failing outside.  There was a little fire going nearby, and meat was roasting over it while the elestram woman tended to him.  Where was he?  And how many others might there be in this camp with the female? 
 
    “Where are we?” Erik asked weakly. 
 
    The elestram woman touched a finger to the end of his snout and shook her head.  She either couldn’t understand him or simply didn’t want him to talk.  He tried to look around for any others with them, but they seemed to be the only occupants in the cave at the moment.  The elestram woman spoke again in beshathan, and Erik realized she was asking a question.  He could only shake his head in response. 
 
    She pointed to the cooking meat, then to his mouth, and repeated her question. 
 
    “Yes, I’m starving,” he said.  He realized his silly mistake a moment later and simply tried to nod, gesturing to his mouth.  “Who are you?” 
 
    She glanced at him over her shoulder as she retrieved some meat from the spit, but made no reply.  Erik cursed his ignorance of at least the infernal language, anything to be able to talk with this woman.  He supposed the answers to his questions were irrelevant at this point. He wasn’t tied up or being tortured, and for the moment, that was enough.  If it turned out he was still imprisoned in some manner, it changed little. 
 
    The elestram fed him, which was a new experience for Erik.  She wouldn’t let him feed himself, apparently insisting he relax and conserve energy.  There was an element of tenderness to it, but the impassive expressions of the beshathan people made it less so.  Still, this was as close as Erik had ever been to a beshathan that wasn’t dying, as the people of Anthraxis had largely ignored him while he was there. 
 
    The thought of Anthraxis brought with it the realization that he’d seen the missing third Tilcimer there.  That was an alarming development, one Erik had to get home and let his Order and family know about.  If the Tilcimer was working with the demon kings in some fashion, it presented a whole range of problems, from simply informing the demon kings of any number of things about Citaria to actually helping them invade.  Whatever the case, that creature needed to be killed before it spread misery and death like its predecessors, whether here or on Citaria. 
 
    Erik chuckled.  Kari would be proud of him for being concerned about the people here on Mehr’Durillia.  It was something he knew was part of his duty, but it was easier to just regard them all as his enemies until situations – like the one he was currently in – showed otherwise. 
 
    The elestram woman was surprised at his chuckle, but said nothing, merely titling her head as she held him under an unblinking stare.  “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be able to talk to you,” he said between bites, and glanced down the length of his body.  “And for some clothes.” 
 
    She seemed to smile, but continued to feed him wordlessly.  Once he had eaten, she gestured for him to try sitting up fully, and helped him get at least halfway upright.  The fatigue was bone-deep, and there was still the tug of the many wounds across his body, but it felt good to be sitting up.  His arms and legs, particularly at the elbows and knees, were still screaming at him over the damage of his captivity, but he would heal.  Sitting here with this elestram woman, wherever he was, eating and resting and simply taking a break from being tortured filled him with hope and resolve. 
 
    “Tell me there’s a way back to Anthraxis,” he said.  The mention of the Overking’s city certainly got her attention, and she regarded him.  He wanted to smack himself in the forehead, but instead touched a hand to his chest as he said, “Erik; I am Erik.” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side again, and despite the language barrier between them, Erik got the sense of a sharp intellect behind those golden eyes.  “Nessandra,” she said, touching a hand to her own chest. 
 
    “Nessandra?” he repeated with a sharp intake of breath, but then he frowned.  From what he’d been told, it was a fairly common name among the elestram.  Still, the jolt of the memory of the woman who’d died trying to help him stung bitterly.  Part of him feared this Nessandra might meet the same fate for trying to aid him, and he wasn’t sure that was something he wanted to live with.  “I knew a Nessandra once… an elestram, like you.  I guess it’s a common name for brave women among your people.” 
 
    The woman said nothing, merely studying his eyes as he spoke.  She fed him as much as he was able to take.  It was the first food Erik had since being captured, and while half-guardians could go extended periods without food, water, or sleep, he would need plenty of all three to recover from the abuse he’d suffered.  She seemed to understand that perfectly, whether she was familiar with his kind or not.  When Erik had his fill, she gave him a jug to drink from, and Erik was surprised to find it full of milk.  He resolved not to worry about where beshathans got their milk from, and drank his fill of it. 
 
    A cup of water rounded out the refreshments, and then she gently eased him onto his back and threw a blanket over him.  The floor of the cave wasn’t comfortable, but it beat being strapped to a crucifix, and the blanket would help him conserve heat and heal faster as well. 
 
    “Thank you,” Erik said, bowing his head as much as he could in that position. 
 
    The elestram woman said something in beshathan and patted his chest before she rose and walked to the entrance.  Erik tried to stay awake, but only managed to watch her scan side to side for a couple of minutes before he lost the fight with his eyelids.  He was barely coherent enough to recognize the sound of her getting undressed an indeterminate amount of time later, and then she slipped under the blanket and curled up beside him, adding her warmth to his. 
 
    He was too tired to open his eyes and say anything, or to care, for that matter. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Erik had little idea how long he had slept when he woke, or whether it was even the next day.  There was bright sunshine outside the cave, and silhouetted against it was the vigilant form of the elestram woman, Nessandra.  She sat just inside the shadows of the cave, her ears and then head turning side to side from time to time.  She looked over her shoulder eventually, as if she sensed he was watching her, and made her way over when she saw he was awake. 
 
    There was a pot of something boiling over the fire.  The elestram woman used a rod to pull forth a cloth that was boiling in the water, and after letting it cool for a moment, she came to Erik’s side.  She pulled back the blankets, which he found a bit discomfiting.  If she felt any of the embarrassment he did, she didn’t let it show, and got to work washing his wounds again.   
 
    The heat of the cloth didn’t even register to his half-guardian flesh.  When her washing reached his delicates, however, he still jumped reflexively.  At least, he jumped as much as he was able to in his condition.  She seemed shocked by his reaction, and after considering him for a moment, she reached up and touched the golden chain that was strung between her brows.  Erik wasn’t sure what that meant; was she trying to tell him she was no stranger to men?  Either way, it still made him uncomfortable; she was a stranger to him. 
 
    Nessandra started to clean him again, but Erik grabbed at her wrist and shook his head.  “Don’t,” he said, trying to keep the edge out of his tone.  “Please.” 
 
    The elestram woman stared him in the eyes for well over a minute.  The strength of her unblinking gaze made him even more uncomfortable, which he wouldn’t have thought possible.  She blew a sigh through her nose and blinked slowly.  “What is the issue?” she asked with that same slight accent he’d heard before, but otherwise in fluent Citarian.  “Do you not wish your injuries cleaned and tended to?” 
 
    Erik balked.  “Wait, you can speak my language?  Why didn’t you before?” 
 
    “I wanted to see what you would say if you thought I could not understand you,” she answered.  She touched the golden chain between her brows.  “This was my wedding chain.  There is no reason to be embarrassed or worry about impropriety; your wounds are extensive and very little of your body was spared Curlamanx’ wrath.” 
 
    Erik’s mouth tightened; she said it was her wedding chain.  He nodded his consent.  “All right, then, but I still don’t get why you wouldn’t just talk to me.” 
 
    “I have heard things about you, and wanted to see how much truth there was to those claims.  You answered nearly all of my questions with only two sentences.” 
 
    “What questions?” 
 
    “Regarding who you are.” 
 
    She continued washing his wounds, though thankfully, Erik couldn’t feel any of the ones she had hinted at.  She paused as she washed the outside of his left thigh, as though inspecting a possible infection, but ultimately, she continued her chore. 
 
    “My name is not Nessandra,” she said when she had completed her task and returned the cloth to the pot of boiling water.  “Nessandra was my sister, and I called myself by her name to see your reaction.  I am Kuritarra Kivekt.” 
 
    “Kuri… Tarra?” he echoed.  “You’re Tarra?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Your sister… she wanted us to deliver a message…” 
 
    “And it was received,” Tarra said.  She stood and went to look out of the cave mouth.  “My sister was not one to take foolish chances, but the opportunity of the Crimson Huntress’ bounty was apparently enough to overrule that.  After my husband’s death, I believe she thought she needed to take care of me.” 
 
    “Now I’ve left you all alone,” Erik whispered, recalling one of the last things Nessandra had said before she perished.  He looked up at the silhouette of the jackal-woman again.  “I’m sorry.  We were overmatched by what we faced, and your sister paid the price for that.” 
 
    Tarra looked back at him over her shoulder.  “You have no need to apologize to me.  I was crushed to learn of my sister’s passing, but to hear of the efforts off-worlders put to honoring her… I was shocked.  Most of our kind who go to your world are butchered and never return.  Those who do speak of the hatred of our kind that is so prevalent there, that they are attacked or hunted on sight.  That you and your companions welcomed my sister’s aid and treated her with dignity and respect as she lay dying… it was far more than I expected, to say the least.” 
 
    “You have my sister-in-law to thank for that,” Erik said, and Tarra came and sat down beside him again.  “You may have heard of her: Karian Vanador.  She’s been working to try to bridge some of the gaps between our people, to work together to bring down some of the kings.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador?” she asked, and Erik nodded.  “She is the reason you lie here with me, and are not still strapped to a post in Curlamanx’ keep.” 
 
    “Do you work for King Morduri or King Emanitar?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you an Ashen Fang like your sister, then?” 
 
    Tarra bowed her head.  “I am.  My marking is kept out of sight, however; if you wish proof, I will show you.” 
 
    Erik considered where she would hide it and decided against asking something he might regret.  “I think Kari was working with the Ashen Fangs, is that what you mean?  Is that why your people worked to free me?” 
 
    The elestram woman shook her head.  “You have not been freed by the Ashen Fangs; you have been freed by me.  Word of your capture and detainment reached me due to the efforts of the Ashen Fangs, but they did not free you.” 
 
    Erik could feel the blood drain from his face.  “You did this alone?  How are we going to get out of Si’Dorra without getting captured?” 
 
    “The king’s people are looking in the wrong place.  Determining the direction to go was a simple matter of calculating odds and analyzing trends.”  She shook her head and urged him to lie back down and relax.  “We will have help, do not fret.  Rest for now, and I will cook some more food to aid in your recovery.  Now that you are awake and more prone to make an error, it will be riskier for me to leave you alone to go and gather supplies.  Can I trust you to remain here, still and quiet and out of sight?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Erik agreed, though he was still perturbed by the thought that she had seen to his rescue alone.  Unlike Kari, Erik didn’t know who to trust and who he should be wary of.  He couldn’t even speak the languages here.  Tarra’s assurance that she had calculated the odds was of little comfort. 
 
    “I will return shortly.  Have faith in my plan.  I did not see to your rescue to end up caught and imprisoned beside you.” 
 
    “You want to go back to Citaria with me?” he asked, and she nodded.  “All right, then.  But we have to take this all one step at a time.” 
 
    “Indeed.  And for this portion of the journey, the weight is upon me, so do not try to take it upon yourself.” 
 
    Erik agreed.  She hesitated a moment, and he was surprised when she leaned down and kissed him on the end of his snout.  He jerked away from her slightly and she looked away, embarrassed.  Before he could say anything, Tarra rose to her feet and left the cave without breaking stride at all. 
 
    He swore in the back of his mind.  It could’ve just been a way of thanking him for what they’d done for her sister.  It could’ve been perfectly innocent among the elestram people.  True, the timing of it seemed a bit odd, but Erik had reacted poorly and hurt her feelings.  The more he sat and thought about it, he knew he owed her an apology.  She had risked everything to free him from his torture, and a little kiss wasn’t much to ask in return.  It was entirely possible this was as close as she’d been to someone since her husband’s passing, and taking care of Erik had simply awakened some spousal or maternal instincts. 
 
    Did she have children?  Erik suspected not, based on Nessandra having said that she’d left Tarra all alone.  Still, if she was an assassin and belonged to a guild, wasn’t that sort of like a family?  That seemed to be the case with Eryn, though Erik treaded carefully around that subject on behalf of his brother these days.  But if Tarra didn’t even consider her guild family, what hope did she have of getting Erik out of Si’Dorra alive? 
 
    There’s really nothing to do but trust her, he thought.  He threw off the blanket he lay under and sat up with some effort.  He inspected his wounds, and found that the woman hadn’t simply been washing him as an excuse to touch someone.  His body was riddled with wounds.  Thankfully, most of them were well on the mend, and he realized Tarra hadn’t been lying about the damage to his privates, either.  Erik gritted his teeth; he hoped he’d get the opportunity to return the favor to Curlamanx at some point. 
 
    That thought brought with it the awareness that his friends and family might already be on their way to rescue him – and he wouldn’t be there to be found.  They were, of course, highly capable, but he didn’t want to think about them risking their lives to rescue him.  And that was to say nothing of the possibility that they were waylaid by that third Tilcimer when they passed through Anthraxis. 
 
    Erik blew out a calming sigh.  Tarra had warned against him getting worked up and doing something foolish.  He cast the blanket the rest of the way off of himself and tried to stand.  It was no use; he was far too exhausted.  His body was using every ounce of food and energy to try to heal itself, and he would be a fool to demand otherwise for no reason other than to pace.  He turned to lean against the cave wall, and put the blanket over his lap after a moment. 
 
    Tarra returned after a while with another jug and a shoulder satchel of other supplies.  She smiled when she saw him sitting up, and she made her way to the fire, replacing the pot with a pan to cook meat in, along with some vegetables.  When she returned to his side, she handed him the jug and gestured for him to drink the entire thing. 
 
    Erik grabbed her wrist before she could move back to the fire.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I don’t know why I reacted like that to your kiss.  I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    “I did not mean to make you uncomfortable,” she returned shyly.  “I should not have assumed I could treat you with such familiarity.” 
 
    Erik nodded; perhaps it had just been a friendly thing.  “I’d help you with the cooking, but I can’t really move… and I can’t cook, for that matter.” 
 
    Tarra barked a laugh.  “I believe sense of humor returning is often a good sign when one is recovering from injury,” she said, and she returned to the fire to tend to the meat. 
 
    “What happened to your husband, if you don’t mind me asking?” Erik said, but then he immediately regretted it and cursed himself in the back of his mind. 
 
    “He was murdered,” came the answer.  She didn’t sob, didn’t sigh; she didn’t even give Erik a dirty look over her shoulder. 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    Tarra still didn’t turn back to Erik.  “The king, of course.  He has destroyed my entire family in some fashion.”  She sighed.  “My husband was always outspoken with his criticism of the king.  He complained about many things: Roadways, taxes, poaching, border skirmishes, and even the king’s obsession with your world.  People agreed with him, but they stood by idly when my husband was dragged from our home and beaten to ruin.  They dragged him off to Agivak, and that was the last I ever saw or heard of him.  Not surprisingly, none of the issues my husband complained about have changed.” 
 
    “So… I was a pretty unique opportunity to you,” Erik reasoned. 
 
    She stayed quiet for a few minutes before she skewered the meat and brought one over to him.  “Do not misunderstand: I rescued you as gratitude for your efforts on my sister’s behalf.  That my actions vexed the king or cost him face pleases me, yes, but this was not my primary motivation.  I will confess, however, that you also represent my only real possibility of escape from this realm.” 
 
    “Why not just move somewhere else?” 
 
    “That is illegal under the Overking’s law,” Tarra answered.  “I have petitioned for the right to move, but His Majesty has denied my every request.  I suspect he would be glad to see the last of my family wiped out, in light of my husband’s outspokenness.” 
 
    Erik took one of the skewers with a grateful bow of the head and began to eat.  “I don’t mean to be rude,” he said after finishing half of it.  “But you said yourself that your kind aren’t exactly treated well on Citaria.  Why come with me?  And why not just go there yourself the same way your sister did?” 
 
    “You are… a hunter.  It was my hope your people would grant me asylum, at least in the short term.  As to why I do not simply go myself?  My sister was pursuing a bounty for the Ashen Fangs; she had a legitimate reason to go.  I am trying to escape, and that is a quick way to get oneself killed by the Overking or his agents, if not by King Arku and his.  I am a fugitive just as you are, Erik.  I need your help as much as you need mine.” 
 
    “All right, so let’s talk escape.  Where are we going?” he asked before finishing the meat skewer.  She handed him another, and he devoured that while he waited for an answer. 
 
    “We are already where we are going for the time being,” she said, sitting down fully.  “I could not take you very far, but fortunately, it will be some time before even the most skilled trackers and hunters realize this.  They must assume you were freed by a sizeable force, one that was capable of carrying you to safety in a short period of time.  As such, the king will have every available person scouring the countryside for us.  The reason they will not find us is because they are looking as far away from Dauchin-Rache as possible, in an ever-widening circle.” 
 
    “We’re still in Dauchin-Rache?” Erik blurted. 
 
    “No, but we are not far from it,” Tarra said with a placating gesture.  “However, we are within the boundaries of a harmauth clan, and even the king will not disrupt the territory of a harmauth matriarch.  Not without definitive proof that he has reason to.” 
 
    Erik leaned forward to glance out the cave mouth.  “Do the ram-folk know we’re here?” 
 
    “They do; that is who I have been receiving our supplies from,” she answered, and Erik suddenly thought twice about the milk he’d been drinking.  “They are content to allow us to stay within their territory until we are ready to move on.” 
 
    “So, you’ve been waiting until I can walk myself,” Erik reasoned with a nod.  “Where are we headed once I can?  And I don’t suppose the harmauths make clothes, do they?” 
 
    Tarra smiled, and Erik found it a comforting thing, considering she had just told him of her husband’s murder not long ago.  The beshathan people had such muted emotions from what he had seen.  Even when he wandered the streets of Anthraxis, waiting for some sign or word of Kari needing help, he couldn’t remember getting any hostile looks.  Sometimes there was a hint of predator in their eyes, but they showed so little in the way of emotion, even hatred.  Erik had to wonder how Tarra might fare playing poker against Aeligos. 
 
    “I can fashion you some garments for modesty’s sake, at least,” she offered.  “Our best chance of escaping the realm lies to the east.  There is a grand peak across the border, under which lies the citadel of King Lestanaek; it will guide us to the border of his realm.  There is a great deal of ground to cross, and if we reach the border, we will be taken prisoner.  However, we may be able to petition King Lestanaek to let us proceed to Anthraxis.” 
 
    “What are our other options?” 
 
    “Cross the border into Mas’tolinor, where we will likely be slain on sight.  The Crimson Huntress does not abide border-crossers.  The borders of the realms of Sorelizar, Tess’Vorg, and Pataria to the south are all being watched very closely with the events in Sorelizar, so we have virtually no chance of crossing any of those borders successfully.” 
 
    Erik pulled his knees up to his chest.  His leg muscles complained, but he was able to bend his knees with only moderate pain.  “What’s going on in Sorelizar?” 
 
    “A vulkinastra started a revolution, and her cause was taken up by King Emanitar who, as I have heard it, has bisected Sorelizar and is pushing ever farther north.” 
 
    I hope Kari didn’t get caught in that, Erik thought.  He wondered if she might still be here on Mehr’Durillia and joining with his family to search for him.  If she is, they might have a war on their hands here in Si’Dorra soon enough. 
 
    “Well, sorry to say, but it’s probably still going to be a couple of days until I can walk, much less at a pace that will get us safely to the border,” he said after a short pause. 
 
    “The longer we wait, the farther away from us our pursuers will be.  We will come to a point where the odds turn against us, but by then, we should be close to the border of Ekkristis, King Lestanaek’s realm.  We do not want to cross into King Ouraggra’s realm, so we must take care when we reach our pursuers’ ranks and attempt to pass through.” 
 
    Tarra crawled over and grabbed the last of the meat skewers and handed it to him.  “Eat, drink, and rest as much as you can.  We should be quite safe here for a while.” 
 
    “One last question,” Erik said.  “Any chance the Ashen Fangs will help us?” 
 
    “They will, though not as overtly as you are likely hoping.  Be patient; as I said, the odds are with us for the time being.  I know this realm fairly well, and I am certain I can get us to the border with only the pursuers farther east presenting any trouble at all.” 
 
    Erik met her eyes evenly.  “Thank you,” he said, enunciating the purity of his emotion as much as the words would allow. 
 
    She took his hand in hers and gave a tight squeeze.  It was at once both an odd and yet familiar sensation.  Though her hands were covered in fur, they didn’t feel that way; he could hardly tell his hands weren’t directly touching skin.  She had claws like him, though they were a little different, and short enough that they didn’t mitigate the contact.  He could sense it coming this time, and he made no move to dodge or do anything else that might insult or upset her. 
 
    Kuritarra leaned in and kissed Erik on the end of his snout, and though it wasn’t the way his people did so, he returned the gesture. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XI – Divergence 
 
      
 
    Progress was slow.  Sharyn, thankfully, had quickly passed beyond the vocal range of Sonja’s enchantment, but the sorceress was tracking the werewolf eastward.  Sharyn may not have been boastful about her speed, but she had every reason to be.  She was far outpacing the rest of the Silver Blades, and Kris had little doubt she would find Erik long before they did, assuming she could find some hint of his scent to follow. 
 
    Fortunately, the fact that Erik was a rir – and a serilian-rir to boot – on Mehr’Durillia, a world where there were few of their kind, would make it easier.  That left only the possibility that they were harried and eventually captured before the rest of the Silver Blades could reach them.  That was the most concerning thing to Kris.  They were impeded by what had been, at the time, a perfectly good strategy: They had made little secret that they were coming.  Now that Erik had escaped, their enemies’ goal was no longer to draw them into a trap. 
 
    Now, their goal would no doubt be to capture as many of the Silver Blades as they could, anywhere they could. 
 
    Agivak was only a few more hours’ travel to reach, though that likely wouldn’t happen until the following day with the light failing.  Kris had to plan for the weaknesses of his many companions, not just their strengths.  The humans brought with them the power of the gods as highly trained and capable paladins, but they couldn’t see well in the dark, and darkness fell much earlier in the deeper portions of the forests of Si’Dorra.  They made what progress they could after nightfall, but Sonja couldn’t brighten their path using arcane power without making them an obvious target. 
 
    Stamina hadn’t become much of an issue yet.  His team was in great shape, and they kept up a rugged pace for most of the days.  These were almost all war veterans, and they knew what to expect from the rigors of their travel and sojourn in the land of their enemies.  At the same time, they each knew and accepted the dangers that awaited them when they took on this mission.  In the end, Kris only had to issue one order with regard to that: Should the worst come to pass and capture seemed imminent, Sonja was to grab as many of their companions as she could and take them back to Citaria.  There was no sense in everyone being captured or killed. 
 
    Gabrius turned and his eyes flashed in the failing light.  He made a brief gesture, and Kris nodded.  It was time to make camp; the humans’ vision would be virtually useless soon enough, and travel through the forests was tough enough at times even during the day.  He didn’t like feeling the hours slip through his fingers, but there was only so much they could do, unless he wanted to leave the humans behind and start pushing through the nights.  And that was an idea that had already been suggested, discussed, and quickly discarded. 
 
    “Aeligos,” the Warlord said, attracting the rogue’s attention while the others began to set up their camp.  Kris put a hand to Aeligos’ shoulder and walked him a short distance away.  “I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea.  Obviously, we’re not going to give up on rescuing Erik, but I don’t think we’re going to get to him before our enemies do.” 
 
    “You thinking diversion?” 
 
    Kris smiled and chuckled quietly.  He loved the analytical, tactical mind of this younger Tesconis son.  Kris had learned tactics from an early age, training under his father and Celigus Chinchala, but he wondered where Aeligos had developed his instincts and flair for planning.  In the rogue, Kris found a great companion when it came to differentiating options and strategies to find the absolute best course of action. 
 
    “I’m thinking we do something drastic enough that it forces the people hunting for Erik to come back here.  We’re only a few hours’ travel from Agivak, I think, and seeing as that’s both Arku’s seat of power and where we’re supposed to think they’re holding Erik… maybe we hit them with unforeseen consequences for a change.” 
 
    Aeligos put a hand to his chin.  “Agivak is still going to be well-protected, but I wonder if they think we’ll have heard that Erik has escaped by now?  The trap may still be there, but they may not be expecting us to walk into it anymore.  Are you thinking of an attempt on Arku?” 
 
    “Not an attempt.” 
 
    Aeligos’ eyes widened at that, but then a grim smile crept across his face.  “No wonder Kari’s attracted to you,” he said with a snort. 
 
    Kris twisted his mouth to the side.  “Listen, about that…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” the rogue said.  “It’s your business, not mine.  We’ve got more important things to think about right now.  And on that note, do you really think we have what it would take to kill a demon king?” 
 
    Kris got the impression that Aeligos had something to say about his relationship with Kari, but the rogue didn’t see fit to bring it up now.  Accordingly, Kris let the matter pass for the moment.  “In all honesty, I’m not sure.  I know Arku is supposed to be one of the weaker kings, but you have to bear in mind, that’s relative to the other kings, not to us.  I’ve only seen glimpses of what power Celigus commands, and he’s really not that much older than Arku, so I won’t lie and say I know we can do it.  But if the opportunity presents itself, I’d sure like to give it a try.” 
 
    Aeligos nodded.  “I’m not keen on that kind of fight.  That’s not where my strengths and usefulness to you are going to lie,” he said with a short gesture.  “But if we can make enough of a showing against the seat of his power, they may have to pull back a lot of the people searching for Erik, like you said.  The question is: How do we do that without ending up in some drawn-out battle of attrition, especially if we don’t want to hurt any more people than we have to?” 
 
    “Surgical strike?” 
 
    The rogue shook his head.  “Different races; we have nearly no chance of sneaking our way through a town, much less the capital.” 
 
    Kris bobbed his head at the expected answer.  “Skirmish tactics?” 
 
    “A better option; lets us seem like a much bigger force than we actually have.  You let Gabrius, Eli, and myself scout out the weakest positions before each strike.  Still, if they get the feeling it’s not a lot of attackers, they may just send out the better part of their garrison to either capture us or run us down.” 
 
    “Inside man, then?” 
 
    Aeligos considered him a moment.  “You know someone in Agivak?  Or are you thinking of using Liria?” 
 
    Kris indicated the syrinthian girl with his head.  “We have an unusual advantage here.  I don’t even think she has to speak beshathan fluently; infernal is their go-to language, despite the fact that it’s not the native tongue of any of these peoples.  We dress her up – and it won’t take much effort – to play the part of a bounty hunter.  That should get her into the capital without too much scrutiny.  From there…” 
 
    “We have her start sowing the seeds of discord,” Aeligos mused.  “Sort of the same thing I did to Curlamanx back during the War.  That would be rather ironic, wouldn’t it?  They may not see it coming from a syrinthian, especially one who has a legitimate reason to be there.” 
 
    “How do you feel about coaching her?  The girl seems a bit naïve despite her training with the Order.  I don’t think she’s suited to the task as is, but I don’t imagine you’d have much trouble getting her ready in a hurry.” 
 
    The rogue shook his head.  “All I have to do is tell her a few choice things to say, and who to say them to.  We don’t need to start a fight, just the rumblings of disorder, and Arku – or more specifically, Curlamanx after Arku has left – will bring as many soldiers home to keep the peace in the capital as he can.  He’s a coward; I’ve no doubt that’s how he’ll react.  The key part is the timing of Arku leaving for the Council session.” 
 
    “Which should be in the next couple of days, according to the erestram we tangled with before we met back up with you all.  And he can’t sit around dealing with grumbling when he’s expected at the meeting; he has to be there on time.  All right, then.  Liria!” 
 
    The entire camp looked at Kris, then at the syrinthian girl, who came running without the slightest delay.  “Yes, Kris, what do you need?” she asked, making a valiant effort to keep from calling him sir again. 
 
    “How do you feel about committing suicide?” he asked with a straight face. 
 
    The girl’s eyes went wide, then her brow came low.  “I think you need to be either a little less humorous or a little less direct in your assessments.” 
 
    Kris laughed, and Aeligos chuckled with him.  “Honestly, how do you feel about going into Agivak and spreading some rumors and lies, if Aeligos coaches you on what to say?” 
 
    Liria looked over her shoulder, presumably in the direction of Agivak.  “If that’s what you need me to do, I’ll do it.  At the very least, I’m fluent in infernal, which is what most of the people are going to speak on a day-to-day basis.  And if they want to speak beshathan, it won’t be all that surprising if I’m a bit poorly-spoken with it.  I’ll just need Aeligos to be very specific on what to say.” 
 
    “And who to say it to,” the rogue added. 
 
    The Warlord folded his arms across his chest.  “You’re not looking to start a war, or even a fight.  All we need you to do is get people talking, make Arku and Curlamanx uncomfortable in their own city.  That might force them to pull back some of the soldiers that are currently after Erik and whoever helped him.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Can you pass for a bounty hunter?  I’d say you look the part, with your equipment and the training you’ve received from the Order.” 
 
    “If we were to somehow put the mark of the Ashen Fangs on my breasts, that would be the only touch we need to add, I think,” she answered. 
 
    “Can Sonja do that?” Kris asked the rogue, who bobbed his head.  “All right, you three get to it, then.  Send Corbanis over.  We’re going to make this really interesting for Arku and Curlamanx.” 
 
    The Tesconis patriarch came walking over to Kris shortly after.  “What do you need?” 
 
    “How do you feel about committing suicide?” 
 
    “Depends who we take with us.” 
 
    Kris clapped the larger man on the shoulder.  “We’re going to let Liria go in and do some of Aeligos’ work, get the swarm buzzing inside the nest.  Then you and I are going to hit them – or him would be more appropriate, I suppose, since Arku is due to leave the city soon.  I don’t want any of your kids involved in this, though.  They’re an incredible bunch, but you and I have experience they don’t.  And I assume when you say you’re willing to put your life on the line to rescue your son, you truly mean it.” 
 
    “I do.  But what is Liria doing, exactly?” 
 
    “I’ll explain that with the others in a minute.  I just want you to be prepared.  Normally, we’d have Aeligos, Gabrius, and Eli handle something covert, but it’s going to be you and me this time around.  How comfortable are you flying in your armor?” 
 
    “I can manage well enough.” 
 
    Kris nodded.  “We’re going to give Liria a day or two, and then you and I are going to swoop into that city and give Curlamanx a good reason not to sleep for a few days.” 
 
    Corbanis scowled.  “Or a good reason to sleep for the rest of time.” 
 
    “Or that.  Come, let me explain what Liria’s going to be up to tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Things were slowly coming under control again.  It was difficult for Kari to see the debris of her old home being cleared away, but it was the removal of the old and the dead in preparation for new life to take root.  It was the way of things according to the philosophy of the elven people she had lived amongst for a short time in her prior life.  Grakin’s tree still stood, and he was ever a part of her; the house was an object, only a physical representation of their love that could, no matter how much it might sting at the moment, be rebuilt. 
 
    What truly touched her heart were the efforts of so many people to join in the rebuilding of her home.  Her old foreman, John Schultz, had taken charge of the project without even being contracted, and he and his men set out at a brisk pace to get her home rebuilt.  They also had the assistance of Kari’s workers, including the syrinthians, when their normal duties allowed.  There were a number of laborers and craftsmen from the city adding their assistance as well, and not once had anyone stopped Kari to ask about how they would be compensated. 
 
    Kyrie was handling the money for Kari, and the demonhunter asked her mother-in-law to keep close track of everything spent.  Her oath to repay the workers two-fold for their kindness was not an idle promise, and she wanted to make sure everyone shared in the bounty of her home being rebuilt.  It might cost her considerably in the short-term, but Kari wanted all those involved to receive bonuses of some kind as well. 
 
    Duke Bosimar and Eryn had been removed from the city the night before, on their way to Streka to undergo some trials.  Gil said Eryn was going to be recruited, not killed, and that left Kari confused about how she was going to explain everything to Aeligos when he returned.  That being said, the Blood Order was gone, and Kari could already sense a difference in the general feel of the city.  People were nervous, but now it was because of the political upheaval and not due to there being an assassin’s guild running the underworld of the city. 
 
    Lord Stanley was close to lifting martial law already, and many of the earls of Brunswick were on their way to have a grand meeting to choose a proper new duke.  Kari was just glad she was far enough down the proverbial totem pole that she wouldn’t be considered.  She already knew what she’d say if they asked, but she didn’t even want to think about it.  She had enough to deal with already, and if war with Mehr’Durillia’s kings was truly coming, she wouldn’t have anywhere near the time or energy to devote to properly managing the city, much less the duchy. 
 
    Repairs on the campus, too, were proceeding, though by Kari’s orders, the administrative building was being left for last.  Clearly, the repairmen and her hunters found that odd, and Kari found she couldn’t quite explain it even to herself.  Part of her said it was because she wanted her hunters and the other staff taken care of first.  But that wasn’t the entirety of it, if she was honest with herself.  The burned and damaged administrative building kept Albrecht Allerius fresh in her mind every time she saw it, and that was the bigger reason for her hesitation. 
 
    She tried not to dwell on it, especially not with her current destination.  She crossed the grounds of the campus with sure strides, headed for the warded prison.  There had been a bit of a development where her prisoners were concerned, and she wanted to see what effect it had on their demeanors.  Still, her eyes were drawn to the training recruits on the campus square, and after a moment, she changed direction and approached.   
 
    The recruits and Headmaster Campbell all stopped to face her, snapping crisp salutes in the demonhunter way.  “What can we do for you, ma’am?” the instructor asked. 
 
    “Cadet,” Kari said, indicating a young human who stepped forward and saluted her again.  “You’re too twitchy.  You’re going to lose a hand the first time you go into serious combat.  If you can’t figure out what to do with that hand, either strap a shield to it or pick up another sword.  Watch your elbows, and concentrate on efficiency of movement.  You’re wasting a lot of energy looking like a chicken instead of a hunter.” 
 
    There were scattered chuckles, and the cadet sucked in his lower lip.  “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “What are the rest of you laughing at?  Is the thought of one of your brothers or sisters getting killed funny to you?  Maybe you don’t belong here.” 
 
    That silenced the entire class, and Kari turned and pointed to the ruined husk of the administrative building.  “One moment of failed teamwork leads to that,” she said, meeting every pair of eyes before her.  “You’re not just here to learn to be a hunter, you’re here to be part of a team, and that means pushing each other to be great.  Don’t leave everything on Master Campbell’s shoulders.  Push each other, encourage each other, and learn to live and fight for each other.  War is coming, and the things we fight?  They don’t discriminate.” 
 
    She met the eyes of the cadet she had corrected again.  “What’s your name, young man?” 
 
    “Albert, ma’am,” he answered.  “Simon Albert.” 
 
    “Don’t let my corrections get you down, Simon.  You’ve made it this far.  Keep working at your craft.” 
 
    He snapped her another salute.  “I appreciate it, ma’am.” 
 
    “Headmaster,” she said as she turned toward the prison, and Campbell saluted her again. 
 
    Kari reached the prison shortly afterwards and absently returned the salutes of the guards at the entrance.  She strode purposefully down its hall, only pausing to look at the empty cell that had, until recently, held her traitorous assistant.  She wondered what he was doing at that moment, in the city of Anthraxis and the land of their enemies for the first time.  Without knowing how to speak infernal, beshathan, or any of their other native tongues, she expected Joaquim felt quite isolated right about now. 
 
    If he’s smart, that’s how he’ll stay, she thought, imagining the fool divulging every secret he knew to their enemies. 
 
    She continued to the four cells that contained her beshathan prisoners.  Each of them rose and approached the bars of their cells but for the erestram, who had enough trouble just standing up in what were, to him, cramped quarters.  But that was who Kari went to see first. 
 
    “Is it true?” she asked him in beshathan. 
 
    His ears perked up at being addressed so fluently in his native tongue, and he rose to a half-kneeling position before Kari.  That still put them virtually eye to eye.  “I have pledged my life to the magister who subdued me with arcane power, yes,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” she pressed him. 
 
    “It is a rare enough thing for arcane power to be brought to bear against my kind with any effect.  To be subdued and spared by someone whose life I sought to take… I now owe my life to her.  I will serve her all of my days, or hers, or until the magister sees fit to release me from her service.  This is the way of my people.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Kari asked, taking a step back to meet the gaze of the elestram prisoner in the next cell over. 
 
    “It is, Lady Vanador,” the elestram, called Kichok, returned.  “That you have one among your people capable of subduing an erestram with arcane power is shocking enough.  That she would then spare him?  Among the erestram, that invokes a life debt.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador?” the erestram repeated.  “Are you the same who defeated Etolivor Makra in single combat?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then you know my words to be true.  I owe your magister my life just as Etolivor owes you his.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Very well, I’ll release you to Karinda’s service.  She can decide what to do with you.  As for the rest of you, there’s something I need to know: How long will it be now before Arku leaves for the Council session?” 
 
    The two mallasti deferred to the elestram to do the calculation and answer.  “Any day now,” he said.  “King Arku does not typically go to Anthraxis early, preferring to spend little time among his peers.  With the travel time taken into account, he must leave within the next couple of days to arrive within the prescribed time.  What are you planning?” 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “Now that my body’s cooperating again, I think it’s time I went and put my own help in rescuing my brother-in-law from your king.” 
 
    “Did I not tell you it was a trap?” Kichok balked. 
 
    “Yes, and we accounted for that with the information you gave us.  I’m going to be late to the efforts, but with your king required to go to Anthraxis, it leaves only Curlamanx to guard my brother-in-law.  And we’ve handled him before.” 
 
    The elestram male grabbed the bars of his cell and beheld Kari solemnly.  “You and your companions are exceptionally brave, I will grant you that.  You are not going to harm my wife while you are there, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kari said.  “It was always an empty threat.  That’s not how I do things.” 
 
    Kichok started to scowl, but the look softened quickly, settling into wonder.  “I am not certain what to make of you.” 
 
    The demonhunter stepped toward him and leaned in.  “The only thing you need to know is that I’m not your enemy until you make me your enemy.  And your attack on this city and the killing of my friend?  You’ve made quite an enemy of me.  But things change.  Keep making yourself useful and of little trouble, and I may just let you go home to that wife of yours.” 
 
    Kichok bowed his head and returned to his bed to sit.  Kari turned to the mallasti across the hall, both still staring at her.  “This would be easier to understand if you treated us poorly,” one said.  Unlike Kichok, the hyena-folk still had not divulged their names, likely wary of their own wives or families being targeted. 
 
    “I know,” Kari said with a smirk.  She bid the four a casual farewell and left the prison. 
 
    Kari checked the position of the sun and made her way toward the docks.  Midmorning was fast approaching, and she had an appointment to keep.  She spotted Red Eagle before she left the campus grounds, however, and called him over. 
 
    “Find Karinda Bakhor and tell her she’s welcome to take her erestram bondservant from the prison at any time,” she instructed, and his brows arched to the limits.  “I’ll explain later, but if she wants him released to her service, take care of that for me.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” he said with a salute.  “Would you like repairs to begin on the office building?  The laborers are ready at your command.” 
 
    Kari glanced over at the administrative building and sighed.  She had to let him go, she knew.  “Yes, tell them to proceed whenever they’re ready.  But ask them to set up a shrine to our fallen brother when they’re finishing up.” 
 
    “I will.  He was a great man, a great leader.  You do his memory proud, Lady Vanador.  He was honored to relinquish his command to you, you know that.” 
 
    “I do,” she said, fighting back some tears and blowing forth a comforting sigh.  “Thank you, Darius.  Get to it, if you would.  I’ll be back on campus in a little while, and I have some things to go over with you regarding my coming absence.” 
 
    “Absence?” he echoed. 
 
    She gestured him away with a nod.  “I’ll explain later.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari arrived at the docks after a short jaunt from the campus.  Waiting for her there, near a two-masted ship, were Masters Goldberg and van Holtzer, along with a trio of her best human hunters.  This was the entourage that would go make contact with the seterra-rir, to tell them that the truth had been unearthed and the Order was determined to both make reparations and protect the scattered folk.  It was only the first step on what would undoubtedly be a long road, but Kari was confident the human priests were well-suited to the task. 
 
    “I wish I could go with you all,” Kari commented as she drew up to the group and shook hands with each of the men. 
 
    “There is more than enough to keep you busy here,” Master van Holtzer said.  “And this is a task that Malcolm, in particular, is eagerly anticipating.” 
 
    Kari glanced at Master Goldberg, whose broad smile said more than his mouth ever could.  He was the record-keeper and historian among the Order, and handing him Turik Jalar’s old journals had been like celebrating a dozen birthdays all at once.  Within an hour, he had read them all.  Within a day, he had added them to the archives.  And within a couple of days, he had cross-referenced them with every other hint and detail the Order possessed about the so-called War of Purity. 
 
    “This is something long overdue,” he said, sobering up a bit.  “Make no mistake, Lady Vanador: We will carry out this sacred duty to the fullest extent possible.” 
 
    “Just make sure they know I sent you, and that they’re going to be under the protection of Zalkar and the Order.  That’s going to require a lot of explaining and convincing, but at least you have Turik Jalar’s records to show them that it was never ordained from above.  I don’t know what this was all about; it’s really beyond me to even figure out.  But I keep hearing things and experiencing things that suggest coincidence is rarely the answer.  Considering my resurrection, and all the events since, I feel like we were meant to find these records and reestablish ties with these people now instead of then, for some reason.” 
 
    “If we only had access to Gori Sensullu to find the true answers,” Master Goldberg said.  “Perhaps if the Temple of Archons is ever opened, the answers will be there.” 
 
    “That is what this all seems to lead to, isn’t it?” Kari offered.  “I mean, I told you a lot of what’s been going on the last few years, but there was one major thing I forgot to mention.” 
 
    “Oh, and me without my quill and ink,” Master Goldberg said with a chuckle. 
 
    “When I went to hunt Annabelle, we took a detour to the village of the kwarrasti in the southern badlands.  While we were there, Aeligos and I met with a kwarrasti seer named, oddly enough, Kimlerin Chinchala,” Kari explained, and now even the three hunters standing casually by perked up with interest.  “That’s a long story in itself, but one of the things she showed me was a memory… of the celestial realm.” 
 
    More than just the hunters stopped what they were doing at those words.  Kari had the attention of every sailor, dockhand, courier, guard, and other laborer in the area.  It may not have been wise to continue speaking in front of such a group, but Kari shrugged it off in her mind.  These were her people, her countrymen, and they deserved to know that all of the hurt, damage, and despair that was being laid at their feet by Seril, the demon kings, and whoever else was all for a reason. 
 
    “I wasn’t brought back against my will.  I was given a choice.  Gori Sensullu asked me if I would return and carry a piece of his spirit with me, and I accepted.  I wasn’t born Salvation’s Dawn; it’s more of a duty that I accepted before I was returned.  And I was returned to open that Temple for some reason – and I suspect it’s got something to do with finding the truth behind everything Gori Sensullu did.” 
 
    “He could not have made a better choice,” Master van Holtzer said. 
 
    “You can say that again,” one of the dockhands put in, echoed by a few less-formal but heartfelt epithets. 
 
    “Oh, there’s two other things you can do for me while you’re there, Masters.  First, if Karmi’s Sword is there for whatever reason – or even if it’s not – would you pass along word that I need to speak with Jori-an Stormrider?  As for the other, if you could ask after Dowain and Saisha while you’re there, I’m curious how their child is doing.  Maybe you can let them know I have three of my own now.” 
 
    She was met by silence and a bunch of raised eyebrows.  “Three?” 
 
    “Long story,” Kari said, waving off their curiosity. 
 
    “I get the feeling she’s told us only half of what she knows,” Master Goldberg joked. 
 
    “We’ll set aside time for me to give you all the details when you get back,” she told him.  “I’ve only told you half because you’re never going to believe the other half.” 
 
    The two humans laughed, and Kari exchanged hugs with them and handshakes again with her hunters.  “Gods go with you.  I can’t stress how important this is to the Order, or possibly the world as a whole.” 
 
    “You can depend on us,” Master van Holtzer said, and he and his fellow priest made their way up the gangway with their hunter escorts. 
 
    Before she left, Kari glanced over all the other folk here on the docks, many of whom still stared at her.  She graced them with a demonhunter salute, and was only slightly surprised when she received many a military salute in return.  Those that didn’t return her salute in some form instead nodded their heads or simply smiled, and that was more than enough.  Whatever the ex-duke had said in regard to blaming Kari for the city’s woes, its people didn’t feel the same way, and that lent Kari confidence. 
 
    She turned and started back toward the campus, where she needed to prepare Red Eagle to take the reins while she went to Mehr’Durillia.  She would also have to send word to Eliza or ask Karinda about transportation to their sister world.  Her body felt healed, and though fatigue still settled in when she over-exerted herself, she felt ready to lend her aid to her family and their friends in rescuing Erik.  She would be behind them, she knew, but her presence would no doubt draw a lot of attention and cause the kings a good deal of stress with their meeting coming up. 
 
    As she walked, there was a tingle in her mind as she heard the laughter of the mallestrem child again.  There was no physical manifestation, but she could feel his furry little hand in hers as surely as though he walked beside her.  She was sure no one looking at her would notice, but her fingers curled around his ever so slightly, and she had to work to keep tears from her eyes.  In her mind, she could see his intense little amber pools, full of the playfulness of the mallasti, but also the deep intellect of the elestram. 
 
    “Are you going back home, Mama?” he asked her in flowing beshathan.  He was still only Little Gray’s size in her mind’s eye, but spoke with a wisdom that was beyond his years. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, mindful of speaking aloud to someone nobody else could see. 
 
    “Are you going to see Papa?” 
 
    A shiver coursed down Kari’s spine, right to the end of her tail.  “I wish I was, but no,” she whispered. 
 
    “Are you going to ask the demon lady to take you?” 
 
    “Eliza?  Yes, either her or one of my other friends.” 
 
    “Why not just go yourself?  You’ve done it before, Mama.” 
 
    “But that was as a mallasti.” 
 
    Kari looked around and realized she’d said the last part aloud.  She got some strange looks, but overall, the people still smiled or nodded to the Avatar of Vengeance.  The child in her mind went silent, but his words resonated in Kari’s soul. 
 
    She thought of Mehr’Durillia: The rolling hills of Pataria, the golden fields of Tess’Vorg, and the fragrant forests of Sorelizar.  She could see the cities, smell the people, hear the chatter and hum and throb of life.  She felt herself pulled, and the image of the city of black glass filled her mind instead.  Anthraxis was pulling at her, just as Seanada had warned when they spoke of crossing between worlds.  Using every ounce of willpower, Kari came back to herself, standing under the sunshine on the streets of DarkWind. 
 
    “Ketava,” she whispered, and she heard the distant laughter of a beshathan child. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The half-trousers weren’t stylish, but they were comfortable enough.  It certainly beat the prospect of running through the countryside of Si’Dorra naked, no matter what Tarra’s attention might have suggested.  Erik had waited patiently while he healed up, and it hadn’t been long before Tarra deemed it was time to go.  He was glad to be leaving the confines of the cave, but at the same time, he had enjoyed the quiet time with her. 
 
    Despite their kisses and the closeness they shared while sleeping, Erik was pleased that their relationship, if he could call it that, was proceeding slowly.  Rather than indulge in lust or even in long tales of their background, Tarra had begun teaching Erik to speak infernal.  It was slow going and frustrating in the extreme, but she was more patient as a teacher than he was as a student.  In just a couple of days, he had at least learned a number of common phrases and the “polite” nuances of introductions. 
 
    The sky was overcast and threatening when they left the cave at last.  Erik found he still felt naked despite the coverings she had fashioned for him; he was without armor or weapons, and they were deep in enemy territory.  Tarra was fully clothed, but she wore no armor and carried no weapons either, which struck him as strange for an assassin.  Perhaps it was just her disguise, to appear more as a commoner and be more effective when she did strike.  After all, for all he knew, she could be a master of the arcane. 
 
    The cave turned out to be nothing of the sort.  It was a storeroom camouflaged by stacks of hay and other feed.  The harmauths’ land was primarily patchwork farm, with open fields for some odd horse-bovine hybrids, for all Erik could classify them.  The ram-folk themselves were toiling under the gray skies, tending to the crops that grew safely away from the hungry mouths of their beasts of burden. 
 
    There was something amusing underneath that, the massive ram-folk raising beasts of burden when they seemed to be such themselves.  He kept any such mirth to himself, though.  The mighty rams dwarfed Erik’s six-foot-ten frame, and they were thick with muscle that said they labored much of their lives.  He found them somewhat intimidating, but as several of them straightened out at the emergence of their “guests,” Erik thought he saw docility in their gazes. 
 
    “They don’t seem very put out by our presence,” he said. 
 
    “For all their strength, the harmauths are a quiet, peaceful people when left to their own devices,” Tarra agreed.  “They are frequently pressed into the kings’ armies for their power and the ability to keep our peoples in line, but they prefer to work the land, tend to their animals, and be left alone.” 
 
    “Should we go say thanks to their leader for letting us stay?” 
 
    Tarra shook her head.  “You will not be allowed in the presence of the matriarch; you are an outsider and represent a threat, however minimal, to the clan mother.  I have already thanked these people on your behalf, and so the best way we can express our gratitude now is to leave their lands before the king sends people here looking for us.” 
 
    “So, we’re on our own now,” Erik said, blowing out a sigh. 
 
    “To an extent, yes,” she said.  She bowed deliberately to the ram-folk watching them, and Erik followed suit.  The harmauths bowed those great, horned heads, but then went back to their work.  “Remember, however, that the Ashen Fangs are a widespread network that we may call upon at certain points.  And there is another thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There have been… disruptions in and around Agivak.  I believe it may be your friends and companions, though if that is the case, they are either ignorant of your escape, or they are working to aid us in another manner.” 
 
    “A diversion…” 
 
    The elestram woman nodded.  “Indeed.  If they are working to draw the king’s forces out of our path, that is something we must make every effort to take advantage of.  I know your people cannot run as fast or as long as mine, but do you feel well enough to keep up with me as best as you can?” 
 
    Erik pulled her close, though he wasn’t exactly sure why.  “As far and wide as I have to, to whatever end,” he said.  She leaned her head in and kissed him again, and for a minute, he let the odd sensation and the taste of her tongue blot out the uncertainty of their future. 
 
    A large throat being cleared split them apart.  One of the great rams had approached, and Erik and Tarra both chuckled as she spoke in infernal.  It was too complicated a conversation for Erik to follow with his limited proficiency, so he waited while Tarra spoke back and forth with the ram for a minute. 
 
    “This is the clan matriarch,” she said to Erik, and he bowed low and expressed his thanks as best he could.  “If we skirt the hills directly east, we can avoid a regiment that is making its way back toward Agivak.  It seems your friends’ efforts, if indeed that is what it is, are already showing a suitable effect.” 
 
    “Well, let’s not waste any time, then,” he returned. 
 
    The harmauths provided them with a couple of jugs of milk and satchels of vegetables.  There was a bit of meat, but not much; Tarra had explained that the ram-folk were herbivores.  That had to mean that sharing meat with visitors was a pretty big deal, and he made sure Tarra passed along their thanks yet again.  The matriarch appeared to smile, and laid a massive, meaty hand on Erik’s shoulder as she spoke.  Then she gestured for the two to take their leave, and she made her way back to the thatch-roofed stone house she had come from. 
 
    “What did she say?” Erik asked as he fell into step beside the elestram woman. 
 
    “She said you are polite and well-spoken, and she was pleased to have been of help to you.  She sends us on our way with the blessing of Viggaru.” 
 
    “Viggaru?  Who’s that?” 
 
    “Viggaru is their deity.  They are the only peoples of Mehr’Durillia that the Overking never saw fit to try to strip the faith from.  I cannot say I blame him; a war solely against the harmauths would be a disaster, win or lose.” 
 
    “Viggaru,” Erik repeated with a hmph. 
 
    “The Great Bull.  The harmauths are not as overt with their beliefs as my kind or the syrinthians once were, so it was never worth the Overking’s time to stamp out their faith.” 
 
    “Do you still worship Be’shatha?” he prodded. 
 
    “Worship?  No.  Be’shatha has been dead for ages.  But I will not bow down and kiss the feet of the usurpers that call themselves our kings.  I would rather flee to your world, and accept whatever fate that brings me.” 
 
    Erik grabbed her tail, eliciting a sharp bark of surprise, and he tugged her back toward him.  She was confused until he wrapped his arms around her, and she snuggled a bit into his embrace.  “I won’t let anyone hurt you.  You have my word on that.” 
 
    Tarra met his eyes.  “I believe you.  Do you have faith in my ability to get us safely to Anthraxis?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then come; we have not a moment to waste.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter XII – Diversion 
 
      
 
    Agivak was an old city, and smelled like one.  It wasn’t the smell of the people or concentrated wastes, or even the animals used as beasts of burden, such as the mousivas.  It was something about the land, the old stones and wood, the slate roofs that told the tale of a city that had stood longer than its resident king.  It was something Liria had always been keenly aware of even when she’d lived here on Mehr’Durillia, and it only stood out more now that she’d lived on Citaria for a while. 
 
    It was a broad sense of time.  Her people told tales of a time before the demon kings, some ten thousand years or more before Liria was born.  Here she stood, only twenty summers old, among a city that was possibly ten thousand years old, and populated by people who were, in some cases, nearly half that.  It made her feel small, fleeting, insignificant.  And yet she had a part to play here, a job whose importance was not dulled by Kris’ sense of humor at all. 
 
    Liria and her companions had the opportunity to effect change in a world that had seen precious little of it in ten millennia.  All she had to do was tell some lies, spread some gossip, or point out what was both blatantly obvious and shockingly true, and all of it could come crashing down in time.  The kings were entrenched like one of the irritating desert chiggers of Sorelizar, but they were not immune to the changes coming to them.  If anything, their constancy, their immutability would ultimately be their downfall, brought about by what was, at first glance, an unassuming woman. 
 
    Karian Vanador. 
 
    The young syrinthian woman was astounded when she considered the changes that had come to her since the day King Sekassus had conscripted her to go spy on Citaria.  If none of that had ever happened, she would be a seamstress by now, working full-time in her mother’s shop to support their family.  Perhaps her parents would have arranged for a suitable marriage, or Liria may have been able to court a young man of her choosing with her parents’ approval.  It would be a life of contentment, possibly even fulfillment, but both of a different kind. 
 
    She was a demonhunter now, and though that title made little sense to her, the duties of the post were all too real.  To save her people, she had to endanger them, had to throw her world into chaos and bring down the beings that provided order, if not freedom or safety.  It was the one thing she wanted to talk to Kari about but had never found the time or the words to express her thoughts properly. 
 
    These people were going to fight.  Some would join Kari’s cause and try to overthrow the kings, yes, but just as many would fight against upsetting the balance.  Mehr’Durillia was not a world of freedom, but in places, there was prosperity and a semblance of security.  People were often afraid of change, and those of Mehr’Durillia were no different.  Liria had the feeling that Kari was rushing into things here intent on convincing the people to join her.  She would find success, but not nearly to the degree she was expecting, by Liria’s reckoning. 
 
    The feeling of insignificance returned in force.  Liria swallowed hard as she walked down the shaded alleyway.  She pulled her armor away from her skin enough to see the tattoos on her breasts.  She didn’t understand the magic that went into their creation, but Sonja assured her they were temporary.  For the time being, they marked her as a member of the Ashen Fangs, and she had only to hope she didn’t run into a conclave of real assassins who might not take too kindly to her using their name. 
 
    Kris was planning something else, she knew, but her job was clear: Poison the well with chatter and speculation.  Aeligos had coached her thoroughly, and it was time to put her lessons into practice.  Emerging into the main thoroughfares once again, she nearly wet herself when she came within scant yards of King Arku Chinchala. 
 
    The bestial, canine king glared at her only briefly; she was hardly worth his time.  No doubt he had a dim view of syrinthians, seeing as his southern neighbor’s realm was full of them.  By contrast, she wasn’t even sure what he was.  He wasn’t beshathan, at least not completely, but there was the hint of erestram about him.  However, his sire had been something else entirely, akin to Celigus Chinchala, whatever he truly was.  It was one of the enigmas of the kings that while they often looked like one of the peoples of Mehr’Durillia, some – like Sekassus, Celigus, or Koursturaux – were something wholly unique, at least on this world. 
 
    “I care little for what it takes, you wretched kaeshmor,” he snarled, shocking Liria nearly out of her scales.  “You recapture that maggot and deliver him to me by the time I return from the council session, or you will be the one flayed alive in my courtyard.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” came the voice of Duke Curlamanx as he followed his lord around like a nervous little dog.  “What of his coming companions?” 
 
    It was amusing to see a fairly powerful demon noble act in such a way, but Liria kept any mirth from her face.  She tried for the cool, dispassionate expressions typical to the beshathan people, and watched the scene casually, trying to stay out of the way.  Arku was getting ready to mount his coach and head to Anthraxis, and Liria was far from the only person watching him. 
 
    “Kill them, you imbecile!  And do not fail me this time, Curlamanx.  If those… Silver Blades get the best of you a second time, being flayed alive in my courtyard will seem like a merciful fate compared to what I will do to you.” 
 
    Arku passed uncomfortably close to Liria, sparing her another momentary scowl, but then he climbed up into the coach and sat down heavily.  There was something – several somethings – bestial about him, right down to his scent.  It was alluring and repulsive in equal measure, and that left Liria confused.  Once he was settled and continued barking orders at his underlings, Liria made her way across the street, slowly and deliberately, yet mindful of whether the coach tried to proceed. 
 
    The merchants in the area mostly had their heads tilted down, watching their king but not obviously so.  Liria stepped before one, an elestram selling leather goods.  He looked up and graced her with a bow of the head, and she returned the gesture curtly.  “I am in need of a pair of new canteens and a back scabbard,” she said.  “What do you recommend, friend?” 
 
    He seemed bemused by her greeting, but began combing through containers and sheaths that hung along one side of his canvas-covered stall.  He produced a scabbard that looked like a perfect fit for one of Liria’s longswords, and laid it on the counter before her.  He went to the back of the stall and produced several canteens in a few different styles, and laid those before her as well.  “All of these are handcrafted using the techniques passed down by my forefathers for seven eras,” he said. 
 
    Liria had to make a conscious effort not to frown.  That was a statement one should make with pride; she knew, because her family said similar things when making a sale.  But he said it with so little emotion, like it was just something he said to have anything to say at all.  She knew what it was to live under a despotic king, but in that moment, Liria began to suspect that King Sekassus, for all his cruelty, was still a considerably better ruler than Arku. 
 
    She was spared from responding immediately by the departure of the king’s coach, and she paused to watch it roll away.  Curlamanx turned on his heel and headed back into the stone palace, obviously wary of saying or doing anything that might attract the king’s attention back to himself.  Glancing around the plaza, Liria could see that the exodus of both nobles lightened the mood among the people considerably. 
 
    “He ought to be home in Dauchin-Rache,” she said nonchalantly.  The elestram didn’t rise to the bait, and she had no trouble understanding why.  Still, she had a job to do, and Aeligos warned her that she might have to push the issue a little bit.  Fortunately, he also taught her how to do so without seeming like she was there to cause sedition.  “I tracked a bounty out that way before I arrived here, and there was talk of a sizeable force of Citarians heading toward the city.” 
 
    “Citarians?” he asked with the same lack of interest as when he’d stated his birthright. 
 
    “Looking for one of their own, from what I understand,” she said.  “How much do I owe you for these items?” 
 
    He stared at her coldly, and Liria could remember all the times she’d been held under such a withering gaze by one of the Order’s training instructors.  “Do you not want to see if the sword fits the scabbard first?” 
 
    “It looked like a good fit, and I trust the calculations of your people,” she covered. 
 
    The elestram merchant nodded.  “Let us be certain anyway.  I would not like to have you return because I failed my due diligence.” 
 
    That seemed more like an experienced merchant, and she settled down a bit.  Liria passed him one of her blades, and the scabbard was indeed a good fit.  “You are a credit to your family’s name,” she complimented him, something that was sure to resonate with the elestram.  He bowed his head politely, but his mood still seemed dour.  “Where does the king go to?  Is it time for the Anthraxis Council to meet already?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady,” he responded. 
 
    “My, the season has grown late.  And it will only grow later if I have to push east now to avoid whatever trouble those Citarians might bring to Dauchin-Rache.  In any case, thank you for your service.” 
 
    “Thank you for your patronage.  Sixteen marks will cover the lot.” 
 
    Liria paid him and made her way farther into the bazaar.  She spread her performances out over the afternoon, but repeated her act with seven other merchants.  She laughed at the idea that espionage was an expensive tactic.  Though some of the people seemed suspicious, by the end of the day, she could hear the odd conversation about trouble to the west.  Whether it would prove to be enough to catch Curlamanx’ ear, she couldn’t say, but the plan wasn’t to accomplish their goal in a single day anyway. 
 
    She purchased a room for the night as close to the keep as she felt comfortable staying.  She didn’t want to seem too conspicuous; after all, the Ashen Fangs were assassins, and Liria didn’t want Curlamanx to get the idea that she was after him.  She stowed her weapons in her room while she took a dinner in the commons, and avoided acting suspicious or saying anything further that might suggest she was up to something.  She bolted her door when she bedded down for the evening, but felt confident that she hadn’t drawn the wrong kind of attention. 
 
    She was surprised, however, when she was awakened by shouts, bells, whistles, and horns signaling a general alarm in the night.  Oddly, though, they all came from the keep, and not anywhere near the inn where she was staying.  Going against every fiber of instinct in her being, Liria stayed put, and did not get dressed and armed to go out and see what happened.  No matter what, she knew that would instantly mark her as a suspect. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The last of the sentries was bound and gagged.  Kris looked toward Agivak from the highest bit of ground he and Corbanis could find.  If they were going for stealth, this would qualify as one of the worst plans ever.  As it stood, however, their goal was total bedlam, and that meant what they were doing was a surefire way to accomplish their goal.  The bigger issue was going to be getting back out alive. 
 
    “We make a straight shot for the tower there,” he said, pointing out their intended way of entry in the shade of twilight.  “Think you can fly that far?” 
 
    “Assuming nothing attacks us.  We should have given Liria a day to scout and report back to us, then we would know if there are valirasi here.” 
 
    “Oh, there are,” Kris said.  “But if you remember, Liria said their eyesight isn’t anywhere near as sharp in the dark, and they don’t like to fly during or after twilight.  I don’t think we’ll have much issue getting to the tower.  It’s going to be getting back to everyone else that’ll be the real trick.” 
 
    “Are we killing Curlamanx?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s the best idea.  We kill him, the realm is in chaos, and there may not be anyone to issue new orders to the people tracking Erik.  But that doesn’t mean we can’t hurt him badly.  And this isn’t like our previous encounters, Corbanis.  We’re here to kill.  Anyone gets in our way and fights back, put them down.  These are going to be Arku’s most loyal and, dare I say, fanatical servants.” 
 
    “Quite right.” 
 
    “As soon as night falls, we’ll begin.” 
 
    Corbanis looked at the sentries they’d captured and disabled.  “Do you really believe what they told us?” 
 
    Kris shook his head and gestured for Corbanis to follow him out of earshot.  “Not really, but there’s no reason not to.  Arku shits on these people, Corbanis.  He’s related to Celigus, and yet Celigus never had a single good word to say about him.  Arku becoming a king was one of the darkest days for these people, especially since he had no business being granted these lands to begin with.  There was another king here long before, dead now, but I think he was a lot better to his people than Arku is.” 
 
    “I just find it hard to believe that everyone here on Mehr’Durillia is trustworthy simply because their kings are all wretches.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re not.  More a matter of the enemy of my enemy is my friend.  Maybe they’ll be friendlier to us after we depose some of their kings, but people are people.  Some like you, some don’t.  Some you put in the ground before they do it to you.  But we have to take all that as it comes.  And that’s honestly where Kari’s efforts are going to be our best asset.” 
 
    Corbanis nodded but went silent for a minute.  “Have you mated with her yet?” he asked. 
 
    Kris almost snorted at the direct question, but managed not to.  “No, we haven’t gotten anywhere near that far yet.” 
 
    “She is my daughter-in-law, you know,” Corbanis said, smirking now. 
 
    Kris laughed, but shook his head again.  “I know.  The whole situation is so strange, isn’t it?  It’s like destiny.  Not that I believe in it, not in that way, but as long as I’ve known your wife and then your kids, it’s always felt like our families were meant to come together in some way, and not just by way of service to my father.  How odd that it’d happen because of Kari.” 
 
    Corbanis sat down on a dark outcropping of rock that his armor would blend in with to some degree.  “I can’t argue with that.  I think she’s the only reason I was able to get back into Kyrie’s life at all.  I still have some work to do with Aeligos, but I don’t think I was ever this close to my family before.” 
 
    Kris wondered what he meant about Aeligos; things seemed all right between the two of them on the surface.  He figured he’d let Corbanis elaborate on that if he wanted to, and slightly changed the subject.  “Is Sonja seeing anyone?” the Warlord asked. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.  She’s such a sweet woman.  Then again, your kids are all still young for half-guardians.  They’ve got plenty of time, presumably.” 
 
    “Indeed.  All concerns for another time.  Now, the light is about to fail, and we have to focus on our task.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like me,” Kris chuckled.  “Let’s move.” 
 
    They crept to the edge of the overlook, still a considerable distance from the tower.  But just as the last light failed and eyes had to make the adjustment, it represented a good time to try to make the flight and land up there undetected.  Bedlam was the goal, but not until they reached the tower.  They couldn’t fight their way there, and fighting on the streets wouldn’t have the same effect – in fact, it would have the opposite effect than they were going for.  What Kris wanted was for Curlamanx to feel exposed, not protected by a city full of people. 
 
    Corbanis leapt first and took wing.  By all rights, neither of them should be able to fly, but their wings managed.  Corbanis, even encased in his darkened plate armor as he was, lost only a few feet of altitude before he leveled out and began making his way to the keep.  This was going to be one of the most grueling minutes of Kris’ life, but they were all in now.  Once he double checked the security of his blades, he leapt off after his companion. 
 
    Kris saw Corbanis catch an updraft, and followed after.  They were able to gain a bit more altitude, and once above their target, they were able to glide rather than fly.  That limited the noise of their wings flapping, and conserved a lot of energy.  There was only a pair of heavy flaps as they alighted on the edge of the tower balcony, and they crouched down and looked over the edge.  It was a couple of hundred feet to the ground, but there was no indication they had been spotted.  If anyone saw them, they didn’t raise the alarm right away. 
 
    Kris got to his feet and tested the latch on the door.  “Oh, look at that.  It’s locked.” 
 
    “Hang on, Aeligos gave me his lock picks,” Corbanis said.  He pulled the shield off his back and slammed his girth behind it into the door, smashing the flimsy portal off its hinges with ease.  “That was easier than he makes it out to be…” 
 
    The time for jokes was over, then.  There were shouts of surprise from nearby, and both Kris and Corbanis drew their swords.  The upper floor with the balcony was indeed a bedroom, but Curlamanx obviously wasn’t allowed to use his master’s chambers while Arku was away.  There was, however, a succubus lying in the bed, and she jumped up to a kneeling position when the two warriors burst through the door. 
 
    Corbanis didn’t hesitate.  The demoness’ head rolled from her shoulders as easily as the sword rolled in his sideways swing.  Its blade cast a short flame in the blue of the pantheon, and Kris knew the weapon well enough that such meant there were more demons – succubi and incubi, perhaps other types – nearby.  Corbanis continued to the doorway on the far side, which presumably led to the staircase down. 
 
    Kris paused only long enough to watch the succubus’ blood coating the demon king’s bed.  Whatever the outcome of their mission, Arku was going to be incensed at his consort being killed, Kris had no doubt about that.  That wasn’t his primary concern, however; Curlamanx was their goal.  But with that thought came the realization that Curlamanx would be held to blame when Arku came back and found his woman dead, whether the demon king cared for her or not. 
 
    The Warlord stepped up to the door and immediately sensed there were guards behind it waiting to ambush them when it was opened.  Black Diamond cleaved the door easily and there was a choked gasp from the other side as it continued into someone’s flesh.  As soon as Kris ripped the blade from the doorway, Corbanis threw the portal open, but the door itself fell in half at his pull.  Kris stepped off to the side, and twitched only slightly at the loud whap that sounded when Corbanis shield-slammed the surviving, charging guard. 
 
    The elestram fell back and down the stairs, and the two warriors rushed after him.  They hardly reached the next landing before Corbanis stabbed the fallen elestram through the chest.  It didn’t seem necessary to Kris; he was certain the guard’s neck was broken during the fall.  But he knew Corbanis was fueled by vengeance at the moment, and Kris wouldn’t have to reiterate his orders about killing those who put up resistance.  Just as that thought crossed his mind, he saw the balanced forces sigil of Zalkar draw itself on the demonhunter’s chest in glowing light blue. 
 
    “You swore a Blood Oath?” Kris asked, and Corbanis nodded silently.  “He’s close.” 
 
    This level opened into another bedchamber, but was unoccupied.  “Burn it,” Kris said, and Corbanis’ form was suddenly lined with flames.  He set fire to the bedding and some of the drapes, and then they continued down the stairs. 
 
    There were shouts from down below again, and several more armed guards made their way up the stairs to meet the attackers.  Corbanis was better prepared for a tight-quarters assault, and Kris let him take the lead.  The larger half-guardian effectively stymied one of the guards with his shield while he traded swordplay with the other. 
 
    Kris lined up his opponents and then, using the stairs behind them, launched himself clear over Corbanis, driving his foot squarely into the throat of the stymied guard.  Kris drew his blades as he spun, and lopped an arm off the other.  The first was gasping on the floor, and he turned and stabbed it through the chest quickly and pressed on down the stairs.  Behind him, he heard the squelch of Corbanis ending the life of the other before he followed. 
 
    They descended two more levels, and Kris had Corbanis set those ablaze as well.  It was going to make for an uncomfortable exit, but they had the advantage of being unharmed by the type of fires they were leaving.  Not breathing for a couple of minutes was another matter, but they could likely handle that as well.  Those weren’t the issues. 
 
    The issue was the fact that the levels were empty.  Their enemies were falling back into a ready position, and Kris and Corbanis were about to walk into a pretty obvious ambush.  Fighters were something they could handle, but Kris wondered how resilient his companion was when it came to arcane attacks.  Thus far, they had been lucky, but if confronted by numerous arcanists, things were going to get dangerous. 
 
    “Think this is working?” Corbanis asked as they paused at an empty landing. 
 
    “If Liria’s been doing her part, I think it will.  Either way, it can’t hurt.  At worst, they’re going to be looking for us, and that means less people looking for Erik.  At least we have a way off this planet if things get desperate.” 
 
    “How many more do we need to kill?” 
 
    Kris waved one of his blades around casually.  “Probably not too many more.  I think the fact that we got Arku’s consort is going to mean more than killing dozens of guards and soldiers will.  Maybe we just push a bit further, let them fight us off, and promise to return?” 
 
    “That would likely get the message across, especially once whispers start to spread of our larger force somewhere near Dauchin-Rache.  Lead the way, my friend.” 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Kris looked at Corbanis and found him staring back.  Where had that voice come from?  They paused where they were on the stairs, and both warriors put their backs to the walls.  Kris gestured around, but Corbanis merely shrugged; it had been so fleeting, hard to pinpoint. 
 
    “Is someone there?” 
 
    The Warlord quick-stepped to the opposite wall and put his ear to it.  “Who is that?” he called back in infernal, mindful of his voice carrying too far down the stairs. 
 
    “Please help me.” 
 
    “What is it?” Corbanis asked. 
 
    “Someone calling for help,” the Warlord said. 
 
    “This has got to be a trick,” the Tesconis patriarch said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “It does seem likely, but then… not the kind of thing I can leave to chance.  You want to stay here and stand guard?” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded, so Kris pushed against the wall, ducking to the side as the hidden panel triggered a click when it opened.  Nothing sprang forward or exploded, and he gave the latch only a brief examination before he climbed in and began to crawl down the passage.  It was clearly meant to act as a bottleneck in case of escape, assuming it truly led to some kind of prison.  But Kris’ doubts about that were erased a moment later when he realized it didn’t lead into a prison, but it was a prison. 
 
    The “cells” were barely large enough for someone to lie down in, and that in turn meant they had to lay in their own filth if they weren’t let out for such issues.  By the bones in some of the alcoves and the stench that the chimneys couldn’t dispel deeper in, Kris guessed they didn’t get out all that often, if at all.  The first four cells had only decomposing remains in them, but there was a mallasti in the fifth. 
 
    Kris was so busy staring at the white coat marred with dried blood that he didn’t notice the other important detail right away: the cell had no door.  She was caged into the wall by iron bars, but they were set right into the stone blocks with no obvious way to remove them.  Why Arku would go to such lengths to imprison people was beyond him, but Kris didn’t need to know the answer to that question.  Even if this mallasti girl was the worst of the worst criminals in Si’Dorra, this was a fate no one deserved. 
 
    “Get as far from the bars as you can,” Kris whispered, and she curled herself up as much as she could into the rear of the coffin-sized cell. 
 
    He managed to get Black Diamond free from its sheath, and used one of the other cells’ openings to turn it around in his grip.  He couldn’t muster much of a swing with it, but the diamond-bladed sword didn’t need much.  It cut through the first of the bars with minimal effort, and Kris continued with the other five.  He then did the same up high, opening the cage the only way he could. 
 
    Lucky for this girl I have this sword, he thought.  That is, if I believed in luck at all. 
 
    She crawled out of the hole and threatened to smother Kris as she tried to cling to the only vestige of freedom she’d likely seen in some time.  She was emaciated; he could see and feel that even through her robes.  She smelled putrid, likely a combination of sickness, infection, and the fact that she had to wallow in her own filth.  Kris gestured for her to follow, and helped her along, dragging her by the hands where he could. 
 
    Corbanis pulled Kris out by the feet when they reached the stairwell, and he put a hand to the end of his snout when the mallasti girl emerged.  “Gods above, was she in a cesspit?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Kris said.  “Change in plans.  Get her up top and out of here before the fire and smoke are too widespread to get her through.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “Let me see how much of the original plan I can still finish.” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  Kris expected an argument in light of his Blood Oath, but the Tesconis patriarch seemed to be too disciplined to argue.  He hefted the girl over a shoulder and grimaced as he did so, but there was shock on his features when he looked at Kris one last time.  “I thought mallasti were supposed to be heavy…,” he muttered.  “We need to get her to safety and feed her.” 
 
    “Get to it, I’ll be right behind you,” Kris agreed, patting Corbanis’ shoulder to send them on their way.  Once they rounded the bend up the stairs, Kris looked back down and scowled.  He tapped his left shoulder, drew his second blade, and stalked down the stairs. 
 
    The entire situation went against all of Kris’ instincts.  He was alone, outnumbered, in enemy territory, and fighting an unknown number and complement of opponents.  On the other hand, there was one fiber of his being that said this was the place to be and the thing to be doing.  His father was the “god” of freedom, and despite his conflicted feelings on what his father truly was in the grand scheme of things, that devotion to freedom was in Kris’ blood.  That Arku was a despotic king who ground his subjects under his feet was bad enough… 
 
    To find people entombed in the very walls of his castle, though?  That was a sacrilege that had to be answered.  This was no superstition or theological scare tactic; the creation of the undead, particularly haunts, specters, wraiths, and poltergeists was very real.  To find that Arku entombed his own people in walls to trap and torture their spirits was something Kris could not just walk away from.  And in the back of his mind, he wanted to spit when he considered the demon king had just left the city. 
 
    I wonder if we could catch up to him, he thought.  We’re not prepared for it, but I’d sure like to give it a shot. 
 
    Rounding the final bend of the stairs, Kris found an entire squad waiting for him.  There was no sign of Curlamanx, but half a dozen elestram, two mallasti, and a couple of valirasi were in position to meet the invaders.  The jackal-folk were armed with swords, the valirasi with spears and crossbows, and the mallasti appeared to be gathering arcane power about them.  Kris looked from face to face, his enemies oddly calm, not snarling or scowling at all. 
 
    “Where are the others?” one of the elestram demanded in infernal. 
 
    “Probably attacking your duke by now,” Kris answered in the same tongue. 
 
    The jackal-man looked to his companions, and that was all the distraction Kris needed to start the festivities.  Glory Stream flew end over end and took the elestram in the chest, and he fell in a lifeless heap amidst the stunned forms of his companions.  Kris took up Black Diamond in both hands and eviscerated one of the valirasi through the barricade it stood behind, the black sword destroying barrier and man effortlessly. 
 
    Kris spun with the momentum and tucked his wings behind himself, wary of the other crossbowman landing a shot into one of the unprotected membranes.  Encased in his paluric plate armor, Kris really only had to be concerned with his wings, being overwhelmed, and the arcane power of the mallasti.  With that in mind, he shrugged off the hard impact of a crossbow bolt and lunged for one of the hyena-folk. 
 
    The mallasti fell to its rump and scrambled away, and it scattered from Kris’ thoughts just as quickly.  Instead he hacked violently at the elestram to his left, then stabbed backward under his wing, forcing the flanking swordsman away from his back.  He threw a scissor kick as the one before him came in again, catching it low in the shin to distract before his other foot came up and snapped the jackal-man’s snout up in a spray of blood.  Kris shoved him back and followed in the man’s wake, using the momentum to get to the golden blade still lodged upright in the first one’s guts. 
 
    Re-armed with both swords, Kris stalked around the outside of the room, bringing all of his enemies before him again.  “Try arcane power, maybe?” he asked, holding his blades out to the sides in challenge. 
 
    The attack came suddenly, yet predictably.  The mallasti favored electrical attacks, and Kris was prepared for it.  There was no dodging a lightning bolt without knowing it was coming well in advance, but he didn’t have to, driving it harmlessly aside with willpower.  His enemies stood slack-jawed, and Kris brought his swords up to rest on his shoulders.  How could they know he had trained under Celigus Chinchala himself, a demon king many times greater than the one they served? 
 
    Still, as much as Kris’ vengeful instinct was screaming at him to make Curlamanx pay for what Arku had done to the mallasti girl, he had to vacate the premises soon.  The goal was to make Curlamanx feel vulnerable, as he’d said, and not to kill the demonic duke and plunge the entire realm into chaos.  If Liria had accomplished her task, this strike was going to cause the duke to rally his defenses or, better yet, look for Kris and his team instead of Erik. 
 
    And the dead succubus upstairs has got to make Curlamanx concentrate on us, Kris thought. 
 
    The trick now was to make his enemies think they had turned the tide against him.  If he was to simply withdraw, they’d know it was a diversionary tactic.  What he needed was… 
 
    As if in answer to his thoughts, an erestram entered the chamber and shoved its smaller companions aside as it made for Kris.  He met its aggression with his own, but took care to use Glory Stream as much as he could.  If he destroyed its weapon with Black Diamond, that would ruin his hope of using the erestram as a reason to leave.  He followed much of the same routine he had when fighting the other erestram days before, and as expected, it slammed him with its knee. 
 
    Kris hit the wall behind him but scrambled sideways towards the stairs.  The erestram made to follow, but Kris shocked it by stepping in rather than away.  He sliced along its forearm with a mock-desperation swing, just enough to annoy it, then ducked and spun out of the way of its war scythe coming around.  Then he was away up the stairs, the air thickening with smoke and heat as he ascended into the levels above, now fully ablaze. 
 
    The erestram hit him in the lower back with a blind swing through the smoke, but it didn’t follow him any further.  Kris grimaced, a bruise no doubt on the way after that hit, but he knew he’d be able to heal it once he could sit still.  But that required he find five minutes to sit still.  He had some distance to go for that. 
 
    Corbanis was hopefully at the rendezvous point already.  Kris ran up the stairs, planning to alight east of the city, then make his way south into the forests to meet with his friends at the designated place.  He still needed to get word to Liria, but Sonja would be able to handle that once they were all together again.  As he’d explained to Corbanis, escape was the most important thing right now, and thankfully, the impromptu burning of the upper levels was going to facilitate that. 
 
    The Warlord counted the landings as he made his way up, and eventually made his way blindly through the door into what he assumed was Arku’s bedchamber.  The smell of burning flesh told him he was where he thought he was, and he returned to holding his breath as he cut through the room toward the balcony.  He leapt from the railing and tried to stay within the rising smoke to camouflage his egress, and that only took him slightly off course from where he intended to land. 
 
    Corbanis was nowhere to be seen, so Kris got his bearings and spotted the stand of trees deeper in the forest where he was to meet his companions.  He left the sentries still bound and gagged when he passed them; eventually, their companions would come to relieve them, and then they could tell whatever story they wanted.  Whatever they said, it was likely to enhance the plan Kris and his companions had concocted; chances were good they weren’t going to admit to being overwhelmed by two men.  No one should have a clear indication of how many Citarian attackers were truly out there. 
 
    When he reached the rendezvous point, there was no one there.  Kris looked to and fro, but though he saw signs the others had been in the area under his low-light vision, he was alone.  He considered himself fortunate, at least, that he wasn’t being actively pursued by anyone.  The night blindness of the valirasi played to his advantage, as they would have been the only ones that could have tracked him.  Using the smoke as camouflage should have rendered his egress untraceable. 
 
    “Kris, over here,” he heard Sonja whisper. 
 
    He whipped around and couldn’t help but smile.  “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. 
 
    Only Sonja’s upper body was visible, leaning out of a slice of light that he suspected was some trans-dimensional portal.  She ushered him through, and Kris stepped into something out of a dream.  It was like he’d entered one of the archmages’ towers back home on Citaria.  It wasn’t that large, but had enough space for all of their companions and a number of amenities, not the least of which was wash water.  After punching Sonja’s shoulder playfully and receiving the same in return, Kris made his way directly to the wash bin. 
 
    “So, who is this girl?” Eli asked, looking over Katarina’s shoulder while the paladin administered her healing arts and washed the mallasti’s matted fur at the same time. 
 
    “No idea, but they had her walled up inside the tower,” Kris answered. 
 
    “Walled up?” Katarina echoed. 
 
    “Entombed,” he confirmed.  “She either really ticked Arku off, or–” 
 
    “She’s a vulkinastra,” Sonja broke in.  “I don’t know what Arku would have against her kind, but I’d bet that’s what landed her in prison.” 
 
    “Vulkinastra?  Is that what they call the albinos?” 
 
    “They’re not albino, it’s something different,” the archmage said.  “I’ll be back.  I’m going to step outside and see if I can contact Liria.” 
 
    “Stay out of sight,” Kris commanded, probably unnecessarily.  He turned to Corbanis, who was tending to the mallasti girl along with Katarina.  “Were you able to get away without being spotted?” 
 
    “Near as I could tell,” he answered. 
 
    “Nothing has approached our hidden sanctuary, but Sonja informed us she can only keep this little pocket of home open for so long,” Markus said, stepping up beside Kris.  “Hopefully, we have brought Arku’s hunters back toward us, but that does leave us in a precarious position, my friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, this plan went to shit faster than expected,” Kris agreed, snickering at the sudden surprised looks he received.  “I wasn’t expecting anyone to rescue Erik.  This isn’t about muscle anymore.  I think some of you should head home, and the rest of us will try to slip through the lines and find Erik.  Hopefully, Sharyn has caught up to him by now and can help lead him and his rescuers to safety.” 
 
    “That means you’ll lose Sonja, too, though,” Sherman argued, rising to his feet.  “I must assume you’re planning to send those of us without the ability to see at night or keep up with you half-guardians home.” 
 
    Kris squared his jaw.  “Look, don’t take this the wrong way,” he began. 
 
    “There is no taking it the wrong way,” Markus said, waving away Kris’ placation.  “As you said, this is no longer about muscle.  It is likewise not about diplomacy, nor a mission of mercy.  Our skills are no longer of use to you, so it will benefit you if some of us leave those better suited to this task.” 
 
    “I just feel bad having asked you to come and now asking you to leave.  That’s not how I want to treat my friends.  You’re not my soldiers.  But on the other hand, there’s only one other thing I could ask you to do, and it’s exceedingly dangerous.” 
 
    “Just tell us what you need done,” Eli said.  “I don’t see any snivelers here.” 
 
    “Corbanis, Aeligos, Eli, and Katarina – you lot are with me, along with Liria when she gets back to us.  Our goal is going to be to catch up to Sharyn, Erik, and whoever helped to rescue Erik.” 
 
    “Why do you want me with you, Kris?” Katarina asked.  “I’ll be hard-pressed to keep up with the rest of you, and as was mentioned, I can’t see well at night.” 
 
    The Warlord gestured at the mallasti under the paladin’s care.  “I need an accomplished healer.  There’s no telling what condition Erik and his rescuers will be in when we find them, particularly if they’re being hounded or have even been attacked.”  That sobered everyone up quickly, but Kris turned to Sonja as she returned.  “Were you able to contact Liria?” 
 
    The archmage nodded.  “She should be on her way to us first thing in the morning.  To leave before then would be to invite suspicion with the city in the state it’s in.” 
 
    “Will this domicile hold until then?” he pressed, and Sonja nodded.  “All right.  Krycyd, this is where I’m going to have to lean on you, brother.” 
 
    “You want us to continue toward Dauchin-Rache and make a ruckus while we do so?” the terra-rir paladin asked. 
 
    Everyone sat up straighter at that, especially when Kris nodded.  “Is that asking too much?  I’m serious; to me, it’s the best way to make sure what we just did in Agivak works as we hope.  And if things get dicey, Sonja can take you all home.  Right, Sonja?” 
 
    “I can, but it will let everyone know,” she answered.  “Once we left, it would be obvious to most that we were a diversion and little more.” 
 
    “By then, I think we’ll have Erik and be on our way out of Si’Dorra.  And if this works as expected, there won’t be much in the way of pursuit anywhere near us.  Normally, our groups’ roles would be reversed in this – Corbanis and I would be taking point on causing a ruckus and drawing attention away from the rest of you.  But with the lead Erik and his rescuers have on us, we’ve got to take advantage of speed and stamina.” 
 
    “We may not be members of your esteemed group, but we are almost all war veterans as well,” Krycyd said.  “I think with our paladin auras and the arcane expertise of Sonja, we can greatly multiply the effects of your covert strike and Liria’s work.  If the worst should happen, I will simply bequeath my duchy to you.” 
 
    “Oh, to hell with that,” Kris laughed, giving his half-brother a dramatic dismissive wave.  “I have to duck enough duties just being a prince.” 
 
    The others chuckled.  “But what about the mallasti girl?” Eli asked. 
 
    Kris glanced at her.  “We’re going to see if we can get her awake and fed, and then we can see if she has somewhere to go, whether she wants to lay low, or if she wants to come with us – or, more specifically, with Krycyd’s group.” 
 
    The paladin put a hand to his chin.  “I suppose speed will not be that much of an issue for us, and if she is ambulatory and energetic enough, it may add another arcanist to our ranks.” 
 
    “We may have to leave her behind, though,” Kris admitted.  “We’d find somewhere safe to do so, but…” 
 
    “The vulkinastra are considered blessed among mallasti.  It wouldn’t take much to find someone to take care of her,” Sonja assured everyone. 
 
    “The question that remains is whether we continue to show mercy or seek to cause as much damage as possible,” Markus put in. 
 
    “A combination of the two,” Sonja said, and Kris didn’t miss the way Aeligos nodded before she’d even spoken her mind.  “We show mercy, and then we try to turn them against their duke and king.  We could possibly accomplish Kris’ tertiary goal.” 
 
    The Warlord made a gesture of agreement.  “That’s an excellent idea, and makes me think you have the perfect selection of members to go with you.  Unless… it’s not going to bother you two to be apart, is it?  You can be honest.” 
 
    Markus seemed surprised.  “Katarina and I will do as you ask, Warlord, there is no need to alter your strategies or plans to account for our relationship.” 
 
    “All right, everyone start bedding down, then,” Kris ordered.  “This situation could get even uglier in a hurry tomorrow.  Eli… do you want to go with us or to go cause trouble?” 
 
    The half-corlyps looked back and forth between the Warlord and Markus.  “You know, I’m half-tempted to go with the paladins.  I think my fighting style will actually help them more than it’ll help you, but getting Erik out of Si’Dorra is the priority.  And we don’t know what kind of resistance we’re going to find at the border.” 
 
    Kris nodded and went to sit beside Katarina.  He assisted with washing and tending to their wounded guest while the others got ready to sleep.  The mallasti had been beaten severely before being walled up, and after that she’d apparently been starved while her wounds festered.  Katarina had gotten her cleaned up so far, but the real work on the wounds still lay ahead.  Kris lent his aid for a while to calm his thoughts and keep focused on something other than waiting, and continued to feed the girl healing energy once Katarina went to sleep. 
 
    Sometimes, not having to sleep that much could be a curse… 
 
    The most difficult part of it all lay in waking the girl up.  Apparently, she had been asleep almost since the moment Corbanis got her out of the tower.  Kris needed to feed her, but if she wouldn’t wake up, that was going to prove impossible.  Kris crawled over to Sonja and roused her as gently as he could.  Once she got her bearings, he led her over to the sleeping form of the mallasti girl amongst the silence of their sleeping companions. 
 
    “We’ve got to get her to wake up and eat something,” he whispered.  “Now, I don’t want people asking me about this, all right?  But I need you to help me wake her up.” 
 
    “You want me to try reaching out to her telepathically?” 
 
    “Yes.  I can’t do it myself, so I want you to help me do the same,” he answered, and the archmage regarded him curiously.  “No questions, Sonja.  Just do what you do, and I’ll be there with you.” 
 
    Sonja smiled softly and laid a hand on the mallasti girl’s shoulder.  Kris mirrored her motions on the girl’s other shoulder.  Within moments, he felt his feet touch down on the cool stones of a dungeon floor, and could hear the ragged breathing of something running endlessly and aimlessly.  Kris understood immediately: They had freed her from her physical prison, but her mind was still trapped in one, and with her body weakening at an exponential rate, there was little hope of escaping… 
 
    …unless she had the help of an experienced telepath. 
 
    “Come to me,” Kris called into the darkness of the prison hallways, his voice echoing off the damp stones.  It was helpful to be able to speak infernal, but Kris wished he could speak the less imperious beshathan language to her.  The only answer was the drip of water and the huffing of his unseen mark as she ran on forever.  There was the stench of decay, indicating that her wounds were festering and that, too, was helping to keep her trapped here.  “Sonja, this might require a woman’s touch.  For all I know, I sound like Arku to her.” 
 
    “Come to us, sweetie,” Sonja called, and Kris saw the archmage step out of the dark and beside him.  “There is no need to be afraid.  Your time of abuse is over, but we need you to come to us and let us nurse you back to health.  Calm your fears and come to the sound of my voice.” 
 
    A lightning strike lit up the hallway, blinding Kris for a moment, but it had little effect.  Sonja absorbed it even as Kris tried to turn it aside. 
 
    “All right, we’ll have to try something else,” Kris whispered.  Sonja started to call out to the mallasti girl again, but stopped and looked at Kris when the hallway was bathed in a warm glow that was coming from him.  He smiled at the archmage sidelong.  “No questions, Sonja.” 
 
    Kris took a deep breath and looked off down the hallway, expanding the light until it exposed the haggard, terrified mallasti girl gradually.  He held out his hand, but made no move toward her.  “Come, little one.” 
 
    Sonja mimicked him.  Slowly, the hyena-girl came out of the dim edge of the light and toward them.  She said nothing, and her breathing was still slowing, but her wide golden eyes were fixed on Kris’ glowing form.  She nearly slipped to her knees before him, but Kris took her hands in his once she reached them. 
 
    Sonja was staring at him.  “Kris?” she asked. 
 
    He had no idea what he looked like to her, and rather than jokingly tell her no questions a third time, he simply smiled.  “We’re done here; let’s get to work.” 
 
    The Warlord found himself back in his physical body, and placed a calming hand to the mallasti girl’s chest as she sucked in a deep breath and tried to sit up.  Sonja lent her comforting touch as well, though her eyes remained fixed on Kris.  The sound of the girl’s awakening roused the others. 
 
    “You are safe, and among friends,” Kris said as compassionately as he could manage with the infernal tongue.  The hyena girl reached up and gripped his hand, her unblinking gaze locked with his. 
 
    Katarina approached without even being called and began tending to the girl’s wounds.  Krycyd brought some of their rations to feed the girl, but everyone understood it had to be a slow process, or she’d just end up sick. 
 
    “Sonja, it may be late enough to go see if Liria is close or on her way,” the Warlord told her, and nothing more needed be said.  He and Katarina tended to the mallasti girl, who wouldn’t relinquish her hold on his hand.  The others returned to get what last bits of sleep they could, and Sonja exited their temporary abode. 
 
    Liria stepped into the false tower minutes later with Sonja behind her.  The syrinthian girl marched right up to Kris and started to speak, but then stopped herself. 
 
    “Oh, go ahead,” the Warlord said.  “I’ve got it coming.” 
 
    Liria seemed more interested in their vulkinastra guest.  “You could’ve told me you were planning an attack,” was all the syrinthian said, and even her tone wasn’t that accusatory. 
 
    “It was better if you weren’t expecting anything,” he answered.  “Trust me; it would’ve changed your demeanor while you were speaking to the people there.  How did the subversion go?  Did the people seem to pay attention to what you were suggesting?” 
 
    “Very much so.  I think your plan is working, or at least going to work, but your attack had other consequences.  We’re going to get caught here if we don’t find a place to hide.  So it’s a good thing I found us someplace to hide.” 
 
    Kris straightened out.  “Where’s that?” 
 
    “With some of my people living just outside the city.  We can’t stay with them long, but they can point us in the direction of other hiding places.” 
 
    “We just need places to lay low when the returning traffic gets heavy,” Kris said.  “We’re going to push hard for that eastern border, see if we can catch up to Erik and Sharyn.  Some of us are headed toward Dauchin-Rache to continue the diversion, but you’ll be with me.” 
 
    “Understood,” she said, surprising him. 
 
    “Sonja?” 
 
    “We only have another hour at most before this pocket collapses,” she said.  “Let’s make certain our guest is healed up and fed as much as we can manage in that time.” 
 
    They spent the rest of their time in Sonja’s pocket dimension tending to their guest.  With five paladins and Kris nursing her, they were able to cleanse the rot and infection from her body.  Despite being so sick, she managed quite an appetite, and they fed her as much as they could as well.  The vulkinastra remained quiet other than to occasionally thank them for their efforts and aid.  She still had a long road to recovery, but to Kris’ thinking – especially after what Sonja had said about them being considered blessed – she was worth the added risk involved in taking her back to Citaria if they could. 
 
    “Speed will not be all that essential to our goals,” Gabrius said.  “She will be in good hands, Warlord.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt,” he said.  The girl almost never took her eyes off of him, and he had to smile as he turned back to his companions one last time.  “I have complete faith in you all.  Do what you can, and we’ll get to Erik as quickly as we can.  Vaya con Diós.” 
 
    Krycyd barked a laugh at that, though no one else seemed to understand the phrase.  And then their time in Sonja’s pocket dimension expired, and they found themselves once again in the woods of Si’Dorra.  The groups took up their things and prepared to head in different directions. 
 
    “We’ll see you all in Anthraxis in a week or so.  Sonja, if there’s an emergency and you need to take everyone home, just try to send us a message of some kind, whether directly or to Anthraxis, and we’ll meet you at home.” 
 
    “Understood,” she said, and then Krycyd led their group away, the mallasti girl doing her best to walk with them, though she was clearly in rough shape. 
 
    Kris looked around the forest, but then turned to Liria.  “Lead the way.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIII – Decisions 
 
      
 
    Kari had all of her affairs in order.  She was only planning to be gone for a week or two, but she still hated leaving her children behind.  Fortunately, with Danilynn and Damansha being new mothers and the support they received from Kyrie, there was plenty of help to watch Little Gray and Uldriana.  That left things rather thin at the house, but they also had Se’sasha and some of the other syrinthians to call upon as well, if necessary.  Kari had few concerns about the kids being taken care of, much as she hated being away from them. 
 
    She had assigned several of her hunters to watch over the house, though.  If there was any chance Taesenus was in the area, Kari didn’t want all the strain to fall on the priestesses to try to keep the Demon Prince at bay.  Taesenus might be a match for any of her hunters, but if they had numbers, he would be wise to avoid showing his face.  It wasn’t the ideal situation for Kari to leave her family or co-workers in, but it was the best she could do without staying home and standing guard herself. 
 
    And my place as Avatar is in the front lines, she thought. 
 
    Kari hadn’t told anyone of her ability to go to Mehr’Durillia on her own.  That was a bit of information she planned to keep secret, all the better to let her enemies monitor Eliza or the other archmages here on Citaria to no avail.  If she let anyone know, it would likely be Sonja, in the hopes her sorcerous sister-in-law could guide her through some of its other uses.  Surely the ability to access “the dream” and go to Mehr’Durillia couldn’t be the only use of arcane power the mallestrem child passed on to her. 
 
    She wondered if Sonja might be able to figure out the child’s name.  Any questions to that effect simply evoked the response that Kari already knew his name – which she obviously didn’t.  Kari was certain this was her child with Morduri, somehow trapped within her after her transformation back to her normal terra-dracon form.  But that “surety” only opened up more questions, ones she had no one to ask. 
 
    The other is coming, his voice rang in her mind. 
 
    Kari stepped out of the house and onto the porch, away from her children and the rest of her friends and family.  She was afraid to interact too much with this child within her, wary of her companions thinking she was losing her grip on reality.  She also didn’t want to explain how she knew what the child was or where it had come from.  Kyrie – and a few of the others, now, Kari expected – might know the truth of her relationship with Morduri, but no one suspected Kari carried a mallestrem child in some fashion. 
 
    What other? Kari thought in response to her incorporeal child. 
 
    The other like you, he said, as if that clarified anything at all. 
 
    Kari turned and saw a robed figure at the edge of the property, cowl pulled up to conceal their facial features.  By their stance and the shaking, Kari would have almost guessed it was a homeless person or perhaps even a leper, but her child’s appraisal contradicted that.  Whoever it was, they were tall and tried to stand proud, but some weight tugged at their shoulders.  Kari’s eyes went wide and she gasped when she realized who it must be. 
 
    “Seanada!” she whispered, dashing down the steps to the street.  Seanada wouldn’t be able to cross the wards Kyrie and the others had laid around the property to protect Danilynn and Eli’s house.  The demonhunter approached, ready to invite the woman to cross the boundary, but then she saw the blood.  And that, in turn, made her focus on the robe, a robe she should have recognized on sight. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, forgive this one for imposing, but she knew of no other place to go.” 
 
    “Danilynn!” Kari called over her shoulder, realizing she didn’t have the right to welcome anyone to the priestess’ home. 
 
    More than just the fures-rir priestess came at Kari’s alarmed tone, and even many of those on the streets nearby slowed to see what was happening.  Kari made a gesture to keep the hunters from approaching; she didn’t want Emma to get spooked or feel threatened, no matter how unlikely that might be. 
 
    Danilynn drew up beside Kari hastily and sucked in a sharp breath.  “By the gods, Emma, what happened to you?” she asked, but she didn’t even wait for an answer.  “You may enter my home freely.  Come in, sit down, and tell us what happened.” 
 
    Kyrie stood by stoically, but said nothing to deter the invitation this time.  Kari touched her mother-in-law’s shoulder and Kyrie managed a half-smile, but she still made no motion to help Emma at all. 
 
    Kari let the mallasti girl lean on her, still surprised at how heavy they were, even after being one for a short time.  Se’sasha asked Kari’s hunters to disperse the onlookers, and they followed the syrinthian priestess’ orders at Kari’s approving nod.  Soon enough, they had Emma out of the sight of the common people, but the mallasti girl would not sit on any of Danilynn’s furniture. 
 
    “Fuzzy Lady!” Little Gray shouted when Emma’s cowl was lowered, but he stopped and stared at her wide-eyed when he saw the condition she was in. 
 
    “Heaven’s fire!” Kyrie blurted in an uncharacteristic show of near-blasphemy.  “What – or who – did this to you?” 
 
    Emma stood and made not a sound as Kari and Danilynn worked to pull her robe off.  It was stuck to her fur in many places, ripping out the hairs as it separated from her blood-matted body.  Still the mallasti girl remained silent, as though her mind was in another place.  Some of the wounds were still oozing, and Danilynn indicated the kitchen. 
 
    “Get her to the sink so we can clean her up and assess the damage,” the fures-rir priestess said, gesturing for Damansha to keep the children away for the moment. 
 
    “You… are too kind to this one, Lady Danilynn,” Emma said, gritting her teeth slightly as they guided her to the tiled kitchen floor. 
 
    “You can say what you like as a slave to the Overking, Emma, but I haven’t forgotten a single thing you did for us back before the War.  Not one thing.  I understand if you can’t be our friend officially, but Eli and I consider you our friend, and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    That clearly piqued Kyrie’s interest, and after a slight hesitation, she joined everyone else in the kitchen to lend her aid.  Once Emma was seated comfortably, Kari found the closest spot she could that was out of the way of the priestesses.  They would be better suited to the task of cleaning Emma up and starting the healing process, but Kari didn’t want to miss a single word that might be exchanged, particularly when it came to light who had done this to her.  In Kari’s mind, it could only be one “person.” 
 
    “The Overking did this to you?” she finally asked while her companions worked. 
 
    Danilynn poured a liquid on a particularly grisly wound, and it bubbled and hissed in protest.  Emma, by contrast, made no reaction other than her ears angling backward.  Her eyes remained focused on nothing, and she didn’t utter a sound. 
 
    “Emma,” Kari called, but the mallasti didn’t react.  The demonhunter edged closer and turned the hyena-girl’s head to face her.  “Emmalikas… you’re safe.  You’re among friends.” 
 
    She pulled Emma’s head toward her shoulder as gently as she could, and felt something she had never, ever expected to feel in her lifetime.  The girl was in agony, and her crying was so mournful it seemed to break the heart of every woman there.  Kari held onto her while Danilynn, Kyrie, and Se’sasha continued to clean and begin healing the wounds, and once Emma felt comfortable crying in front of them, she held little back. 
 
    Fortunately, the priestesses worked quickly, and their healing ministrations numbed much of the pain.  Once she regained control, Emma sat up straight and worked to return the impassive demeanor that Kari found so frustrating.  Rather than dwell on it, Kari took the opportunity to look over the mallasti girl’s naked form, and only then did she realize the extent of the beating Emma had received.  She had raw lash-marks across her entire body, front and back, and down both sides.  The only place the Overking – assuming it was him, though Kari was certain it had to have been – had spared was Emma’s face, and likely only because he had to look upon it at the upcoming council session. 
 
    “Forgive this one, Lady Stahlorr,” Emma managed at last, her voice not betraying a hint of the agony she was in just minutes before.  “She did not wish to impose upon you, but she has precious few contacts on this world who do not wish to see her dead.” 
 
    “Stand up,” Kyrie told her. 
 
    Emma met Kyrie’s eyes for only a moment before she looked down and did as she was told.  She was far from the only one shocked when Kyrie slipped out of her robe and wrapped it around the mallasti girl’s form.  The half-guardian still had a slip on, and she had to fold the back to cover up the wing slots, but the gesture was not lost on anyone there aside from the children. 
 
    “Is Fuzzy Lady okay, Mama?” Little Gray asked, approaching. 
 
    “She will be, but don’t hug her, Little Gray,” the demonhunter answered.  “She’s hurt.” 
 
    “This one will be well again, thanks to your mother and her friends,” Emma said, patting the boy on the head a bit awkwardly. 
 
    “The Overking did this to you?” Kari repeated her earlier question. 
 
    “I’m going to get another robe,” Kyrie said.  “Danilynn, get a kettle on, and I will make tea for everyone when I return.  Should I prepare a room upstairs for Emma to use?” 
 
    “As long as you need it, you are welcome to stay here,” Danilynn said, touching Emma’s forearm carefully.  She moved off to get the kettle and filled it with water. 
 
    “This one was severely disciplined by the Overking for failing to protect you when your city was attacked,” Emma explained.  “The burning of your home, the threat to your family, and the threats to you… this one was held responsible.  This one was required to pay the price for the foolishness of others.  You are an asset to the Overking, Lady Vanador, and this one is tasked with safeguarding you, even at the cost of her own life.” 
 
    “I think Ty would say the Overking should consider me a liability,” Kari joked, though there wasn’t a lot of mirth in it.  “Did he expect you to just come back here and lay around until you healed?  Aren’t you supposed to be at the council meeting soon?” 
 
    “This one was told her services will not be required for this meeting.  She was sent here in this condition to… send you a message, Lady Vanador.”  Emma closed her eyes and her snout dipped toward the floor as she fought off tears.  “This is why this one cannot be your friend.  The master knows that you care for her, and that he can use this against you.  This was his message to you, that should you continue to meddle in the affairs of his world, you will be the only one who does not die.  Not until he has used you for his purposes.” 
 
    “This was a message?” Kari echoed.  “Really…?  Hmph.  I guess there’s only one thing left to do, then.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Damansha asked, still staring at Emma with uncertainty. 
 
    Kari looked around at her friends, but then met Emma’s elusive gaze.  “Send him one right back.” 
 
    “That would be ill-advised, Lady Vanador.  You cannot know what you are up against.  Do not let this one’s pain entice you to make a foolish mistake.” 
 
    Kari waved off the warning.  “I know, Emma.  I wouldn’t dream of striking against him personally, or any of the other Ancient Ones.  Not for a good, long time, I think.  But there are other ways to send him a message, and Arku may have just given me the opportunity.” 
 
    “You need not waste your time on him,” the mallasti girl said with a sudden grimace.  She accepted Kari’s offered arm and stutter-walked over to the sitting area.  “King Arku will undoubtedly be reprimanded, at the least, for endangering your life.” 
 
    “Yes, well, your master always has been as likely to kill his own people as mine.  I’m happy to leave him to that.”  Kari shook her head and met Emma’s stare again. “I’m sorry, that was completely insensitive of me.” 
 
    “This one took no offense; she understands perfectly what you mean.” 
 
    Kyrie returned and made tea once the water boiled.  Danilynn and Damansha took the children next door to play, leaving only Kari, her mother-in-law, Se’sasha, and Emma. 
 
    “What have you heard coming out of Sorelizar since I was last on Mehr’Durillia?” Kari asked, glancing at Se’sasha briefly as she did. 
 
    “King Emanitar made great gains at the start, but has now run into stiff resistance,” the mallasti girl explained.  “King Sekassus has suffered terrible losses, including the death of his crown prince, Amnastru, as you probably already know.  There was a direct attack upon the king as well, and though he was apparently unharmed, it has caused chaos in his capital city.  There is also the matter of King Morduri backing King Emanitar’s invasion, and King Sekassus must now be wary of King Arku claiming what ground he can while the Cobra Lord is besieged by two enemies already.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Morduri at all?” 
 
    Emma stared hard at Kari, but made no comment about the demonhunter calling him casually by name.  “No.  This one was looking forward to seeing him at the council session, but now that she has been turned away, that will have to wait another half-year, assuming she does not disappoint her master again before then.” 
 
    Kari kept her mouth shut for the time being.  She was fine explaining what had transpired to Se’sasha, but she had things she needed to tell Emma that she didn’t want the mallasti girl to find out about in front of others.  She projected that thought toward the mallasti girl, but they exchanged no words on the matter. 
 
    “This is most exciting news, to think the land of my ancestors may potentially be free of King Sekassus’ rule in the near future – possibly in my lifetime!” Se’sasha said.  “We will still be under the rule of the Overking, but to be answerable to King Emanitar rather than King Sekassus would be a boon beyond measure.” 
 
    “Indeed,” was all Emma offered. 
 
    “Can you take this off while you’re here?” Kari asked, indicating the humiliating collar the slave girl wore at all times. 
 
    “The collar can be removed only by the hands of a king, and were any but the Overking to remove it, they would invoke his wrath.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “How much do you know about my part in what happened in Sorelizar?” 
 
    “It is well known that you were somehow involved in the uprising, but how, why, or when you left is a mystery even to those kings involved.  It seems your presence acted as all the diversion King Emanitar needed to put his plans into effect.” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  “Can you two give us some privacy?” she asked.  She didn’t want to be rude, but she was planning to go to Mehr’Durillia soon, and since she had Emma here, she wanted to speak to the mallasti girl while she could.  Thankfully, neither Se’sasha nor Kyrie seemed put out by Kari’s request, and they bid both the demonhunter and their mallasti guest farewell.  Kari found it interesting that Kyrie laid a hand on Emma’s shoulder before she left, but no words were exchanged.  Perhaps her mother-in-law’s views were changing. 
 
    Once Kari was alone with Emma, she took a short sip of her tea and sucked in her lower lip.  “I’m sure Morduri was going to tell you all this when he saw you at the meeting, but since you’re probably stuck here for a while… I feel it’s only fair to tell you to your face that Morduri and I shared a bed.” 
 
    Emma’s eyes remained impassive, but the way her ears suddenly stood up straight said she couldn’t believe what she’d just heard.  “Truly?” 
 
    “It’s not really that simple, but yes.  There’s a lot more to it, Emma, but the fact is I slept with your mate, and I feel I owe you an apology for that.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador, King Morduri is not this one’s mate.  This one has explained this to you before.  She no more–” 
 
    “Has a kast’wa than a kingdom.  Yeah, you did tell me.  But I’m not an idiot, Emma.  The two of you may not be mates as far as anyone else is concerned, but I know what my heart tells me.  The look on his face when I mentioned that he was going to see you soon… you two are mates, whether the Overking likes or allows it or not.  Is there really no way to buy your freedom from him?  Nothing he would take?” 
 
    The mallasti’s snout dipped toward the floor again.  “Nothing he could not simply obtain by force if he desired it that badly.  No, the master will not let this one go free willingly.  There is but one way she could obtain her freedom, but it requires a massive sacrifice, one she is not yet willing to make.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not talking about dying to get free.” 
 
    “Neither was this one.  How exactly did you and King Morduri wind up intimate?” 
 
    Kari didn’t miss the obvious dodging of the subject, but left Emma to her secrets for the time being.  “I’m not sure I should tell you that; I don’t want it getting back to the Overking.  Not for some time, at least.” 
 
    Emma blinked slowly.  “This one will not be back in the master’s presence for some time, Lady Vanador.  And though such insubordination would no doubt cost her greatly, she is in no hurry to share any secrets with him that he does not specifically request.” 
 
    Kari had to make a conscious effort not to smile at that.  “Emma, I was trans-something-or-other into a mallasti – a vulkinastra, in fact – while I was on Mehr’Durillia.  That’s the main reason I ended up being intimate with Morduri.  I don’t think that would have ever happened otherwise, no matter how much I may like and respect him.” 
 
    Realization dawned in those orange eyes.  “It was you…” 
 
    “You didn’t think some young vulkinastra really killed Amnastru, did you?” Kari asked.  She was tempted to mention that Morduri had asked Kari to kill Amnastru as revenge for the death of Emma’s sister, but figured she’d leave that for the elestram king to divulge. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, this will not stay a secret for long, regardless of whether this one tells the master of your words or not…” 
 
    “No, I don’t expect it will,” Kari shrugged.  “People in Sorelizar and Tess’Vorg may suspect something already, now that Mastriana is pretending… pretending to be me pretending to be her, or however you want to say it.  But I’ll be honest with you, Emma: My goal is to be there, and possibly be a part of Sekassus’ death in the end.  I can’t think of a better warning to send to your Overking.” 
 
    “Are you certain you wish to walk this road?  You know that war between our worlds will be the inevitable result.” 
 
    “We’re already at war; we just haven’t put that much effort into it yet.” 
 
    “This one supposes that such is the truth.” 
 
    “I’m actually headed to Mehr’Durillia, and I might see Morduri when I pass through Anthraxis.  Is there anything you want me to tell him?” 
 
    “With all due respect, Lady Vanador, you could not properly tell him the things this one wishes to tell him.” 
 
    Kari bit back the joking response that came to mind.  “No, I don’t suppose I could.  I’m just glad you’re not upset or jealous.  He told me quite clearly that I’m not a threat to replace you, no matter what form I may take.  I don’t think he could have put his love for you any more plainly than that.” 
 
    Emma let a smile show at that.  “He could do much worse for partners.” 
 
    The demonhunter chuckled.  “I suspect I already know the answer, but is there anything you can tell me about my brother-in-law’s abduction?” 
 
    “Only that a great many things will come to light because of it,” the mallasti girl said.  “This overreach by King Arku is going to have far-reaching consequences that this one is not certain even the master has taken into account.  Tread carefully, though, Lady Vanador, for the kings are expecting retribution from you.  Do not play into their hands.” 
 
    “It’s not just Arku, though.  Taesenus was involved, which tells me Abaddon is involved somehow, too.  Either that, or Taesenus has gone completely mercenary, working with whatever king is most interested in hurting me at any given time.” 
 
    “Observing him has never been among this one’s duties.” 
 
    Kari leaned to the side in her chair and crossed her ankles.  “Where do you go from here, Emma?  What would happen if you never went back to the service of the Overking?” 
 
    The mallasti girl touched her collar.  “This would tighten until it strangled this one, then break her neck, and then ultimately, it would decapitate her.” 
 
    Kari blinked, then shook her head.  “But he expects you to stay here on Citaria for a while, yes?  If you can, I’d advise you to stay here as long as possible and lay low.  You’ll have to stay out of sight of the citizens or they might think you’re an escaped prisoner, but you should take advantage of Danilynn’s offer and heal up while you have the luxury.” 
 
    “This one does not deserve your kindness,” Emma said, turning away. 
 
    “Kindness doesn’t require deserving,” Kari said, touching the mallasti’s knee.  “I know there are things you have to say and do and report back to the Overking, but you understand I’m going to fight him no matter what, right?” 
 
    “This one does not wish to see any of you brought to harm, but like the moth, you go to the flame again and again.  This one supposes there is no alternative, though.  Your world may not be the Overking’s primary target, but it will be, in time.  Tell this one, Lady Vanador: Do you yet understand what it means to be Salvation’s Dawn?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Yes, truly.  I still don’t have the whole of it, but I’m not wandering quite so blindly as the first time we met, Emma.  Your master seeks to use me to his own ends, and that’s going to be his undoing.” 
 
    Those intense orange eyes came back to meet Kari’s evenly, and there was no trace of mockery or disbelief in them.  “This one is curious to see how much success you find.” 
 
    Kari sat back with a smirk and took a sip of tea.  “I think five princes is a decent start.” 
 
    “It is a start.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Kari said, rising to her feet.  “Hell, Prince Amnastru was enough trouble.  But I’d be lying if I said I don’t look forward to trying my luck against his father.” 
 
    Emma stood.  “Remember, Lady Vanador: You are an asset to the Overking, but he can and will do only so much to protect you if you assault his vassals.  Tread delicately.  When do you plan to go to Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    “As soon as I let the others know I’m leaving,” the demonhunter answered, and she turned to face Emma fully.  “I remember what you said in my home.  You’re a guest here, Emma, and I hold you to your promise to protect this house and everyone in it while you are.” 
 
    “An expectation this one will not disappoint you on,” the mallasti girl said with a bow of her head.  “Be very careful, Lady Vanador.  It is a tense time in this one’s homeland.” 
 
    Kari responded with a nod, and then made her way to give her goodbyes. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Her claim that she knew Si’Dorra “fairly well” proved to be modest understatement.  Tarra knew the lands of Si’Dorra intimately, leading Erik through rocky highlands with such expertise that they kept up a fantastic pace.  Despite his injuries and the length of time he had spent recuperating, Erik hardly felt the rigors of the road, as if his body was desperate to keep moving after his ordeal.  If Tarra wanted to, she could have left him far behind, but though she set a brisk pace even in the highlands, Erik was able to keep up with her. 
 
    The lessons in infernal progressed nearly as fast.  Though Erik was still far from able to hold a broken conversation, he was learning important words and phrases.  If he were to listen to a casual conversation now, he might be able to pick up on the general subject and understand a fair portion of it.  More importantly, if he was separated from Tarra for some reason, he’d at least be able to request basic amenities and shelter, for whatever good that might do him. 
 
    She was still quiet about her past.  Erik knew she was married at some point, that her husband had been executed by Arku, and he remembered well her sister.  Whatever else the woman’s life entailed, she didn’t elaborate much, keeping their conversations focused on the infernal tongue and the trials ahead of them.  It left him a bit confused, as her kisses and touches seemed to suggest she was interested in him, but she remained distant on personal matters. 
 
    Erik tried not to worry about it.  If they escaped, they would have plenty of time to get to know each other under less trying circumstances.  They were only a couple of days from the border of Ekkristis based on what she’d told him, and they were better served to concentrate on their pending escape than on personal matters.  They had already lost a lot of time waiting for Erik to recover from his wounds, and every ounce of energy was best spent on flight. 
 
    “Look there,” Tarra said, crouching near to a natural crenellation.  She pointed down into the valley below. 
 
    Erik took cover and looked with her.  There was a sizeable military unit moving west.  It wasn’t a battalion or anything close, but it moved light and fast, suggesting this might be some of the outermost vanguard going back toward Dauchin-Rache or Agivak.  If this was a further result of the work of his friends, they had opened up Arku’s lines to the east considerably.  Crossing the border would still be a feat, but the more soldiers went back to Agivak, the better their chances.  And if there was one thing Erik had learned about his elestram companion, it was that she could calculate odds quickly and confidently. 
 
    “Our chances continue to improve,” she said, as though reading his thoughts. 
 
    “Should we stay hidden until they’re well past us?” 
 
    Tarra’s gaze swept back and forth through the valley.  “I see no valirasi with them, nor any obvious scouts.  Let us continue along, only do your best to keep the valley out of your line of sight, that we be out of theirs.” 
 
    Erik nodded and followed her in a bit of a crouch.  At the very least, the fact that she was as tall as he – before taking the ears into account – meant that she understood how difficult it could be for him to stay out of sight.  They made it only a short distance before an idea occurred to Erik, and he tugged on the elestram’s tail to get her attention. 
 
    Tarra turned a mischievous grin his way.  “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you want to go down and speak to the next group we see, maybe ask them for news?  They don’t know who freed me or who to look for, so I don’t think your presence or questions would strike them as odd.  We may at least be able to find out if this was the work of my friends, or if something else is going on that might require a change in plans.” 
 
    She looked away over the rocky terrain, and Erik could imagine the calculations she was doing in her mind.  “An intriguing suggestion.  If it turns out that something else has transpired, it would be best for us to find out beforehand.” 
 
    They put a good amount of distance behind them before another unit of soldiers came through the valley in the other direction.  This was barely a dozen strong, and Tarra began to pick her way down the hillside to meet them and ask for news.  Unarmed and unarmored, Erik figured it was unlikely she’d be pressed into service, but it was always a possibility.  If that was to happen, he knew the peak to look for that would lead him to Ekkristis, and he wasn’t that far from the realm of King Lestanaek the Blademaster. 
 
    Erik found a sheltered area to wait where he’d be out of sight unless someone came over the highlands from the north.  He had some of the remaining meat, though there was hardly any left.  His thoughts wandered, and he considered the reaction he might get when he arrived back home on campus with an elestram.  She wouldn’t just be a guest, but someone Erik had promised asylum to, even though he had no authority to do so.  Hopefully, Kari’s experiences and orders would work in his favor, and he could appeal directly to her if the Order’s council didn’t see fit to trust Erik’s instincts. 
 
    It was always possible they’d believe she was a spy, that she had saved Erik’s life to gain his trust so she could slip among his people.  It wasn’t a theory without merit; the syrinthians had planted a dozen spies among the Order, and only the intervention – ironically enough – of an elestram had led to their discovery.  Erik didn’t think he was being foolish or impulsive; she had taken care of him for days, sewn clothes for him, and kissed him a number of times.  True, they hadn’t mated or been overtly intimate at all, but he had a feeling about her. 
 
    And that confused him more than anything… 
 
    What was it Kari had said to him back on Tsalbrin?  He wracked his brain to recall her exact words.  You don’t know who you’re going to fall in love with until it happens, and when it does, what your siblings think should be the last thing on your mind.  Wise words, but Erik still wasn’t sure what he felt toward this woman, if it was anything at all.  He’d never been in love before.  He looked at women from time to time, particularly every time one of his brothers came home with one on their arm, but it was more a feeling that he should rather than desire. 
 
    He felt indebted to Tarra, and he was appreciative of everything she did and continued to do for him, but as to whether he was in love with her, he just didn’t know.  More importantly, he couldn’t help but wonder if he should be in love with someone who wasn’t rir and wasn’t even from the same planet.  He knew so little about her, her people, or the world she came from. 
 
    But I want to know, he thought.  Does that mean something? 
 
    “You seem introspective,” her voice came from the side, and Erik turned toward her.   
 
    Tarra was standing there, smiling, and Erik stood up and faced her squarely.  He might have been having a hard time putting his thoughts and feelings in order, but one thing he knew for certain was that he liked being around a woman his size.  She may not have been anywhere near as muscular as he was, but she was tall and lean, and there was a measure of attractiveness in her form, as alien as it was to him. 
 
    Erik shook away the thoughts.  “I can’t calculate probabilities in my head the way you can,” he said with a chuckle.  “So I worry instead.  A lot.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps this will set your mind at ease,” she said, gesturing to get underway.  They walked side by side, and if she had any idea Erik had fibbed, she gave no indication.  “There was an attack on the king’s keep in Agivak.  The king had already left for Anthraxis to attend the council session, but a number of guards were killed, and rumors say that the king’s consort was slain.  It seems Duke Curlamanx has called back nearly every sizeable unit out looking for you, as he expects a large-scale attack after this intrusion.” 
 
    “They killed Arku’s consort?” Erik muttered. 
 
    “There are also rumors that they are amassing for a strike at Dauchin-Rache, so the duke is doing his best to tighten his grip on both cities.  I cannot imagine he has long to live after allowing the king’s consort to be slain.  If he had a bit of sense about him, he would defect to the service of one of his neighbors before the king returns from the council meeting.” 
 
    “Wow, I wonder how many people Kari brought with her,” Erik mused.  “Although it sounds more like Aeligos is working his magic spreading rumors.  But that would require being able to fit in among your people… this is definitely weird.  Is it possible this is a civil uprising and not related to my friends at all?” 
 
    “Hard to say.  The soldiers have little information but that their presence is required in Agivak and Dauchin-Rache immediately.  However, I can say with certainty that this has more than doubled our chances of escaping safely.” 
 
    “And we’ll reach the border tomorrow?” 
 
    “If we push ourselves today and tomorrow, yes.  If you look east, you can see the peak I told you about that will lead us to Ekkristis,” she replied, pointing toward the titanic mountain. 
 
    “It had to be my friends,” Erik said as they walked. 
 
    “The attack on Agivak?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Opening up the lines for us.  They either didn’t think they could catch up to us, or they didn’t think they could find us at all.  I know my brother; he would’ve moved to some diversionary tactics the moment he found out I’d already escaped and he realized we’d be hiding from them as well.” 
 
    “Your family and friends sound like an exceptional group.  I very much look forward to meeting them when we are safely away, and thanking them for their aid.” 
 
    “I look forward to introducing you to them.  Though I have to be honest, I’m not sure what their reactions will be like, aside from polite, of course.” 
 
    Tarra stopped and touched the side of Erik’s face.  She leaned in for a kiss, and he was all too happy to oblige. 
 
    Am I supposed to feel something particular?  Or is looking forward to these what it’s all about? he wondered. 
 
    He wanted to ask about her family, but remembered she’d told him that Arku had killed off nearly all of her relatives.  There had to be something he could talk to her about besides the infernal tongue or her family.  He didn’t want to talk about himself and seem conceited, or brag about his family or, worse, scare her with stories of how crazy they could drive him at times.  He considered his options as they got back to walking, and something finally occurred to him. 
 
    “Your name… Kuritarra… what does it mean?” 
 
    Tarra didn’t answer for a minute.  “Perhaps I will tell you when we stop for the evening.” 
 
    Erik simply hoped that didn’t mean he’d asked the wrong question.  If his conversations with Kari, Sharyn, and several other women upon first meeting were any indication, Erik was terrible at making small talk.  Whatever the case, he tried to push it aside, and concentrated on that sun-drenched peak to the east. 
 
    They traveled until the sun went down and for a short while afterwards.  Once Tarra was both tired and no longer comfortable with her ability to walk the highlands with confidence, they found a place to bed down for the night.  It was a sheltered nook that would allow them to build a little fire without attracting too much attention.  Erik set a pot of water boiling, intent on at least softening up some of the vegetables the harmauths had given them.  Apparently, the ram-folk had large, blunt teeth and didn’t mind hard vegetables.  But to Erik, it was like trying to eat rocks or tree branches.  Boiling water would soften them, even if it wouldn’t be a proper pot of soup. 
 
    He looked up as Tarra appeared across the fire from him, and he stopped stirring the pot.  He stopped blinking, and was pretty sure he stopped breathing, too.  Tarra had slept nude beside him several times while he was recovering, but he hadn’t actually ever seen her naked.  Now, however, she stood undressed on the other side of the fire, eyes timidly searching for some sign of approval from him.  Erik wanted to move, wanted to say something, but was transfixed, rooted to his spot with what he imagined was probably a stupid expression on his face. 
 
    She was beautiful.  She wasn’t rir, as he’d mused earlier, but that suddenly didn’t matter one bit.  The continuation of her fur patterns across the parts of her he’d never seen before just made her shine so much more in his eyes.  Even the little details like the extra nipples – the lower two of which had piercings with a chain between them, to go with her pierced navel – did little to detract from his attraction to her.  She shifted nervously and clasped her hands before the dark fur of her groin, and she twitched as though thinking of going back to her discarded clothes. 
 
    Erik got to his feet and walked through the fire, all the better to reach her before she got the impression he wasn’t interested.  It clearly shocked her, but fire didn’t faze the half-guardian.  Erik cupped her face and kissed the end of her nose.  Oddly, she was the one to hesitate this time, but only for a moment before she returned his kiss passionately.  Now, for the first time, Erik let his hands wander down her body, reasoning that it was what she wanted. 
 
    Beneath the fur was muscle.  She wasn’t bulky like he was, obviously, but whatever their lanky appearance indicated, there was a lean athlete below the furry coat.  She ran her own hands down his arms and then his chest, feeling the massive muscles that stood in contrast to hers. 
 
    “For everything I have said about our chances, I am nervous,” she admitted. 
 
    “I understand,” Erik said.  “Like I told you, I haven’t stopped worrying since we left the harmauth lands.” 
 
    She smiled a bit shyly.  “Would you lie with me this night, in case it is the last chance we have, with each other or anyone else?” 
 
    “Only if you tell me what your name means,” Erik risked. 
 
    Tarra laughed now, relaxing a little bit.  “Kuritarra… it is a crown of flowers, as might be used to adorn a bride.  Kivekt is – how do you say – one who draws professionally… an artist?”  She smiled when Erik ran a finger down the side of her snout.  “And your name?” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea,” he returned with a chuckle.  “Erijinkor was the name of one of the twenty-one guardian demons, but I’m not sure if it means anything.  If it does, I guess that knowledge died with Seril, and the man who originally bore the name.” 
 
    Before she could say another word, Erik scooped her up and carried her to a grassy spot along the edge of their camp.  They wasted little time – just enough for Erik to notice the mark of the Ashen Fangs on her inner thigh – and were soon joined in passion.  It wasn’t lust or a fleeting thing; Erik remembered well his time with the czarikk females who had “thanked” him in what he always considered a rather inappropriate fashion.  They had used him, much as he enjoyed it, and though it wasn’t a bad memory by any stretch, it wasn’t something he wanted to repeat. 
 
    This was completely different.  This woman was with him because she truly wanted to be, and the more Erik thought about it, the more he realized he was with her by choice as well.  She gripped his arms and her kisses were needful, and in that moment, Erik came to understand the difference between having sex and making love. 
 
    What was more, it wasn’t just fear of death or the risk that they were separated, either.  It all suddenly made sense to Erik.  It was certainly odd that he should finally feel this way with an elestram woman, but he had almost no doubts anymore. 
 
    He’d never been in love before that he could tell, but he was now. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIV – Refuge 
 
      
 
    It had taken far too long for her liking to find the scent, but now that Sharyn had it, it was impossible for her to lose.  Rir were virtually unheard of on Mehr’Durillia from what she knew, and serilian-rir even more so.  Pile on the fact that Erik had a level of masculinity that rivaled the average alpha werewolf, and it made tracking him a simple matter for her nose.  If it hadn’t taken her days to even locate a trace, she might have already found him. 
 
    As it stood, she wasn’t too far behind; she was fairly certain of that.  If she kept her pace through the night and next day, she reckoned she could find him in the next couple of days.  The only major concern was getting stopped and either killed or captured by the Si’Dorrans.  Thus far, the people of Mehr’Durillia had paid little attention to Sharyn’s lupine form, only marking it as something either shockingly rare or else suspicious, but not enough to justify investigating.  If any of them had noticed the golden rings in her ear, they hadn’t cared. 
 
    Sharyn paused after scaling a rise with short leaps.  Werewolf or no, the terrain here in Si’Dorra was both beautiful and annoying.  The landscapes were breathtaking, with rolling hills interspersed between rocky bluffs, with so much green even among the crags that it looked out of place somehow.  Sharyn assumed it was because she knew of the realm’s king, and its beauty and the bounty of the land didn’t fit with what she knew of Arku’s viciousness.  As a creature of nature, she understood that Mehr’Durillia still had a natural order that even the demon kings couldn’t break, but something about it still struck her as odd.  On the other hand, climbing all the hills and bluffs was exhausting work, even for someone with the stamina of a werewolf. 
 
    Sharyn sensed she was closing in on Erik, his scent becoming more and more pronounced as the track got fresher.  There was another scent with him, but only one so far as she could tell.  It seemed to be an elestram female, and Sharyn wondered how or if the woman had been involved in Erik’s freedom.  It seemed unlikely it was just the two of them fleeing, but Sharyn detected no other traces.  Was it possible there were others guarding them at a distance? 
 
    She turned her nose to an updraft that tickled the side of the rocky rise she stood atop, and the fur at the back of her neck bristled.  The scent of many people – for apparently, that was all the Mehr’Durillians were beneath all the mystery – carried to her on that breeze.  It was the smell of the unwashed, mixed with the scents of leather, metal, and oil.  Sharyn knew they were soldiers before she even turned to look down upon them.  But then her tension turned to curiosity when she saw they marched west, not east. 
 
    Had Erik and his traveling companion turned back around? 
 
    Sharyn sniffed around the ground and followed their scents a bit further east, and she soon found a nook among the rocky crags.  Someone had bedded down here the night before; was she that close?  There were the remnants of a fire, much more obvious to her sensitive nose in this form, and she sniffed around the camp.  Erik and his companion had slept here for certain, but then Sharyn caught a much more peculiar scent. 
 
    I must be interpreting this wrong, she thought.  That hard-ass wouldn’t actually have sex with a beshathan, would he? 
 
    Sharyn snorted and ran a paw along the side of her snout.  The wind shifted, and she caught the scent before there were any warning sounds.  She dashed among the rocks nearby and hid in the deepening shadows of twilight as a pair of beshathans came up the hill.  By the sound and scent, they were with the military unit passing down below; they had to be scouts.  And they were apparently good ones, because they found the nook as easily as Sharyn had, and the terse conversation between the two of them told Sharyn they understood what they’d found. 
 
    The ears of both elestram turned in her direction when they heard the cracking sound, and they came toward the rocks warily, swords drawn.  They were cautious and prepared, but it made little difference as Sharyn bounded out at them and bowled one of them over in her hybrid form.  Elestram were tall and there was good muscle definition to the one she hit, but against her size and weight, he toppled over effortlessly.  Sharyn swiped him brutally across the face with her claws before she leapt forward and turned to face the other. 
 
    The second scout stared at her dumbly.  Sharyn stretched to her full height, tilted her head back, and let out what would have been a blood-curdling howl to anyone back home.  That sent the two scouts into a panic, and even the one she’d wounded got his feet under him quickly and scrambled to get away from her.  They tried speaking to her in beshathan.  Did they think she might be an erestram or some other Mehr’Durillian they were unfamiliar with? 
 
    It mattered little.  They were a danger to her friend, no matter what direction the main body of their force was moving, and Sharyn had to convince them to go back west with the others.  She crouched down, leaned on one hand, and snarled viciously.  To her surprise, neither of the elestram ran.  They got their weapons ready, nodded to each other, and began to circle to flank the werewolf. 
 
    Idiots, she thought. 
 
    She was about to pick one to shred when an echoing, massive howl split the air from down in the valley.  That had to be an erestram, and Sharyn wondered what message it had gleaned from her call.  She was only trying to shatter the confidence of the men before her, but had someone down below taken her howl as a challenge?  Was it possible that the beshathans still had some territorial instincts when it came to such displays? 
 
    One of the elestram missed her by inches as she dodged with preternatural awareness.  She kicked it full in the face, something people normally didn’t expect from her when they saw her bent, digitigrade legs and feet.  But Sharyn could deliver a vicious kick, and the shock of the blow typically opened up defenses for her clawed hands to do their work. 
 
    And so it was now.  The leather – or whatever the material was in truth – armor of the elestram absorbed her slashes to some extent, but Sharyn cut ties and straps, and left bloody gouges on unprotected flesh.  Beshathan fur didn’t absorb the claws as well as Sharyn’s own would have, and she followed up with a couple more clawed haymakers before she spun and kicked the elestram male square in the gut. 
 
    Facing the other way now, Sharyn turned and leapt to her right, taking advantage of the other’s expectation that she would lunge at him.  She put distance between herself and her two foes, pausing only to flinch at the next bellowing howl that echoed up the hillside.  It was hard to tell what message was being sent with these howls; they just weren’t quite the same as the ones she used with her pack to send simple messages.  Her gut told her it was a territorial inquiry, and that she should challenge it with another howl of her own. 
 
    Sharyn let forth her territorial howl, the one she and her packmates issued when warning someone or something to stay away.  Whether or not it would make the erestram mind its own business or else come investigating, she wasn’t sure.  Either way, it was just plain rude to not answer, and Sharyn knew that if the situation was reversed, silence would drive her to investigate the reason.  In the end, she had little to lose. 
 
    The thing that stuck in her thoughts most prominently now was Kris’ requests that they all show mercy to the Mehr’Durillians they crossed paths with.  The two elestram didn’t seem all that intent on fighting her, but at the same time, she couldn’t let them turn around and harry her friends.  At the least, she had to give them a beating, enough so to send them to the nearest town for treatment.  Injuring without killing wasn’t Sharyn’s strong suit, but there was a bit of sense to the thinking that she didn’t want to give people a bad impression of werewolves on her first trip to Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    Her elestram “adversaries” took stock of her, but the wounded one showed no interest in re-engaging.  His partner covered his retreat, and Sharyn made no move to follow as the second left as well.  She waited a minute and then crept to the edge to get a better look down into the valley, and she saw they were making all haste toward their unit.  There could be more trouble on the way soon, but the hillside was steep, and even an elestram or erestram would be hard-pressed to run up the incline in time to catch Sharyn. 
 
    And with that thought in mind, she backed out of sight and returned to her lupine form. 
 
    The werewolf returned to sniffing around the camp, and despite the odd scents, she was able to find their trail heading farther east.  She wondered why the soldiers were heading back west, and what mischief Kris had gotten the others into in her absence.  Her snout creased in the lupine equivalent of a smile, and she took only enough time to cover Erik and his companion’s scents with her own urinary marking before she dashed off, intent on putting as much distance between herself and that erestram as possible. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Erik and Tarra covered up the camp hastily.  She smiled at him every time their eyes met, but she didn’t find the need to talk about the night before.  Erik didn’t feel the need to talk about it, either, but for one thing: He was curious whether it really meant anything to her, or if it was a simple night of fulfilling a need.  He was sure he knew the answer already, as much as the doubt in his mind said otherwise.  There was such a marked difference in the way she had made love to him compared to his czarikk playmates from years before.  If Tarra didn’t feel something for him, then it meant he was truly clueless when it came to women. 
 
    Once their things were stowed and the camp was at least moderately covered, they came face to face, and Erik took her in his arms.  She stroked his face and he returned the gesture.  It was so alien to him, and yet it felt right.  Erik didn’t understand having feelings for an elestram, but he had avoided finding a mate for so long it was amazing to him to feel anything at all.  At times, he’d wondered if he was broken, or if he was just cut from another cloth than his siblings. 
 
    True, Sonja and Typhonix were still single as well, but they were much younger than Erik was: Sonja was eleven years his junior, and Typhonix fourteen.  Both of them had yet to make it into the thirties, and had – for all intents and purposes – all the time in the world.  Erik had a long life to look forward to as well, and he’d used that as an excuse when this very subject had come up in conversation with Kari four years before.  But now here he was, four years later, still single and unattached. 
 
    Or perhaps not, he thought. 
 
    He couldn’t help but wonder how Ty was doing, but he recognized that he had to think of himself and Tarra first, that they would even live long enough to care.  No doubt his boisterous brother would have plenty to say about Erik bringing an elestram home, but it would all be in good fun.  The trick would be making sure Tarra knew that. 
 
    She was staring into his eyes, trying to figure what thoughts were running through his mind.  There was such intelligence in that golden gaze, and Erik found he could probably stare into her eyes for days, constantly finding some new depth.  In the now, though, Erik assuaged her wondering with a broad smile, and leaned in to kiss her.  It was a small miracle that he’d fallen for a woman that was the same size as he; he’d always imagined ending up with a much shorter woman.  Tarra was lither, but she had an athletic physique, and she had complemented him in a way he’d never expected when they made love the night before. 
 
    She returned his kiss, but they didn’t linger.  Today, they would reach the border of the realm of Ekkristis, and endure what should be the final hurdle of their exodus.  If Lestanaek the Blademaster, King of Ekkristis, saw fit to imprison or even kill them, then it was all for naught.  Tarra was reasonably sure no such thing would take place, but if it did, Erik was glad he’d spent that “last night” with her. 
 
    They departed their camp and continued to pick along the highlands until the border was in sight.  They could see camps here and there – more permanent ones with homes and amenities built for those who watched the border long-term.  There were patrols, but they seemed neither numerous or heavy.  There would be increased risk when they had to descend from the rocky crags to the flatter plains, but risk was the backbone of this entire endeavor. 
 
    “What are our odds?” Erik teased. 
 
    “Almost sixty percent that we are not even noticed if we cross there,” Tarra answered, gesturing to the north with a clawed finger.  “I am not certain if that is Resaddek, the realm of King Ouraggra, but I would rather cross directly toward the great peak over Ekkristis.” 
 
    “But our odds are worse if we go that way?” 
 
    “Lower, but acceptable.” 
 
    “And what if I go with you?” came guttural, growling speech from behind the two. 
 
    Tarra turned in alarm and gasped before she backed away.  Erik swept in front of her, but kept his eyes on the elestram.  “It’s ok, Tarra.  This is a friend of mine.” 
 
    “A friend…?  How…?” the elestram woman whispered. 
 
    Sharyn’s bestial eyes settled on the elestram.  “Tarra…?” 
 
    “The same,” Erik confirmed, glancing at the werewolf over his shoulder.  “Tarra, this is my friend, Sharyn.  I have to do a bit of explaining, but it can wait until we’re across the border.  Sharyn, who else came with you?” 
 
    “Damn near everyone,” she growled.  “Kari stayed home; she was injured.  The Warlord leads your siblings and friends.  They appear to have made a diversion for you.” 
 
    Erik nodded.  “Not sure it’s going to be enough,” he said. 
 
    “Then let me make another,” Sharyn said, striding forward. 
 
    “Wait,” Tarra interjected, stepping before the werewolf but still a respectful distance away.  “If you wish to make a diversion, I have an idea that may work.” 
 
    Sharyn squatted down on her haunches, and that seemed to ease a bit of Tarra’s tension.  “What do you need?” 
 
    “Not so much what I need as what I suspect you can do without physical confrontation.  How loudly can you howl?” 
 
    Erik saw a smirk play on Sharyn’s face before the werewolf answered, “Loud enough.” 
 
    “Can you imitate this, but as a howl?” Tarra asked, and she hummed out a short sound.  Erik wasn’t sure if the elestram woman couldn’t howl, if they considered it undignified, or if she was just shy about making such a sound.  But Sharyn nodded her great lupine head in response, and Tarra smiled.  “Excellent.  If you were to hide among the hills to the north and howl in that manner, it will attract a lot of attention.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Erik asked. 
 
    “It is how the erestram call for help across distances,” Tarra answered.  “If the erestram among the border guards hear that, they will go to investigate immediately, and bring many of their comrades with them.  Therein lies the risk, for you will need to flee before they arrive, and then try to reach the border before you are stopped.  But it should allow us time to cross the border safely, and you… well, you look more capable of taking care of yourself than we do.” 
 
    Sharyn blinked slowly and turned her gaze upon Erik, her lupine lips curling up in a grin that sent a shiver down his spine despite the humor behind it.  “Never thought I would see you so defenseless,” she growled with a deep, throaty chuckle. 
 
    “Enjoy it while you can,” Erik laughed. 
 
    And then she was off.  The black werewolf stayed as hidden as possible as she ducked along through the rocky crags to the north.  Erik followed Tarra southeast once the werewolf was out of sight, and they found a sheltered place among the rocks.  Erik considered himself a fairly patient man, but anxiety sank its claws into him as he sat under the bright sun, waiting for the last diversion that would determine whether they escaped or died here.  He was worried about Sharyn, but far less so than for himself and Tarra, who had no weapons and no armor.  Sharyn would at least carve up a number of enemies before they subdued or killed her.  The best Erik could hope to do was ignite himself with hellfire and get killed from a distance instead. 
 
    A howl sounded through the fissures, and Erik’s hackles rose.  It was loud, but there was an underlying whine to it.  He didn’t have to be beshathan or a werewolf to recognize the cry for help for what it was.  Sharyn repeated her cry a couple more times, and Erik and Tarra watched over the rocks to see what effect it had on those in the distance.  Within minutes, there was a pair of erestram from adjacent camps headed in the werewolf’s direction, and squads of elestram and mallasti soldiers rushed to get in order and follow in their wake. 
 
    That didn’t leave the camps uninhabited; if anything, it made those who stayed behind more vigilant, as they took to patrolling back and forth.  There were fewer of them now, though, and while Erik and Tarra risked being run down, they wouldn’t be overwhelmed.  Erik could call upon his hellfire to maybe hold off an attacker or two as they tried to puzzle out what he was able to do with the flames.  That would hopefully buy Tarra enough time to cross the border. 
 
    Sharyn came bounding over the rocky hillside before the two even worked up the nerve to make their way to the border.  She paused only long enough to gesture for them to follow before she was off again, loping on all fours to set a comfortable but determined pace.  She had to know Erik was going to be the one who lagged behind, but he pushed himself with every bit of willpower and stamina he had to make the crossing quickly. 
 
    It didn’t take long to be spotted once they left the crags, and there was still considerable ground to cover to reach Ekkristis.  With Sharyn in the lead, though, Erik’s hopes were running higher than the ears of his other companion.  He was sucking wind before long, gasping to keep up a torrid pace to match the long strides of the elestram woman.  Tarra, by contrast, seemed to be putting effort into not outrunning Erik, leaving Sharyn to circle and zig-zag to keep from getting too far ahead. 
 
    The werewolf crashed into the first resistance with reckless abandon, and Erik saw fur and blood fly in the wake of the collision.  He was surprised to see her clawed hands tempered, knocking their enemies down and wounding them, all while refraining from taking obvious kill shots or finishing any of them off.  Despite having traveled with her to hunt the Tilcimer, it was the first time Erik got a chance to see Sharyn fight, and he was not disappointed.  The fact that she could show mercy when that battle form was built to destroy was impressive in itself. 
 
    The beshathan border guards were prepared for trouble, but not of the sort Sharyn proved to be.  Tarra didn’t hesitate at all, avoiding conflict altogether and sprinting for what was, to some degree, freedom.  Erik stayed with her, confident that Sharyn could take care of herself.  He left her to it, and pushed himself until he was sure he was risking total collapse.  He ran like the wind, and still only kept up with Tarra because she let him.  Fixated on their destination, he didn’t even notice an arrow pierce his folded wing in two places and remain lodged there. 
 
    More soldiers formed up ahead of them, and Erik started to turn, to try to outpace them to one side or another.  It hardly occurred to him that many of them were elestram and he’d have no more luck outrunning them than keeping up with his companion.  When it did, it finally dawned on him that Tarra was not running away from these soldiers, but directly to them.  Only then did he notice that they were crossing a road. 
 
    We made it, he thought.  We must be in Ekkristis. 
 
    “Don’t stop on the road!  Keep going!” Tarra shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    Erik crossed into Ekkristis before he stopped, and the moment he did, his legs gave way and he sank to his knees, still sucking down air.  He turned as he collapsed, watching Sharyn throw aside those foolish enough to try to apprehend her physically.  They started trying to kill her, but didn’t have much more luck with that.  They couldn’t contain her savage fury, and Erik wanted to cheer when Sharyn finally broke free of the entanglements and dashed toward him. 
 
    “Do not move,” came a voice from behind him in infernal. 
 
    Erik held his hands out to the sides, showing he was unarmed and not resisting.  Sharyn saw what was happening when she reached them, and she crouched down beside Erik and did the same thing.  Orders were barked in infernal, but neither Erik nor Sharyn could understand what was being said.  Tarra spoke back and forth with the guards, and after a minute, they got the three prisoners on their feet.  Several threats were shouted back and forth across the border, but there were no hostilities exchanged.  Soon, the soldiers began to march the prisoners east. 
 
    “What did you tell them?” Erik huffed once he was close enough to Tarra.  His lungs and his legs were still burning, but with the more leisurely pace, he could deal with both. 
 
    “I surrendered us to them as border crossers, and asked to plead our case directly to King Lestanaek the Blademaster,” she answered.  “Our fates are now in his hands.” 
 
    He flinched as Sharyn pulled the arrow free from his wing and tossed it aside.  “Won’t we get in trouble for crossing the border illegally?” he asked. 
 
    “Perhaps, but we may be allowed to leave if we tell him our only intention was to reach the road to Anthraxis.  The imminence of capture is reason enough not to have remained on the road itself.  Now, if we are respectful and promise to leave without delay, we may be spared.” 
 
    The guards paid little mind to their conversation, more interested in Sharyn’s appearance.  They clearly didn’t know what to make of her.  She was nearly the size of an erestram, but the legs, jaws, and claws were markedly different.  She was at once familiar to the beshathans and yet unlike anything they’d likely ever seen.  Erik was glad she had found him and Tarra.  If they had tried to cross the border without her help, he imagined they’d be on their way back to Dauchin-Rache.  The werewolf stayed in her hybrid form, and for that, Erik was thankful.  There was no telling what their captors might do if they knew she was a shape-shifter. 
 
    Ekkristis didn’t look like a sizeable realm, but the titanic peak skewed Erik’s perspective.  It took them more than a day to march to it, and he found there was an impressive citadel nestled against the mountain’s base when they arrived.  Lestanaek might not have a massive realm or military, but Erik was sure this citadel could hold out against even the largest army for some time.  It was the kind of place he imagined Aeligos or Kris would be hard-pressed to overtake. 
 
    They were marched through the citadel’s open gates without ceremony, drawing many a wide-eyed stare.  Erik realized again, though, that they were primarily drawn to Sharyn.  Tarra was one of them, after all, and apparently, they didn’t find serilian-rir all that interesting.  Once they were inside the citadel, Sharyn stretched out to her full height and began walking upright, something that commanded both attention and respect – and, if Erik’s senses didn’t deceive him, a sense of kinship from the many erestram that stood vigil around the baileys. 
 
    There was a good deal of activity around the inner keep, which they only reached after passing through three baileys.  It seemed an excessive amount of defensive fortification, but Erik considered what little he knew of King Lestanaek.  Despite being called The Blademaster and reputed to have never lost a fight, he was a low-ranked king.  His realm was comprised of some high-reaching mountains, so Erik further assumed the population was small, and that the king didn’t have a sizeable army.  From his studies of the old Anthraxis Council Codex – something Kari needed to update when she found the time – Erik understood that Lestanaek had at least three neighbors who could legally invade. 
 
    Perhaps, he mused, these defenses are barely adequate. 
 
    Their escorts brought them into the citadel’s halls without any fanfare or long series of questions from the outer guards.  Erik and especially Sharyn continued to draw attention, but something had the soldiers on edge. 
 
    I hope we haven’t started a war between Arku and Lestanaek, Erik thought.  That would not be a good way to introduce myself to a king that probably already hates me on account of being a demonhunter. 
 
    The most amazing thing about the inner keep was that it was carved into the side of the mountain, and yet the masonry and craftsmanship were still superb.  Lestanaek didn’t seem to put much stock in the way his citadel looked, but there were hints of artistic flair everywhere, the touches of workers who cared more than the resident king.  That only became more obvious once some bas-relief artwork made appearances, telling what looked to be the story of the king’s origins, though Erik was at a loss as to what exactly it all meant. 
 
    Soon enough, they were escorted into an audience chamber, where the bustle and chaos were at a fevered pitch.  Even the throne and the high dais it sat upon were carved from the rock, many different parts and yet all one seamless piece.  Erik had seen some grand things in his time – the temples of the Holy City of Sarchelete not the least among them – but this was something else entirely.  If it wasn’t for the chaotic atmosphere of the place, Erik would’ve liked to walk around and inspect the craftsmanship up close.  All of the commotion came to a halt, however, when the king’s cool, blue-eyed gaze swept over the newest arrivals. 
 
    King Lestanaek gestured the prisoners and their escorts forward, and the scribes and other retainers crowding the room moved to the sides, opening the central floor.  Erik followed Tarra, who approached the king without any prodding from the guards.  When they came before the dais, she bowed down to her knees in subjection to the monarch.  Erik followed suit.  To his surprise, Sharyn dropped to one knee, as awkward as it was. 
 
    Lestanaek approached, descending the dais to stand before the three kneeling prisoners.  He was massive even for an erestram, broad with a gray and white coat.  He wore armor, which only made him look that much more impressive, and the two war scythes crossing his back said this was not a demon king to be trifled with – not that there were any.  Erik wasn’t surprised when the erestram king stepped before Sharyn and gestured her to her feet casually. 
 
    The king asked something of the werewolf, but it was Tarra who answered, though she kept her eyes on the floor.  Lestanaek regarded the elestram woman for a moment, then turned back to Sharyn.  “This other one is familiar to me, but I have not seen your kind here before; what are you?” the erestram asked in an accented Citarian trade tongue. 
 
    Sharyn made no reply, but soon the black hairs that covered her from head to clawed toes began to recede.  The sound of bones popping and rearranging echoed through the silence of the chamber, and every eye in the audience hall watched as she transformed from a massive beast to a comparably small human woman.  The werewolf made no move to cover herself, standing completely nude in the center of the chamber, and the strength of her stare as she held the king’s gaze was amazing to behold. 
 
    Lestanaek blinked a couple of times before pointing at a nearby courtier without looking in the mallasti’s direction.  He snapped his fingers, and the mallasti took off its cloak and handed it to the king.  The erestram monarch then wrapped Sharyn in it while he took the time to find a voice for his thoughts. 
 
    “It has been ages since I have even heard tales of the sheda-reis – the skin-walkers, I believe, in your tongue,” the king said.  He looked around at his people, giving them a moment to process what they’d just seen.  Then he gestured toward the doors.  “Leave us.  Attend to the duties I have placed in your care.” 
 
    Once the chamber had been cleared and the doors closed, Lestanaek turned his attention back to his guests.  “Arise.  I regret that I have little time to speak with you, but I must depart for the council session shortly.  Who are you, and why are you here?” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Tarra said with a formal bow.  “I am Kuritarra Kivekt of Si’Dorra.  It was by my suggestion that this man followed me here to escape the realm of Lord Arku.  He is a Citarian hunter, but was captured and tortured by Lord Arku until I freed him and we fled.  We wish to cause you no trouble, but only to pass through your realm on our way to Anthraxis.” 
 
    Lestanaek’s ears perked up at the words Citarian hunter, but he made no immediate reply to Tarra’s explanation.  Instead he looked at Sharyn.  “And you?” 
 
    “I went with some friends to rescue Erik, Your Majesty,” the werewolf answered.  “I was the only one that could catch up to them before they crossed your border.  I will also leave your realm as soon as possible, if you allow it.” 
 
    “Are you known to me, hunter?” the king asked, moving before Erik. 
 
    Erik hesitated, but bowed his head.  “Erijinkor Tesconis, Devilhunter, by Zalkar’s grace.” 
 
    “Tesconis?” 
 
    The demonhunter flinched at the vehemence behind his name being repeated.  “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Perhaps your family is known to me.  My cousin speaks highly of a Corbanis Tesconis.  Are you his sibling, or child, or otherwise related…?” 
 
    “Corbanis is my father, Your Majesty,” Erik said slowly.  “How… who is your cousin?” 
 
    “Trigonh Cabra.” 
 
    Even Sharyn balked at that.  “Trigonh is your cousin?” 
 
    “Distantly, but we are of the same clan: Clan Cabra,” King Lestanaek answered.  “Then you must be acquainted with Lady Karian Vanador, your Avatar of Vengeance?” 
 
    “She’s my sister-in-law, Your Majesty,” Erik said. 
 
    The great wolf-king bobbed his head in satisfaction.  “Then I shall name a price for allowing you to pass through my lands without penalty.  I want you to deliver a message to Lady Vanador when you see her: I respectfully request she come see me personally, here in Ekkristis, far from the prying eyes of the Overking or my other peers, at her earliest convenience.” 
 
    “I think she will be very interested in meeting you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “And you, little sister Kivekt?  Where do you go from here?” 
 
    Tarra bowed her head.  “I hope to go with these two to Citaria, to hide from the wrath of Lord Arku.” 
 
    “Interesting.  You understand I cannot send an escort with you, but you should be safe along the road to Anthraxis if you avoid entering the realms of the other kings.  I will far outpace you, so you will not travel with me either way.  Make all due haste to the city of the Overking, for the meeting of the council may cover your egress.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Tarra said, being echoed by Erik and Sharyn. 
 
    “And you, skin-walker… would you do me the honor of accompanying Lady Vanador if and when she comes to visit me?  I should very much like to speak with you about your kind when I am not pressed for time.” 
 
    “With pleasure, Your Majesty.  Thank you for your kindness,” Sharyn replied. 
 
    Erik was impressed with Sharyn’s manners.  She had heard plenty about the kings, and was familiar with their power and the danger of crossing them, but she had never been one to act prim and proper.  He wondered if it was a result of courting Sherman, but didn’t want to say anything or even smile to suggest he found her mannerisms funny.  She could be a touchy thing, and he didn’t feel like being called a dickhead again, certainly not in front of Tarra. 
 
    “I will instruct my courtiers to see to your provisioning for a trip to Anthraxis, but now I must take my leave.  Farewell.” 
 
    Once Lestanaek left the audience hall, some of the courtiers returned.  They spoke with Tarra in beshathan, and she bid Sharyn and Erik follow an elestram male to go get outfits.  Erik couldn’t imagine they had anything that would fit him with the differences in body styling, but if they could so much as give him a robe, it would be an improvement.  Tarra, by contrast, went with another elestram, presumably to pack a satchel with food and other sundries. 
 
    “Got to admit, I thought we were in for it when we were taken into custody,” Sharyn muttered as they followed their elestram escort down a hallway.  The courtier paid her words little heed, though whether that meant he couldn’t speak the Citarian trade tongue or simply hid the fact that he was eavesdropping, Erik couldn’t say. 
 
    “Compared to where I was, almost anything was preferable,” Erik said, managing to chuckle.  The pain was a memory, but the memory of the pain was another matter.  He needed something to cleanse his mind, and he could think of two things that would accomplish that: Getting home to his family, and exploring his relationship with Tarra. 
 
    That thought was sharply interrupted when Sharyn leaned toward him and gave him a long, appraising sniff.  The werewolf didn’t say anything, only smiled, and Erik cursed in the back of his mind.  Just how sensitive was that nose? 
 
    “Look, Sharyn, I–” 
 
    She stopped and clamped his snout shut with one hand.  She smiled again and patted the side of his face.  “No explanation needed, Erik.” 
 
    Sharyn was such an enigma to him, but he knew the explanation was going to be more for himself than for her.  He remembered how he’d reacted to finding out Sherman was courting the werewolf, and he was glad to find Sharyn didn’t hold a grudge.  Now that he thought about it, he could see the whole situation from Sherman’s point of view, and he felt like he owed the young man an apology.  How had he ever thought of Sharyn as anything less than a person? 
 
    “I’ve been such an ass,” he muttered as they reached a side room and were ushered in by their elestram escort. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” Sharyn insisted. 
 
    “I know, and that makes it worse,” Erik sighed. 
 
    “Let me stop you before you get apologetic,” the werewolf said with an upraised hand.  “I’ve never particularly liked your kind, either.  A guardian demon killed me, Erik, and for the longest time, I’ve held demons and half-demons alike in complete contempt.  Your family is a big part of the reason I’ve reined that in a bit.  But I still have my old prejudices.  I still tend to think of your people as half-demons.” 
 
    “But I’m changing, Erik.  You’re changing.  That’s what’s important.  You want to know what the most amazing thing is about your sister-in-law?  It’s not that she kills demon princes, or that she’s probably the best demonhunter and one of the bravest people that’s ever lived.  It’s the fact that everyone around her changes.  Everyone she meets or leads changes, they become better people, and not because she shames them or tells them they’re wrong.  Am I safe in saying you and I are better people since we met her, and even since we met each other?” 
 
    “I think it’s a fair assessment,” he agreed.  He paused while Sharyn turned away and took off the cloak to begin putting on some offered clothes from the elestram. 
 
    While Sharyn got dressed, their elestram escort inspected the wound left behind by the arrow that had lodged in Erik’s wing, but the demonhunter waved off his concern.  The wound was minor, and would heal with time alone.  It wasn’t anywhere near the wing wound Kari had suffered on Tsalbrin. 
 
    When Sharyn turned back to him, Erik smiled.  “Do you still think I’m a dickhead?” 
 
    “Oh, you totally are,” Sharyn laughed.  Her look turned more serious then.  “You’ve got your father’s convictions and determination, but not his experience.  I think he’s seen a lot more over the years than you have, but if you turn into a man like him, you’re going to make a real difference in the world, Erik.  And… maybe in that woman’s life.” 
 
    He had nothing to say to that.  He looked away, but Sharyn stepped forward and turned him back to face her.  “Do you love her?” 
 
    Erik pursed his lips.  “This is something entirely new to me, but I think so.” 
 
    “Concentrate on that.  Don’t start worrying about what anyone else is going to think.  They’re not going to be in bed with you, or helping you run a household or raise children.  So don’t let them make any of those decisions for you.” 
 
    Erik laughed, thinking of Kari’s similar advice years ago.  He shook his head.  “Are you and Sherman considering having some children?  Or getting married?” 
 
    “More than likely yes on both counts,” she answered with a subdued smile.  “But we’ll see.  If we have to trudge through another realm trying to rescue your silly ass, we might not live long enough to do either.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Erik chuckled.  He took some offered garments from their elestram guide and got dressed.  He was tempted to take off the undergarments Tarra had made for him, but as soon as the thought crossed his mind, he decided he wanted to keep them.  It was a practical gesture from her, but it felt like so much more.  Simple as they were, they had been a gift, and a hand-made one at that. 
 
    Their escort brought them back to the audience hall then, where they met with Tarra.  She had a shoulder pack of supplies, but Erik took it from her and slung it over his uninjured wing.  It was a bit awkward, but she smiled her thanks, and Erik didn’t miss Sharyn’s smile behind her. 
 
    “How dangerous is it going to be on the road to Anthraxis, did they say?” he asked. 
 
    “The roads between realms are neutral ground by the Overking’s law.  That does not guarantee our safety, but it does make anyone attacking us unlikely.  No one wants to suffer the consequences of breaking the Overking’s laws.” 
 
    “His laws didn’t help much when I was taken from Anthraxis,” Erik muttered.  “Or when we reached the road the first time, for that matter.” 
 
    “When you were taken from Anthraxis, it was likely because you are a hunter.  And they would not have halted pursuit if we simply reached the road; the roads are not sanctuaries in that manner.  Now you travel with a Mehr’Durillian and a sheda-reis, so there is both more and less risk – a strange concept, I will grant, but the truth nonetheless.” 
 
    “Then give me a good luck kiss and let’s be off.” 
 
    Tarra turned to Sharyn.  The werewolf smiled and said, “He’s a good man.  He could definitely use a woman’s touch, but he’s a good man.” 
 
    The elestram woman turned back to Erik and they shared a quick kiss, mindful of the many other beshathans watching.  Whatever Sharyn may have thought and said, her feelings were certainly not shared by the king’s courtiers.  Erik shrugged it off.  Like Sharyn had said, they weren’t part of the relationship, or even Erik’s life, so he didn’t bother caring what they might think. 
 
    Instead, he basked in the feeling of Tarra’s soft, furred hand as it grasped his and they walked, hand-in-hand, toward freedom… 
 
    …and home. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XV – Retribution 
 
      
 
    Kari arrived on Mehr’Durillia alone for the first time.  She was convinced that she didn’t have the power within her.  Instead, it was the child in her mind that possessed the power, one she found she could borrow now.  The feel of a soft, furry little hand holding onto her fingers as they traversed the cosmos left tears in her eyes, but those dried quickly in the arid, angry red air of Anthraxis.  Just as quickly as the tears evaporated, Kari shooed off the child in her mind, telling him in no uncertain terms that it was time for her to work, and for him to hide. 
 
    Her hands absently traced the hilts of her scimitars, as if she was reassuring herself that they were there.  She had made a decision to come here and aid her friends and family in their efforts to rescue Erik, but after her encounter with Emma, she’d changed her mind.  Now she was here with ill intent, and she didn’t care who knew.  She had been in a subtle state of war with the kings of Mehr’Durillia for years, but now they had made it personal. 
 
    They had burned her home to the ground.  They’d abducted her brother-in-law.  And now they had beaten a slave half to death – all to send Kari a message.  She was going to send them one right back.  Kari strode over to the elestram administrators seated behind their counter, and met the cold golden eyes of the one in the middle with an icy glare of her own. 
 
    “Identity and destination?” 
 
    “Lady Karian Vanador, Avatar of Vengeance.  I’m here to kill Arku.” 
 
    There was silence for a few moments as all eyes fell upon Kari, and then the beshathan clerks began to snicker, if not laugh outright.  “Enjoy the last days of your life, fool.” 
 
    “That’s what Amnastru said before I cut his head off,” Kari returned coldly.  This time, there was no laughter to break the silence.  “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to intercept Arku before he makes it to your master’s realm, where I won’t legally be able to touch him.” 
 
    Though her facial expression didn’t change, there was a distinct shift to the light in the elestram clerk’s eyes.  “Do not let us delay you,” was all she offered, gesturing toward the exit. 
 
    Kari wasted no time.  She had no idea if she’d be apprehended before leaving the city just for suggesting she was going after Arku.  But the reactions of the elestram clerks suggested they – and the Overking, by extension – were all too happy to let Kari kill Arku or die trying.  More than likely the latter. 
 
    The streets of the city contained light traffic, but enough that it was obvious the council would be coming into session soon.  Scribes, retainers, and other advanced assistants to the kings were already in the city, preparing whatever it was the kings needed to hold the week-long moot.  Fortunately, they were consumed with their business and had little time or attention to spare on Kari, and even as a terra-dracon, she didn’t stand out too badly among the traffic. 
 
    The erestram guards at the north gate let appraising stares linger on her back, but Kari paid them little heed, making her way northwest toward Tess’Vorg.  She had limited knowledge of Mehr’Durillia’s layout, but what she knew pointed to Arku coming down the road between Tess’Vorg and Pataria to reach the Overking’s realm.  That road might technically be neutral ground, but Kari didn’t much care at this point, and figured she’d be far enough from Anthraxis that little could be done if she assaulted Arku there. 
 
    Her first instinct was to visit her friends in Moskarre, but she knew that would only make matters more complicated.  It would delay her for one thing, and she was mindful of them being blamed or at least used as collateral damage to repay what she was about to do.  It was much better if she was to go straight after Arku and not stop to see or speak to anyone along the way.  There would be plenty of time for talk when the deed was done, and she imagined a lot more people would then be willing to listen. 
 
    This all hinges on you being with me, Kari thought, directing her prayers not just to her own deity, Zalkar, but also to her adoptive father Sakkrass, and even to the “sleeping” Great Mother, Be’shatha.  I have wielded all three of your powers before, and now I need them again.  It’s time to stop killing pawns.  Tomorrow, with your aid, I kill a king, and this “game” begins in earnest. 
 
    Kari felt no tingle in her brain, no warmth or other physical or mental manifestation of the approval of her divine patrons, but that wasn’t unusual.  Mehr’Durillia was the realm of their enemies now, and what influence the deities could extend had to be reserved for action and not mere encouragement.  They were with her; Kari knew this, believed it, and counted on it.  Their power would be in her, and she would fight not just as the head of the Demonhunter Order, but as a champion of many deities.  There was no sign of approval needed anymore. 
 
    Kari slept under the stars and a simple blanket, not even worried about being attacked in the Overking’s realm.  It was possible she could be abducted or killed the same way Erik had, but she suspected she would be warned before anyone got close enough.  If her divine patrons didn’t alert her, she imagined the mallestrem child would.  And if it came down to it, she could escape back to Citaria with the child’s help. 
 
    That thought evoked a playful, confirming laugh in her mind.  Still, she shooed him into the recesses while she worked. 
 
    It took longer to reach the road between Pataria and Tess’Vorg versus simply going to Moskarre, but Kari made brilliant time, unencumbered by a long stay’s worth of provisions or gear, or by friends and family, or anything else.  She moved with the conviction that had driven her across Terrassia time and again in her prior life, and with the certitude of knowing that what she had come to do was right, just, and going to make a world of difference. 
 
    She hadn’t encountered Arku along the way, which told her that she made it in time.  It seemed unlikely he would’ve gone to Anthraxis even a moment earlier than necessary when he was expecting to capture Kari and her friends in his trap.  No, if anything, he’d risk the wrath of the Overking to be late, that he might be in Si’Dorra when the Silver Blades were apprehended trying to rescue Erik.  And she could only imagine the gloating the beast would do to his peers if that turned out to be the case. 
 
    Gods, if he captured Kris… he might advance several ranks up the council just by virtue of having done that… 
 
    Where that would leave Arku with respect to his uncle, Kari couldn’t say, but she doubted he would really care.  Arku had some of the strength of Celigus, but none of the poise or charisma.  One was refined, the other was a violent beast.  It was strange for Kari to think that the demon king who “swallowed souls” was the less vicious or bestial of the two, but that was the truth.  And because of her inquisitive nature, it made Kari wonder what Celigus’ brother – Arku’s father, Sherkenn – had been like.  How much different than Celigus could his twin brother have been? 
 
    Kari continued putting one foot in front of the other, heading straight north to Si’Dorra along the road.  At worst, she would reach the border before she encountered him, a few days from now.  If she were to kill him in front of his own subjects at the border – or perhaps in front of some of Emanitar and Morduri’s people along the road – it would only multiply her legend. 
 
    If I win, she thought.  Which I will. 
 
    It wasn’t long after she’d stopped for some trail rations and to see to her needs that she heard the distant rumbling.  The road between Tess’Vorg and Pataria saw very little traffic in her experience, and she prepared to meet Arku in battle here and now.  She stood firm in the center of the road, but the carriage was still out of sight, only the dust kicked up by the hooves of Arku’s mousivas accompanying the rumble. 
 
    Kari stretched out, flexing her back and her wings specifically.  All of the fatigue and soreness that had dogged her since the night Arku’s people attacked her home city were gone.  She felt reborn, as pure and healthy as she had the moment she’d appeared naked in front of Trigonh, returned to Citaria after a two hundred year rest.  She felt like a new woman, like the Avatar of Vengeance, like Salvation’s Dawn.  She felt like the woman Kris dreamed about, the one that had inspired Albrecht Allerius to become a demonhunter, the one that was going to open the Temple of Archons and put an end to the Overking and his machinations. 
 
    And it all started here, with one step. 
 
    “Come and get me, you son of a bitch,” Kari growled.  She didn’t draw her weapons yet, but her blood was already beginning to simmer as she remembered her slain friend.  An image of Lord Allerius’ typical tight-lipped smile as he taught Kari to run the Order popped into her mind, and she recalled his son’s words. 
 
    Carve my dad’s name in him. 
 
    “I will,” she whispered again in answer. 
 
    The mousivas came into view soon enough, and the thundering of their hooves began to slow when Arku’s driver saw someone standing in the center of the road.  Only for a moment, though, until they began to pick up speed again.  Arku had to have told his driver to simply run down anyone stupid enough to block his path, and she wasn’t sure why it surprised her.  But then she remembered something else, and she dug into her memory and took the little mallestrem boy by the hand. 
 
    How do I calm the beasts like Seanada did? she asked him, showing him the memory of her half-syrinthian friend doing so in Haestronn. 
 
    Like this, he whispered into her mind, showing her how to manipulate the arcane instead of giving her a meaningless explanation.  Then he was off to his hiding place, his ethereal laugh echoing in Kari’s soul. 
 
    The coach stormed on, headed straight for Kari, but she put her hand out before her and lowered it slowly.  It was a gentle pantomime of a slap on the forehead, and the rumble lessened and then came to a stop as the beasts did so.  The driver snapped the reins, but the beasts ignored him for the time being, and Kari backed up a few steps and rested her hands on her hilts. 
 
    “Did I not tell you to crush whoever it was?” came the guttural infernal snarling of Arku from the coach shortly before the door was flung open violently.  The demon king paused when he saw Kari ahead on the road.  He stared dumbly, but then grinned and reached into the coach.  He came up with a massive black sword – perhaps not as spectacular as Celigus’ BloodFang, but it was a weapon that had a very similar nickname to its owner: The Onyx Reaver. 
 
    Arku was massive, nearly the same size and girth as Celigus Chinchala at almost eight feet tall, all muscle and fur.  He looked as though he might be half-erestram, his shoulders, chest, and lower legs furry while the rest of him was gray skin like Celigus.  He had a shock of long hair like his uncle, but unlike Celigus, the demon king’s mane was ebony, hence his nickname of The Black Reaver.  His eyes were also blood red, lacking the motion or the entrancing qualities of his uncle’s. 
 
    Arku strode toward Kari like a bully.  “Did you really think to entreat me to release your pathetic brother-in-law?  Drop your weapons, and I may at least make this enjoyable for you.” 
 
    “I had no intention of asking you for anything,” Kari answered.  “I know you think your trap was well laid-out, but some of your people talked, Arku.  Told us right where to find Erik.  So by now, my brother-in-law is on his way home, and Curlamanx is probably already buried in a shallow grave.  A fate you’re going to share shortly.” 
 
    The demon king flashed a fanged grin.  “Oh, that is rich!  You kill some whore’s son from Sorelizar and think you stand a chance against a king?”  He lifted his armored skirt to show that he wore nothing beneath it.  “This is what awaits you, insolent bitch.” 
 
    Kari blinked slowly, biting back a typical response.  “Want to see what awaits you?” she asked, and Arku cocked his head.  Kari swept her arms out to the sides.  “Epaxa chi’pri!” 
 
    A celestial light burst forth from her, rivaling the sun itself.  The symbol of Zalkar blazed through her breastplate, and a golden glow emanated from her swords despite the fact that she had yet to draw them.  It had the desired effect on Arku, as the demon king now regarded her warily, but even better than that, Kari pointed past him toward the coach.  There, on the driver’s bench, the elestram chauffeur was on his knees, staring at Kari slack-jawed. 
 
    Arku turned back to her and scoffed.  “These parlor tricks may impress peasants, but you will find I am not so easily intimidated.” 
 
    “Parlor tricks?” Kari echoed.  “You don’t seem to understand: You’re outside your realm.  You’re the one whose parlor tricks won’t be of any use here.” 
 
    “I do not need my realm to subdue a waif like you,” he laughed, and Kari squinted at him.  “Oh, my people have done their research on you, my little chamber whore.  What your father did to you will seem merciful compared to the years I will keep you chained to my bed.” 
 
    Kari laughed, and the sound clearly surprised the demon king.  “Research?  You mean the secrets my old assistant sold you?  Things change quickly on Citaria, Arku.  I hope you don’t think an asinine comment like that is going to break my will.” 
 
    “I will break far more than your will.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up and get to it, then,” Kari said, drawing her blades.  “You sound like the kids at the orphanage when they squabble.” 
 
    The demon king stalked toward her and began to circle when he was nearly close enough to strike with his superior range.  Kari adopted the modified stance the Wraith had taught her but otherwise remained in place, her only movement to turn and keep Arku in front of her.  He only had his chauffeur with him, so Kari wasn’t wary of being blindsided by anyone interfering; this was going to be a straight-up fight.  And if it wasn’t, she had Tess’Vorg and Pataria within a few steps to retreat into. 
 
    Her expectation was that this would be much like fighting Amnastru, but that Arku might be much stronger, faster, and have some other tricks he could bring to bear.  But the fact that she was about to fight him outside his realm made a big difference.  He might still be able to wield arcane and other trickery against her, but if the land and its flora and fauna weren’t going to be Kari’s enemies, she was still fighting a single enemy.  And Tumureldi and the Wraith had taught her to deal with far more than one at a time… 
 
    When the attack came, it was as brutal and straightforward as Kari expected.  She fought it off, parrying hard but then turning to let the brunt of the force slide sideways off her blade to no effect.  That would hardly be the whole of it, and if she was being honest with herself, he’d struck her blade a lot harder than she expected.  Amnastru had been powerful, but he was only a prince; how much more power could a king put behind what was already considerable physical strength? 
 
    Kari didn’t bother trying to counterattack.  Such a lazy attack had to be a feint, and Kari was well out of range dealing with the demon king’s greatsword and reach.  Instead, she turned, and mirrored her original stance.  Arku’s snout tilted down, his gaze lingering on her back arm, and he began to circle the other way, away from her power arc.  It was the biggest advantage of being naturally ambidextrous: Both of Kari’s hands were her power hands.  There was no going weak-side and hoping to stymie her into wasting time solely with jabs. 
 
    “You won’t get in trouble for being late to the meeting, will you?” Kari taunted. 
 
    “If things go as I expect, it will be worth the punishment.  Particularly if I bring you before the Overking on a leash, or have you service me in front of Koursturaux.” 
 
    Kari laughed despite herself.  “You might get her to break the Overking’s law and attack you on the spot.  Of course, that would require you bringing me to Anthraxis.  I’m afraid it’s going to be the other way around.” 
 
    Arku growled and then snarled, showing off that impressive maw full of teeth, strands of saliva dripping and giving his already bestial appearance a terrifying new aspect.  Kari started to go weak in the knees, but she recognized it for what it was and stood firm.  She put her right foot behind her again, changing stance to force him to circle the other way once more.  That had nearly shaken her to the core, and she could only imagine what a less-seasoned warrior might have done in the face of such an intimidating display. 
 
    “Come on, Arku.  Hit me.  Show me that you and your peers aren’t just idle threats.” 
 
    The demon king started to circle to his right, but then spun and put his reach advantage to good use.  Kari parried hard and stepped in behind it; not toward the demon king, but toward his blade, chopping down on it and then driving it away from her, trying to wrest it from his grip.  He was no whelp, though, and drew it back and overhead for a cleaving strike.  This one she drove wide, and she paced casually to her left afterwards. 
 
    Arku came right in, taking the bait, and Kari turned to bring her defensive web to bear.  He was fighting her where she was strong, exactly what she wanted, what the Wraith had taught her to take full advantage of.  Kari feigned buckling under the weight of his strike, and despite the fact that she had successfully parried, he pressed an advantage that wasn’t there.  With an overhand crescent motion, she sent his blade one way as she ducked and went the other, careful to tuck her wings to avoid losing one.  All the while, her left blade went low and inside, glancing off his armored skirt but just barely missing flesh. 
 
    The demon king stepped sideways gingerly, snarling and showing his teeth.  Kari avoided getting overconfident; he may not have done anything to her yet, but she expected he was just getting warmed up.  They were outside his realm, but there had to be other things he could do, arcane-like uses of the kingly power he possessed.  Until she got him to show her everything he could do, she was going to play this game tight and cautious.  She might not hurt him, but he damn sure wouldn’t hurt her with the swordplay he had displayed thus far. 
 
    Kari moved to force his hand, quick-stepping in and beginning a wicked combination of short swings and inside crescents.  With only a greatsword to defend himself with, he was forced to give ground, and when moving backward, his strength was all but nullified.  Kari gave a flap of her wings and the demon king sidestepped, coming to a stop and staring at her coldly.  There was a light in those bestial eyes, though, and Kari recognized she was not fighting someone that succumbed to bloodlust as easily as most believed. 
 
    She kicked dirt at him.  “You wanted me to surrender, and this is all you have to offer?” 
 
    Arku straightened up and let his blade hang down at his side.  “I thought to give you the chance to surrender and be spared the humiliation of direct combat, and perhaps I would have a little bit of fun with you.”  His eyes narrowed.  “Now, bitch, you are going to die, and I will have my fun with your children instead.” 
 
    He leapt in at her with such preternatural speed it caught her off guard, and he slammed her with that great blade, sending Kari ungraciously to her rump.  She managed to stay in a semi-sitting position, not completely prone, but he was upon her in moments.  The sword hit her again, in the side of the head this time, and even with the paluric helmet, she nearly lost consciousness.  He planted a foot in her chest and cut one of her wings clean off, and Kari screamed, snapping back to the immediate situation. 
 
    He tried stabbing her through the heart, but his blade was stopped by her armor.  It sent her to her back regardless, and Kari tried to scramble away, finding little success with the wind blasted out of her lungs.  He hammered her with the great blade again and again, finally taking off her other wing.  She was nearly paralyzed by the shock, and the next thing she registered, he had picked her up by the throat.  Protected as she was in her paluric shell, he carried her over toward his coach and proceeded to throw her into the side of it as hard as he could manage. 
 
    Kari found a brief moment of lucidity in the haze of pain, sitting crumpled against the side of the coach, only being held up by the vehicle.  She had no idea where her swords were, and her severed wing stumps were dripping blood onto her like silver rain.  What was strange, though, was the fact that she felt no pain.  She was in rough shape, but she felt nothing, and for the briefest moment, Kari wondered if she could move at all. 
 
    The look on the demon king’s face when she stood up would be something she’d happily take into the hereafter with her even if she lost.  It was momentary, though.  Snarling, he gave a great overhead chop with his blade.  Kari sidestepped and drove it away with her bracer to be safe, and the sword bit into the coach and lodged there for a moment.  Kari lunged in and drove her fist into the side of the demon king’s jaw as hard as she could. 
 
    Arku tried to grab for her, but Kari fell to her rump and wrapped her legs around one of his.  She wrapped him up and gave a sharp twist, just long enough to hear a satisfying pop, and then she rolled away and dashed toward where she suspected her weapons lay.  Arku limped after her, sputtering curses and yanking the sword free of the coach with another snarl. 
 
    At the very least, she’d gotten him close to unhinged.  He was giving in to rage and fury, and the more she hurt, taunted, and humiliated him, the more he’d lose it.  But that would do Kari little good if she was unarmed.  Reaching her swords, she stopped and stared dumbly at her severed wings, wondering if they would grow back under Sakkrass’ regenerative gift.  If not, she was going to have to get used to being a terra-rir… 
 
    Kari smiled when she beheld Arku again.  She was wounded and due for a few days of bruises and sore ribs, but she’d bloodied his mouth and injured his leg.  Better yet, her wounds were already healing, the wing stumps no longer bleeding, and despite everything, she felt clear-headed and energetic.  She couldn’t explain it, but that wasn’t necessary anyway. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri!” she shouted at him, and felt another surge of energy. 
 
    “Stop saying that!” Arku snarled. 
 
    When he came at her this time, she was ready for it.  She couldn’t spring out of the way without her wings, but she met his aggression with the Wraith’s careful style, deflecting and dodging his every attack, letting him spend his rage and stamina striking wind or meeting her own strength.  She had the power of her divine patrons flowing through her, but Arku had his limits – limits he was in danger of hitting. 
 
    Something had happened when he’d attacked her the first time.  By all rights, she should be dead, but even with her wings lying in bloody patches of dirt on the road, she still felt like she was in better shape than he was.  Despite the immediate, bloody results, something about having brought his power to bear had backfired, for lack of a better term, and even though he’d taken her wings off, she somehow ended up the better off of the two when the exchange was done. 
 
    This makes little sense, she thought, but then realization hit her.  She concentrated on Be’shatha’s heavenly glow, and suddenly found Arku was not so difficult to keep up with.  Now he was on the attack but Kari matched his speed and fell into the Wraith’s routines while calling upon Zalkar’s power to let her strike true.  She found synergy, and though it didn’t manifest itself physically, she felt the bright glow of her divine patrons intermingled and magnified. 
 
    She drove aside a chop and took a couple of fingers with it.  His retaliatory strike left him open to her favored low strike, cutting across the thigh in search of nerves and arteries.  Each blow led to another strike, and each of his increasingly-clumsy defensive maneuvers opened yet another.  Kari drove him back time and again, taking off fingers and toes here and there, and drawing blood in so many places he started to look as though he had stripes like Kris. 
 
    Frustrated, the demon king tried one last time to call upon that preternatural speed, but as Kari expected, it didn’t work, didn’t faze her in the least.  Power cancelled power, leaving mostly martial prowess in the void, but Kari also had the blessings of Zalkar and Sakkrass to augment her fighting style.  Free of her wings, Kari executed a risky crouching maneuver, cutting heavily into one of the demon king’s forearms at the same time she caught him under the armored skirt. 
 
    Kari didn’t miss the sudden dribble of blood or the wet splatter in the dirt below him as she sliced deeply into his groin.  There was no taunting, no wasted words exchanged.  With the demon king starting to double over, Kari drove her sword through the base of his neck and down into his heart and lungs.  Her blade, still glowing golden, sank in to the hilt, and yet it came right back out effortlessly.  Still caught up in the dance, Kari spun, her other blade coming around to relieve the demon king of his head completely. 
 
    There was a stillness to the air, but then Kari felt it: A lingering power that settled into her mind and soul.  When she turned toward his coach, she found its elestram driver was already a few steps away from her, kneeling in the dirt.  “Epaxa chi’pri!” he cried. 
 
    So this was what it was all about, Kari thought.  They didn’t just kill Be’shatha, they stole her power.  That’s what makes them so dangerous.  But it seems to also cancel itself out, which must be why the kings have to resort to trickery to kill each other. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri, my brother,” Kari replied in beshathan after a pause.  “Go back home to Si’Dorra, and tell everyone you meet that Arku is dead.  Destroy every last vestige of his power you can find, and then beseech one of your southern neighbors to rule over you before anyone else can step in and take power.  Great Mother go with you.” 
 
    The elestram rose to his feet, slack-jawed.  “Your wings… do you need medical attention?” he asked. 
 
    Kari waved off the question.  “I’ll be fine.  Go; you don’t have much time to deliver this good news and protect yourselves.” 
 
    “May… may I take his sword, that my words will be believed?” 
 
    Kari glanced at the ruined form of Arku Chinchala, and the great black sword that was still held in his death grip.  She drew both of her blades again and shattered The Onyx Reaver with a massive sundering strike.  She put her blades away and gestured toward what remained of the sword.  “Take it, and show them.  Show them that Arku’s rule is broken, just as his sword.” 
 
    The elestram agreed with her demand, and took up the shattered blade to load into the coach.  He bowed deeply to Kari, but then wasted little more time before he turned the coach and returned toward Si’Dorra. 
 
    Kari watched him drive off and then pulled her hunting knife from its sheath on the back of her belt.  It almost seemed dishonorable, but she had made a promise.  The demon was already missing his head and a good deal of his privates, but Kari turned the corpse onto its back.  She then took her hunting knife and carved the name of her slain friend into his flesh: Albrecht Allerius.  Standing up, she spat on the corpse and then made her way over to her severed wings. 
 
    Kari found herself inspired to hold the severed wings up to the stumps.  It took time, but they began to thread back together despite the fact that the tips had healed over.  She found herself lost in thought, staring into the surprised, glazed-over dead eyes of the demon king while she let her regenerative powers do their work. 
 
    She had killed a demon king… 
 
    She had now officially declared war on the Overking and his council.  But there was still one thing left to do.  She glanced over her shoulder, glad to have a wing to look around again, and stared in the direction of Si’Dorra for a minute.  She hoped Erik and her other family and friends were all right, but had to trust them to do their duty.  She, on the other hand, had to get back to Anthraxis and prepare to go home after checking for any sign of their presence. 
 
    Kari put Arku’s head into her pack and set off toward Anthraxis.  Now she had a trek of a couple of days to make with food that was going to get gross in a hurry with a severed head in the bag with it.  But the prospect of seeing her friends and family put extra spring in her step, and she reached a brisk jog, kicking up dust on the road to Anthraxis.  For someone who had her wings cut off and suffered a beating not fifteen minutes before, she felt remarkably good. 
 
    She covered a good amount of distance in the first hour, but couldn’t keep up the pace indefinitely.  She wasn’t an elestram or an erestram by any stretch.  Arku’s head was heavy, but every time she remembered that she was carrying it, it sent another surge of energy through her.  For so long, her people had considered the kings untouchable, far too powerful to even consider facing in direct combat.  Now, she had put that belief at least partially to rest.  The Ancient Ones might be beyond her abilities, but there were only five of them. 
 
    The lesser kings were likely one of two things: Potential allies or fair game.  It wasn’t as if Kari could wander from realm to realm fighting the kings in single combat, but the chaos in Sorelizar was to be her model going forward.  Once word got out that it had been she who killed Sekassus’ sons and set his realm into rebellion, and that compounded with the knowledge that she had killed Arku, there was no telling how many Mehr’Durillians might follow her.  She might be able to set nearly all of the kings who weren’t Ancient Ones against each other. 
 
    Or, better yet, against the Ancient Ones… 
 
    Koursturaux still presented the most intriguing possibility.  If Kari could turn her on the Overking – something the demoness had apparently considered already – the Crimson Huntress might also take aim at her fellow Ancient Ones.  Kari could potentially set the entirety of Mehr’Durillia into a state of war, something akin to a tavern brawl on a planetary scale.  Who would be standing at the end of that was anyone’s guess, but Kari was confident that if Koursturaux didn’t win, she’d at least do considerable damage to whoever the final survivor was. 
 
    Kari considered what she knew of the lesser demon kings.  Emanitar and Morduri were already on her side, and not just on the surface.  It was not simply a matter of the enemy of my enemy is my friend when it came to them.  She and Morduri respected each other enough that they’d shared something special, and Emanitar was Be’shatha’s son and, more pointedly, he now seemed prepared to fight to take back what belonged to his mother. 
 
    Celigus was an ally to her people and their gods, but only to an extent.  She wasn’t sure he was interested in helping them fight the Overking or any of his peers – Koursturaux least of all, considering they shared a bed.  Strangely, the demon king Kari thought she should know the best was the one she understood the least.  While she didn’t expect Celigus would fight against her and the people of Citaria, she couldn’t count on him fighting for them, either.  Not without giving him a significant reason to risk everything he’d left Mehr’Durillia to obtain. 
 
    The only other unknown was Arlerase Chinchala, who was apparently Celigus’ child.  Was it Arlerase that Celigus was truly concerned for when he bent to the Overking’s rules?  Aside from the fact that he was the weakest, lowest-ranked of the kings, Kari knew next to nothing about Arlerase.  Celigus never mentioned him, and it wasn’t as if Kari was intimately familiar – a thought that had her snickering – with many of the kings overall. 
 
    That left a considerable list of enemies – Sekassus the Calulating, whom Kari was sure would share Arku’s fate within the next year or so; Augrus Tiveron; Sheila Darkstorm; Xafastu Kenochian, who was rumored to be the son of the Overking and Koursturaux – or at least one of the two; Ouraggra Gelarri; Lestanaek the Blademaster; and Garrivokt Solimant, who was the son of Baphomet, if Kari remembered her Codex lore. 
 
    Not the best of odds, Kari thought soberly.  True, she had numerous deities on her side, several of which lent her their power on demand.  But she was only one woman, and no matter how strong she might look and feel, she could not win a war alone.  The price simply of getting to the other kings would be blood, and far more than Kari was willing to see spilled without having a solid, effective plan for making sure it was not spilled in vain. 
 
    She shook free of the somber thoughts when she spied a fellow rir on the road ahead.  It was a solitary figure, and one without wings, which dashed her hopes that it was Erik or one of her other friends.  Assuming, of course, that none of them had their wings cut off like she had just a little while ago.  But as she drew closer, she took note of the posture, the long ebon hair blowing in the wind, and the twin silver katanas that hung from either hand. 
 
    Taesenus… 
 
    Kari dropped her pack and drew her blades without a word.  The Demon Prince stared at her with a coldness that rivaled the Wraith’s, but with such a depth of malice in his eyes that her elestram mentor couldn’t match.  Years of anger flooded to the surface of Kari’s memory as she thought of him kicking her pregnant belly, paralyzing Typhonix, and, by his own claims, being the one who burned Kari’s house to the ground. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate at all.  She spat on the ground and then stalked directly at him.  By the way he brought his swords to bear, he wasn’t interested in exchanging even the most insulting pleasantries.  He approached as well, and they met in a shower of sparks as their blades clashed. 
 
    The dance began.  As much as she despised this man and wanted to put an end to his reign of terror, she had to respect his fighting style.  He was masterfully trained, doubtless the product of many teachers, though his legacy and that of his mother suggested none of those teachers were given a choice.  And with that thought, Kari expected none of them survived the final tests of their “student.” 
 
    Though their styles were different, still Kari found a mirror in the Demon Prince: A man who fought for the opposite reasons and goals, and yet whose skill and technique rivaled her own.  But it had been some time since they’d last crossed blades, and things were different now.  Kari was no longer pregnant, she was stronger, she carried the power of yet another deity, and – not the least of all – her training had been completed by the Wraith. 
 
    Kari stayed true to the Wraith’s teaching, and in following his guidance, she felt closer to the memories of Suler.  She’d worried, for a time, that the Wraith’s tutelage might dim the glow that surrounded recollections of her former master and lover, but here in the heat of battle, when she actually thought about it, it wasn’t so.  The Wraith taught her, but he had never danced with her, never lain with her, never become so at one with her that they thought and moved in a synergetic harmony.  Here, fighting against Taesenus, she could almost feel Suler moving with her, and they danced with a synchronized grace that Taesenus could find no avenue to strike through. 
 
    To his credit, Taesenus refrained from the overwhelming offensive routines he favored.  Like Arku just a short time ago, he resisted the bloodlust and the rage that Kari and her fighting style typically brought out in him.  His movements and strikes were measured and careful, and he avoided wading into her defensive web.  She hated him, and yet she had to give credit where it was due: He learned every time they fought.  In a way, it frustrated her that she was training him, in a sense, and yet he would never be her ally. 
 
    The problem he had was that Kari had “perfected” her style under the Wraith.  Once it became apparent that he was willing to pace himself and hope to outlast her, Kari smirked.  She waded in and began forcing him back using the Wraith’s offensive routines.  Her aim was not to kill or even maim, but just to aggravate him, to set fire to the kindling that was always piled high within his soul.  This man was full of hatred, and it didn’t take much to set it ablaze.  Kari began to mix kicks in with her strikes, but kept them low and quick, wary of being tripped or otherwise knocked down. 
 
    Taesenus was not used to giving ground, and Kari kept the pressure on him, forcing him to move backwards to steal his power.  Yet he still didn’t lose his composure.  He met each of her attacks with his katanas, not even pressing the slight reach advantage the longer weapons gave him.  It dawned on Kari that he was getting used to her fighting style, but she didn’t let that faze her.  Once he got comfortable, he was going to go on the offensive, and then he was hers. 
 
    Kari felt the pulse of her divine patrons within her breast, but though she kept them close to her heart, she didn’t call forth their power.  This was her duel, something that had been a long time in coming, and she trusted the martial prowess of her teachers to see her through.  The only trace of divine power she let show was the symbol of Zalkar, shining through her breastplate, all the better to remind Taesenus that she was here not for her own vengeance, but for justice.  She wanted to kill this man more than was healthy, but when she did the deed, it would be to repay him for all those he had slain since his mother set him on his murderous path. 
 
    Finally, one of the katanas leapt forward in a deep thrust, and Kari went against her instincts, instead ending up in a spot safely away from the companion sword’s follow-up.  She dropped back two steps, forcing him to come at her, and he finally began his offensive routines.  Kari slapped aside strike after strike, but he left few avenues for counterattacks.  Her defensive style was typically based around capitalizing on mistakes, but Taesenus made few of them. 
 
    She went against instinct again, and began meeting Taesenus’ offensive routines with her own.  They wove about each other, their blades a web of death between them, but neither landed a single blow.  And, Kari mused, it would hardly matter if they did – both were well-protected by their paluric armor.  While Taesenus’ suit wasn’t complete, he was immortal – or at least damned near impossible to kill.  Kari was going to put that to the test, but such was going to require a perfect strike or counter combination. 
 
    Kari tried baiting him and then catching him with a high kick, but again, he’d learned from their past encounters.  He took the bait, but blocked her kick casually, and the two split apart and began to circle each other at a distance.  Taesenus hated her, but she could see the respect in his eyes now.  Kari doubted any other warrior had ever survived as long in combat against him as she had this day, and the fact that she had already bested him twice before drew that respect from him, if grudgingly. 
 
    And in that, she found what she was looking for.  He was complacent, confident even, convinced he could stand toe to toe with her, and that he was better.  Kari grinned at him, and his eyes narrowed, his fingers tightening ever-so-slightly around the hilts of his blades. 
 
    “Want to see something?” she asked, backing over toward her pack. 
 
    “Resorting to trickery already, Vanador?” he grunted with a shake of his head.  The brief motion managed to bring those hellfire-like tattoos about his neck to life, something Kari found mesmerizing.  They had always been a mystery to her. 
 
    It was no matter, though.  Kari got her pack and sheathed one blade while she crouched down, wary of being rushed.  She opened the top and stretched its cinch, and straightened out as she drew forth Arku’s head by the hair. 
 
    There was no mistaking his reaction.  Taesenus was usually cold, showing little emotion but rage in the heat of battle.  He had a dispassionate air about him that rivaled the staunchest of the beshathans, but not now.  The sight of Kari holding Arku’s head up by the hair shook him to the core, his blades drooping in synchronicity with his jaw.  He didn’t exactly look scared, but he was suddenly much less comfortable and confident. 
 
    “I don’t know what possessed you to work with this scumbag, but the two of you burned down my house and threatened my family.  Now you’re going to share the same fate as Arku, Taesenus.  This is over.  Our rivalry dies today.  You die today.” 
 
    Kari threw the head at him, and Taesenus hopped back gingerly to avoid it.  It seemed an odd reaction from a man who so enjoyed decapitating his foes, but it was just the mistake Kari was looking for.  By the time his attention returned to her, she was upon him, both blades in hand once more.  His reaction speed was commendable, but she caught him cleanly, slicing out his left eye and carving a bloody groove down the length of his cheek. 
 
    The Demon Prince stumbled back and brought his blades up before him.  Kari, though, was already on the move, circling around him, battering his blades before she stepped in on him.  She slashed the unprotected portions of his lower legs, then struck high under the arm, slicing the arteries in his left armpit.  How much of an effect the wounds would have on a man who was reputed to be unkillable, she didn’t know, but she didn’t let it stop her. 
 
    He turned with her despite the blood that was now running in a strong rivulet down his arm, the burn of the slice on the back of his leg, and the missing eye.  His remaining eye was narrowed, staring at her balefully, but Kari kicked him in the chin, then followed it up with a backhanded uppercut, splitting his jaw the same way Turillia had split Kari’s years ago.  With hardly a pause, she kicked him as hard as she could in the groin, then grabbed him by the hair and hip-threw him to the ground. 
 
    It reminded her so much of her fight with Turillia, and she felt that same burning rage in her breast as she straddled him and began to rain punches upon his ruined face.  Taesenus’ head bounced off the ground again and again, teeth and blood and saliva flying in all directions as Kari sent forth every ounce of vengeance through her fists.  He may have been immortal in some sense and resistant to pain, but Kari’s onslaught rendered him senseless after a few minutes. 
 
    She knelt over him, panting from the exertion, but she used what felt like the last of her strength to pull off his breastplate.  She stared at the hellfire-like tattoos – or whatever they truly were – for only a moment before she took up one of her scimitars and drove it through his heart.  His remaining eye, swollen shut, winced in pain, but it was hardly noticeable.  He went still, and though Kari suspected he was going to heal in some fashion as soon as she left him, there was little else she could do. 
 
    She did it anyway. 
 
    Kari stabbed him again and again, her scimitar ripping holes through his chest, abdomen, throat, and then finally between his eyes.  Vengeance may have been a dish best served cold, but Kari’s had burned in the fire of righteousness.  She might never be able to kill him, but she had enacted vengeance for all those he had harmed or killed as best she could.  And she had avenged herself and her family, finally. 
 
    Kari left her scimitar buried in his skull while she stripped off the rest of his armor.  She took the time to strap it to her pack after replacing Arku’s head in the satchel.  She strapped the Demon Prince’s katanas in their sheaths across her back, and she was thankful paluric armor was so light.  It was going to be an arduous trek to Anthraxis carrying all of this stuff… 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me,” she said, kneeling beside him as she made ready to take her scimitar out of his head.  “But if you can, listen carefully: It’s over.  We’re done.  If you’ve got issues with your mother, go take them up with her.  Leave me out of it.  Because the next time I so much as hear about you bothering someone, either here or on Citaria, I’m going to do something that’s going to get me in a lot of trouble with Zalkar.  Think on that for a while.” 
 
    Kari pulled the scimitar from Taesenus’ head, but thought better of kicking dirt on him or spitting on him before she turned to leave. 
 
    My vengeance is almost complete, she thought.  Just one thing left to do in Anthraxis, and then it’s time to go home and prepare for war. 
 
    Kari turned to her right as she sensed she was being watched.  A harmauth patrol beheld her from the nearby fields of Tess’Vorg, and she wondered how long the pair had been there.  Had they seen her brandish and then throw Arku’s head?  She’d been so focused on Taesenus and their duel that she hadn’t noticed.  They simply stared at her, but Kari threw a fist up in the air, piquing their curiosity. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri!” she called to them. 
 
    The ram-folk were generally known for their stoicism, but Kari had never seen a pair of them run so fast.  They had shared a quick glance, and then began to make their way farther into the realm, likely toward a nearby city. 
 
    She chuckled darkly and began the long walk to Anthraxis in earnest once more.  Things were about to get very interesting on Mehr’Durillia… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVI – Reunion 
 
      
 
    Kris stayed crouched, waiting for the signal.  Across the way, their syrinthian liaison walked the perimeter of his property with a lantern in hand, checking for the reflection of eyes out in the woods.  They were close to the eastern border now, but security had gotten tighter in the last day and a half.  The Warlord hoped that meant Erik and Sharyn had escaped the realm.  There had been no word of his recapture, even with the military units returning westward.  If Erik and his companions had made it to a neighboring realm, then the hunters and trackers would be watching inward again, waiting for Kris and his friends at Agivak and Dauchin-Rache. 
 
    A certain headless succubus we left in Arku’s keep would explain that, he thought.  That is, if there was anything left of her to be found after the fires… 
 
    They were in danger of being run down, but it was worth it in the end: Erik was free, one way or another.  What fate would find him in the eastern realms was unknown, but it couldn’t be much worse than what he’d endured here.  The Silver Blades remained trapped behind enemy lines for the time being, but they had several advantages compared to Erik: They were armed, armored, and better prepared to defend themselves. 
 
    Best of all, they had help – and lots of it.  Kris didn’t know much of the Ashen Fangs aside from the bits Liria told him here and there, but the syrinthian girl seemed confident that the assassins were involved in their escape.  Whether or not they were directly involved didn’t much matter, but Kris paid close attention.  Kari had reinstated Liria as a cadet, but vetting the girl was something that might never be complete.  There was always the risk of betrayal, no matter how sincere the syrinthian’s “turning” appeared. 
 
    Thus far, she had earned Kris’ trust.  She didn’t seem to know the Ashen Fangs all that well, but her fellow syrinthians living in Si’Dorra were typically willing to help.  They lived in scattered homes about the realm, and aside from one couple who was too scared to lend their aid, the Silver Blades had found shelter for days in the attics or root cellars of the snake-folk.  Now, they were nearly free themselves, and they had Liria and her people to thank for it, whether the Ashen Fangs were directly involved or not. 
 
    “Who goes?” he heard their syrinthian host ask, lifting his lamp higher to see into the dark of the woods. 
 
    Kris had taken up position along the side of the house, Corbanis around the other side, waiting to see if there was trouble.  Their hosts heard the sounds of approaching men in the night, and had bid their guests stay hidden in the cellar.  Kris didn’t agree to that strategy.  If trouble was coming, he wanted to be outside, ready to meet it head on, to protect his hosts physically just as they were protecting him by offering shelter. 
 
    The rest of the Silver Blades followed his lead.  Liria was inside with their female host, acting the part of a member of the household.  Eli and Aeligos were sheltered on the edge of the woods, taking the riskier positions in recognition of their stealth and tracking skills.  Katarina was sitting inside with her back to the windows, Kris believed, all the better to not reveal that she was human unless it became necessary. 
 
    The Warlord crouched down tighter to the shadows as several dark figures emerged from the gloom of the woods.  The glowing eyes of a rir often made hiding in the shadows difficult, but there were ways to mitigate it, and Kris used his cover to maximum effect.  He trusted that his companions could weather the time of uncertainty, until it became clear whether or not to act.  For now, their fate lay in the hands of their syrinthian host, and Kris had to trust him, too.  At the same time, the Warlord was ready to rush into battle to defend his benefactors. 
 
    “You have guests?  A trifle odd in these times.  Who are they?” 
 
    Kris tried to take stock of the speaker and his companions, the Warlord’s low-light vision revealing nearly half a dozen elestram soldiers.  They were armed and disciplined, and the fact that they were watching houses closely enough to see who had guests meant they were actively looking for someone – presumably, the Silver Blades.  There was a good chance this would be a situation their host couldn’t talk his way out of, and Kris resigned himself to the fact that he might have to kill these soldiers, not just harm or drive them off. 
 
    “My sisters, visiting from Olishad,” their host bluffed.  “Midsummer is nearly upon us; you know my people consider this a sacred time.” 
 
    “Only those of you who cling to the old ways,” the elestram returned coldly.  “Perhaps the Overking would be interested to know that your family still bend knee to the forbidden.” 
 
    “Please, we wish no trouble with His Majesty or the Overking.” 
 
    The elestram officer backhanded the syrinthian male, staggering him.  “Your people are pitiful.  It would serve the Overking well if we simply wiped you out.  But tonight, you at least have a purpose.  We will have use of your home, and you will instruct your wife to feed us.” 
 
    “We have guests… our home is already crowded,” the syrinthian protested, receiving another sharp slap. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough of that,” Kris called in infernal, rising from his hiding place along the side of the house.  He approached, putting the light from the home behind him so that he cut a more imposing figure, his wings unfurled slightly.  “Touch him one more time, and you’re going to be buried here.” 
 
    “Who is that there?” the officer called, weapons being drawn. 
 
    “Get back in the house,” Kris instructed their syrinthian host.  Thankfully, the soldiers didn’t impede his retreat or try to take him hostage.  The syrinthian ran back and into the house, and once he was safely with his family, Kris turned to the soldiers.  “As for you, I’m going to give you exactly one chance to turn and leave, and forget you ever saw us here.” 
 
    “You are the Citarians that Duke Curlamanx has ordered captured,” the officer said. 
 
    “That’s right.  But you’re not going to try to take us into custody,” Kris said, surprising the elestram men.  “You’re going to keep moving, pretend you never saw us, and leave us to cross into Ekkristis.” 
 
    “And why would we do that?” 
 
    “Well, for one, you’d like to live past this evening, and for another, you’ve got nothing to fear from Curlamanx.  You see, he hid in your king’s keep while we killed Arku’s people – his consort not the least of them.  Duke Curlamanx is in for a world of pain when Arku returns from the council meeting.  So, whether you find and capture us, or even try, won’t much matter.” 
 
    “You killed the king’s consort?” one of the others said, and their eyes all lit up at the same time.  Kris realized that statement had the opposite effect he’d hoped for.  “The rewards that will await us if we capture you…” 
 
    “You boys got them surrounded?” Kris called loudly. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “As ordered.” 
 
    The elestram all looked about themselves in a panic as the sounds of the Silver Blades’ voices came from every direction.  “I told you I was going to give you one chance to turn and leave,” Kris said, again in infernal.  “Now you’re going to die here, though after the way you treated our host, I can’t say I’m all that disappointed.” 
 
    They started to rush at him, but Kris drew out Glory Stream first, and the sword bathed the area in a soft, golden glow.  Once they could better see him, he drew out Black Diamond as well.  If that wasn’t enough, Katarina and Liria approached from the house, the former bathed in a golden glow of her own that set the elestram on edge immediately.  The final pieces fell into place when they started to back toward the woods again, only to find Eli, Aeligos, and Corbanis fanned out behind them. 
 
    “Give the word,” Corbanis said, his Citarian speech drawing the attention of all five of the elestram. 
 
    “We’re not leaving them here to hurt these people after we’re gone,” Kris said.  “Do it.” 
 
    Even Liria didn’t hesitate.  Kris figured the fact that they were protecting syrinthians would only augment the girl’s protective nature.  Together, the Silver Blades penned in and attacked the jackal-folk.  The battle was short-lived, Kris and Corbanis doing the majority of the heavy fighting with their superior armor, leaving Liria to strike with opportunity and Aeligos and Eli to work on disarming their foes.  Katarina used her greatsword’s more effective reach to stop any from escaping the carnage. 
 
    Kris sighed, looking down at the mangled bodies of the elestram men.  It was never easy to order peoples’ deaths, not even when they threatened the lives of others.  He tried not to think on it too much, though, and sent Liria to retrieve their hosts.  The Silver Blades would have to dispose of the bodies before morning, but in the meantime, Kris set Aeligos and Eli to covering the tracks of the elestram soldiers. 
 
    “You could have given them another chance to leave,” Faezo, their syrinthian host, said. 
 
    Kris shook his head.  “No, they would have returned once we left and killed you, and then they would’ve chased us to the border.  As soon as he started hitting you and suggesting that you and your wife were going to wait upon them, I knew this would be the only option.” 
 
    “I thank you for protecting us.” 
 
    The Warlord laid a hand on the shorter man’s shoulder, those golden snake-like eyes glancing at the hand before they met Kris’ gaze.  “You’re taking a great risk sheltering us here; this was the least we could do in return, as inappropriate a gift as it may be.  Liria?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” the girl slipped as usual. 
 
    “What does Ashakku say about being a good and gracious guest?” 
 
    The girl had to think about it for a minute, but then she smiled.  “The gracious host and guest defend each other as brothers and sisters.” 
 
    Faezo smiled.  “Your parents taught you well.” 
 
    “How did you know Ashakku had a specific teaching about host and guest?” Liria asked. 
 
    The Warlord shrugged.  “One thing I’ve learned traveling the world is that most faiths have a lot of things in common,” he said, then turned back to Faezo.  “We’ll take care of the bodies and any sign they came here.  By dawn, we’ll be away, and you should be safe.  Is there anything else we can do to repay your kindness?” 
 
    The syrinthian answered, “Share a meal with us, and perhaps just say our father’s name again?  It is amazing to hear his name, especially from the lips of an outsider.” 
 
    “Ashakku,” Kris agreed warmly. 
 
    “Praise be,” Faezo said. 
 
    “Praise be,” Liria echoed. 
 
    “Give us a short time to clean up the area, and we’ll wash up and join your family for a meal,” Kris said. 
 
    The Silver Blades got to it, and then shared a late dinner with their hosts.  It wasn’t turkey exactly, but it was a large roasted bird that tasted close enough to it.  Despite their happiness in sharing a meal with their guests, the syrinthians were a bit on edge.  Kris told them to go get some sleep, and that he and Corbanis would watch over the house through the night.  It seemed unlikely any more units would happen upon this property, but that wasn’t something Kris would leave to chance. 
 
    Liria seemed to have little trouble getting to sleep despite the fact that she had taken her first life.  Kris wasn’t sure if it was the fact that it’d been in defense of her fellow syrinthians or just knowing she was doing the right thing.  Now he wondered how she might feel in a few more days, when the weight of what she’d done fully occurred to her.  Some people simply didn’t have the stomach for killing, no matter how much training they received.  And contrary to what many expected, Kris kind of envied those people. 
 
    When dawn came, cool and damp, Kris got his companions ready to depart.  Their hosts had some dried fruits they offered for breakfast.  Kris was tired, not used to pulling all-nighters, but the prospect of escaping Si’Dorra and getting one step closer to Erik energized him.  With their final goodbyes taken care of, they left, following the path Faezo had suggested to best avoid patrols and camps along the southern and eastern borders. 
 
    “Some time when the civil war is done in Sorelizar, I’d like to go see your homeland,” Kris told Liria as they walked.  The girl seemed surprised, but then the wide set of those golden eyes did always sort of make them look shocked.  “I find your people fascinating.” 
 
    “Probably not as fascinating as yours,” she returned.  “There is so much variety just among your kind on Citaria, and then you take into account the humans, the elves, and then you have werewolves and–” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of variety here, too, Liria.  You just notice it less at home.” 
 
    She thought about that for a few moments, then laughed.  “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Kari’s relationship with your deity is certainly something I’d like to look into more, as well.  I know things are subdued among your people, and that’ll probably have to continue to some extent even once Sekassus is gone, but we’ll see.” 
 
    Liria met his gaze.  “We will, won’t we?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They reached the border just after midday, and Kris marveled at the sight.  Just as Faezo had told them, the border was all but unprotected in the rocky expanse before them.  There was a nexus of realms in the southeast, one that had a surprisingly sparse complement of guards and soldiers.  There was a road heading off to the southwest, and as Kris mounted a rocky rise to get a better view, he saw the truth of the matter. 
 
    There were no heavily defining features here that would demarcate Si’Dorra, Pataria, and Ekkristis – not to mention any other close realms that abutted the same corner.  The soldiers and guards likely had to give this area a wide berth to avoid inadvertently crossing into a neighbor’s realm.  There would be defenses a little farther in to watch for incursions, but the Silver Blades had skirted outside of that inner ring of protection thanks to Faezo’s directions.  The border itself here, particularly along the road, was unprotected. 
 
    “Let’s move.  But try not to look like we’re running,” Kris said. 
 
    “But we’re not running,” Eli joked.  “We’re leaving on our own terms, much to Arku’s annoyance, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Let’s get to that road,” Aeligos said with a jerk of his head.  “Once we reach it, either we’ll be untouchable, or we’ll be free to kill anyone who tries to bother us.” 
 
    “Right.  Stick together, no reason to spread out or scout at this point,” Kris ordered. 
 
    They reached the road in under an hour, the distance not all that far, but misleading thanks to the rocky terrain.  They’d become aware of an approaching erestram as they crossed the final stretch of Si’Dorra, but it was solitary, so Kris didn’t think it was a patrol or hunter of any kind.  They stayed together, waiting for the erestram to reach them. 
 
    “These things are tough, to say the least,” Eli muttered.  “Trick to fighting them seems to be to stay in tight and try to limit their sweeping range with those long-hafted weapons.” 
 
    Kris saw Liria rub her collarbone at the same time he did.  There was definitely merit to Eli’s suggestion, but erestram were far from defenseless or stymied if you stayed in close.  The Warlord gestured for everyone to be at ease, to show no hostility or threatening mannerisms until the erestram proved itself to be an enemy. 
 
    The erestram was moving swiftly, but slowed to a walk once it was within earshot.  Still, it said nothing, merely approaching at a leisurely pace, and it made no motion to draw either of the massive war scythes across its back.  It slowed further when its eyes locked on Katarina, but then it turned its gaze to Kris.  “Warlord?” it asked. 
 
    Kris hesitated, surprised to be addressed in the Citarian trade tongue here.  “My lord?” he returned. 
 
    “Lestanaek Cabra, the Blademaster, King of Ekkristis,” the erestram introduced himself. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Kris amended with a bow, being imitated by the others. 
 
    “I had a feeling you might be involved when I met the refugees out of Si’Dorra…” 
 
    “You met Erik, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “The hunter, yes.  He is at my palace as we speak, preparing to make his way toward Anthraxis once he and his companions are provisioned.  If you remain here, you will meet them soon enough, I would assume.  However, I would request that you refrain from entering my realm and drawing the Overking’s attention toward me or my people.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Kris said with a bow of the head.  “If I may ask, how do you know of me well enough to recognize me on sight?” 
 
    “My cousin, Trigonh, speaks highly of you.  Says you have a tactical mind to rival that of Celigus Chinchala.” 
 
    “Not sure I’d go that far,” Kris muttered. 
 
    “Erik’s companions, Your Majetsy?” Aeligos repeated.  “Who else was with him?” 
 
    “A sheda-reis – I believe you call them werewolves – and an elestram woman who was also making her escape from Si’Dorra.” 
 
    “Are they all right?” Katarina put in. 
 
    “The hunter sustained a wound to his wing, but it was of little concern from what I saw.  They were otherwise unharmed but for fatigue.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Corbanis said.  “We owe you a debt of thanks, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The king regarded him curiously for a moment.  “You are Corbanis Tesconis, yes?  My cousin speaks very highly of you as well.  He spun an interesting tale of helping you to track and kill something called a Tilcimer many years ago.  Your thanks are appreciated, but any such debt has already been accounted for with your son.  Now, I must be off.  Perhaps I will see you again in Anthraxis, though I would suggest you avoid drawing any further attention once you arrive there.  Reunite with your companions and then leave, before anything else can go wrong.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Kris said, and they stepped aside and watched the erestram king’s long strides take him swiftly away. 
 
    “So, do we camp here?” Eli asked. 
 
    “As frustrating as it is, it’s the best course of action.  I suppose we can move a bit farther north and camp there – I don’t know where Erik’s coming from, exactly.  But if Lestanaek passed by here, we can probably safely assume Erik and the others will, too.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he escaped.  I can hardly believe we all escaped,” Aeligos said. 
 
    “Wish I could say it was all my doing,” Kris chuckled.  “I hope the others are all right.  I assume Sonja would’ve taken them home the minute that was in doubt.” 
 
    “The diversionary tactics were the right decision,” Corbanis said.  “This should have been a bloodbath of some kind, but aside from last night, it has been surprisingly… well, I don’t want to say an easy affair, but far from the expected outcome.” 
 
    The Warlord faced the entire group.  “I’ll let you all in on a little secret: it’s not the tactics you start with that win the day.  The side that wins is generally the side that prepares best, but that can also adapt to changes and developments better than their enemies.  Being a tactician isn’t just about coming up with a good initial plan, but seeing what might happen, preparing for any of it, and being able to direct people in the thick of it.” 
 
    “Master Red Eagle often says that no plan survives the first five minutes of combat,” Liria put in with a smile. 
 
    “Exactly.  All right, well, let’s get comfortable.  We’re going to have a big reunion soon enough.” 
 
    Sitting around wasn’t what anyone had in mind, but the hours were far from dull.  A group of soldiers began mulling about near the road to the southeast.  It wasn’t much larger than the Silver Blades, but there was a harmauth among them, something Kris had never been in combat with.  He hoped that would remain true, and the soldiers would respect the neutrality of the roadway.  It was also possible that they were some of Lestanaek’s soldiers keeping an eye on the Silver Blades, though they seemed too far south for that to be likely. 
 
    “What do you see over there, Liria?” Kris asked. 
 
    At first, she seemed surprised that he had asked her when Aeligos and Corbanis were much more suited to tactics.  The excitement set in after a few moments when she realized why Kris had directed the question to her.  “Looks like half a dozen elestram, two mallasti, and one harmauth.  If not for the harmauth, I’d like our chances against them.  But the ram-folk are very powerful; that must be taken into consideration.” 
 
    “So, what are our options?” 
 
    She looked to Aeligos and Corbanis in turn, then the others, each of them encouraging her with a smile or nod.  “I’d have to say our best option is flight, though they’re likely to cut us off from following the road directly to Anthraxis.  They might force us westward, but the farther south we can get before that happens, the more likely we are to cross into Pataria.” 
 
    Kris nodded but remained silent. 
 
    “If it comes down to a fight, we may be able to draw them nearer to a patrol in Pataria, perhaps tricking them into encroaching on King Morduri’s land, earning us some tentative allies.  If not, we’ll certainly have our hands full.” 
 
    “Liria, do you know if harmauths absorb arcane and divine power the way the sylvan beasts of Citaria do?” Eli prodded her. 
 
    “I’m not certain.  It’s possible; I know they are just as resistant to the wiles of mallasti and elestram as one of the wolf-folk.  I’m not sure many of even the most accomplished arcane practitioners would try their luck with one of the ram-folk.” 
 
    “What realm is that, do you figure?” Kris asked, gesturing with his chin. 
 
    The syrinthian girl looked north, then back southeast toward the soldiers in the distance.  “I believe that would be Zaphatar, the Hills of Malice, home of King Garrivokt.” 
 
    “Baphomet’s son,” Kris muttered.  “Terrific.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re getting attacked,” Eli grunted.  “Who do we kill first, the mallasti?  Or all gang up on the harmauth and try to get rid of it quickly?” 
 
    “Let me handle the harmauth,” Corbanis said.  “The rest of you eliminate any spellcasters and then systematically cut down the fighters – all assuming we even have to fight them.” 
 
    “Dad, a harmauth will take you apart,” Aeligos said with a shake of the head. 
 
    “It absolutely will, but it’ll take a while,” he said.  “Or a couple of minutes, at least.  That should buy the rest of you enough time to do your part.” 
 
    “Katarina, you know Sharyn better than the rest of us, I’d think.  How well do you think she’d hold up against a harmauth?” Kris asked. 
 
    “Hmm, she’s powerful, but still young,” Corbanis answered first. 
 
    “But have you seen that scar on her?” Kris returned.  “She’s been in battles we don’t know anything about yet.” 
 
    “I cannot say how she would do against a harmauth, but I can say with certainty that she would probably love to find out,” the paladin said with a wry smile.  “Bear in mind, unless King Lestanaek has equipped our companions, we’ll have to protect Erik and the elestram woman the king mentioned.” 
 
    “Also true, to an extent,” Kris said.  “I can always loan Erik a blade.  As for the elestram woman, she probably knows something of the arcane if she showed up in Ekkristis unarmed.” 
 
    “Is the goal still to show mercy?” Eli asked. 
 
    “Not if they attack us on the road,” Aeligos answered.  “This is supposed to be neutral ground, I think.  If they attack us on the road, we’re almost expected to kill them.” 
 
    “You know, if Sonja and the others followed us after a time, she might still be tracking Sharyn’s earrings,” Kris mused.  “It’s unlikely they’re anywhere near our position, but Sonja would make a heck of a difference in a fight this size.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea,” Corbanis said with a smile. 
 
    Aeligos straightened out and pointed north.  “We’ve got company coming.  Looks like it could be Erik!” 
 
    Everyone rose to their feet and began waving their arms, so Kris gestured for them to meet their companions halfway.  As long as they stayed on the road, it would prove harmless to King Lestanaek, and he knew his companions were antsy to be reunited with their sibling and friend.  Kris followed in the rear, watching the reaction of the soldiers, but they kept to their own realm, so far as he could tell at that distance. 
 
    Kris was surprised, but only slightly, when Corbanis ran ahead of the others to embrace his son first.  Erik was a bit larger than Corbanis, but father and son had a tearful reunion before anyone else arrived.  They opened arms and wings to let Aeligos into the circle as well when he reached them. 
 
    The Warlord gave them a moment, and hugged Sharyn instead.  “I knew I could count on you,” he told her. 
 
    “He only needed so much of my help,” the werewolf said.  She gestured to the elestram woman standing a few paces away, watching the meeting with studious golden eyes.  “It was Tarra that actually freed him and got him to the border.” 
 
    “Tarra?” Katarina echoed with a gasp.  “The same Tarra…?” 
 
    Erik reached out a hand toward her, and the elestram woman laid hers in his palm as he guided her gently forward.  “This is Kuritarra Kivekt, the woman who saved my life.”  Tarra bowed her head shyly.  “Tarra, these are my friends and family: Corbanis, my father; Aeligos, my brother; Kris Jir’tana, the Warlord; Eli Sorivar, my friend; Liria Aliristis, a cadet in my Order; and, not the least, Katarina Moreville, the woman who kept your sister comfortable after she was fatally injured.” 
 
    “I am so sorry about Nessandra,” Katarina said, reaching for the woman’s hand first.  “I wish we could have saved her, or at least delivered the bad news personally, but we had no way of finding you.” 
 
    “I appreciate your sentiments,” the elestram woman said.  “Thank you for trying to save my sister.” 
 
    “Words cannot express my thanks to you,” Corbanis said.  “You have saved one of my children, and that is a debt I’m not sure I can ever repay.” 
 
    Sharyn leaned in and elbowed Erik.  “I’ll remember you said that, Corbanis,” she said with a chuckle. 
 
    Erik regarded Sharyn for a moment, and it was then that Kris noted his friend wasn’t just holding the elestram woman’s hand as a courtesy.  Their fingers were interlaced, and the way Erik looked at her and smiled after Sharyn’s elbow told Kris everything he needed to know.  He wasn’t sure how the rest of the family and friends would react, but he smiled reassuringly, and gave his larger companion a subtle nod. 
 
    “Tarra and I are also… involved,” Erik said, gathering his nerve.  “Though she has only known me a few days…” 
 
    The woman regarded him curiously, so Kris made sure to laugh at the joke.  Corbanis was speechless, but to his credit, he didn’t say anything silly or hurtful.  Aeligos, too, seemed at a loss for words, but he was considering Erik closely with a hand to his chin.  At the least, there were no hostile or overly incredulous reactions, but it was clearly a surprise to everyone there.  Kris found it amusing that Sharyn didn’t seem surprised at all. 
 
    Katarina shook the elestram woman’s hand again.  “I wish you all the best!  I’m sure you’ve already found that Erik is a good man.” 
 
    “I have,” Tarra said, finally managing a smile as she glanced at her lover. 
 
    “Is everyone else…?” Erik prompted.  “I assume by your happy reactions that everyone else either stayed home or is somewhere safe.” 
 
    “When we enacted our diversion at Agivak, we sent the others toward Dauchin-Rache to double the threat,” Kris explained.  “I figured we had the best chance of reaching you quickly, and Katarina could tend to your wounds if you were in rough shape.  I’m not sure which way the others may have gone, but they’ll either go straight home with Sonja’s power, or else return to Anthraxis.  We’ll need to find Jol when we get to Anthraxis, but then we’re headed back to Citaria.  The only other issue we might encounter is a group of soldiers south of us; looks like they could be in Garrivokt’s realm.  If they decide to attack, we’re going to be in for some trouble, but otherwise, we should be safe all the way to Anthraxis.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to get home,” Erik said with a chuckle.  “I’ve had about all I can take of Mehr’Durillia for a while.” 
 
    “Erik, there is something you should know,” Aeligos said.  Kris saw Erik straighten up a bit, as if expecting an attack on his fledgling relationship.  But the rogue continued, “There was an attack on DarkWind while you were being held.  Not only did Arku capture you, but he sent soldiers to attack our city, and Kari’s house was burned to the ground.” 
 
    “Gods, is everyone all right?” the demonhunter gasped. 
 
    “Lord Allerius was killed, and a number of other hunters, some priests of the Order, and we’re still getting an accurate count of the number of citizens slain,” Corbanis said.  “All told, the destruction was light, but that doesn’t make the deaths any less staggering.” 
 
    “You’re all staying at my place for the time being, until Kari can have the house rebuilt,” Eli added.  “And before you ask, the answer is yes: you and Tarra are both welcome to stay as long as you like.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eli,” Erik said, shaking the half-corlyps’ hand, and Tarra followed suit.  She was a little bemused by the half-corlyps’ shorter stature among his taller companions, but she said nothing.  “What else did I miss?” 
 
    “Well, Kari killed several of Sekassus’ sons, including Prince Amnastru, she set Sorelizar into civil war, and apparently, she got King Emanitar to invade Sekassus’ realm as well,” Kris added.  “She’s been a busy girl.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Erik said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Lady Vanador caused all that disruption in Sorelizar?” Tarra asked.  “Ketava, she has all but declared war upon the Overking and his vassals!” 
 
    “You’re going to love her when you meet her,” Erik told the elestram woman. 
 
    “I only hope she feels the same.” 
 
    “I think you’ll be surprised,” Eli said.  “Kari’s a pretty unique woman, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Corbanis grunted a laugh at that, and clapped his son on the shoulder again.  He did finally shake Tarra’s hand, but he didn’t manage to say anything. 
 
    Kris smiled and turned to the werewolf.  “Sharyn, you mind taking point?  If the soldiers to the south of us make any sort of hostile move, drop back to us and get ready for battle.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she said.  She walked around behind Corbanis, who fanned his wings out, and the group laughed at her feigned modesty.  Soon the black wolf padded out from behind the demonhunter, and she loped off to the south. 
 
    They followed in her wake, leaving some distance so they might have forewarning if things turned ugly.  It was only when they got close that Kris thought to turn to Tarra and ask, “Are you proficient with the arcane?  We might be able to lend you a blade if not.” 
 
    “My sister was the fighter,” the elestram woman said with a shake of the head.  “I will be of little use to you in combat.” 
 
    Even Erik seemed surprised by that.  “All right, then, you stay back and flee into Pataria if things go badly for us.” 
 
    She nodded her agreement and the group continued on.  Sharyn was sitting in the middle of the road, staring at the soldiers with the long, dispassionate gaze of a patient wolf.  They made no move to heckle her, but as the Silver Blades came into range, they clearly perked up a bit.  Kris went to stand beside Sharyn and stroked her head.  If she considered it undignified, she gave no indication, and she actually showed a toothy smile when he scratched behind her ears. 
 
    Liria stepped to the front when they all reached Sharyn.  “If you’re considering treachery, you’d best think twice,” she called to them in infernal.  “Not only are we on the Overking’s road, but we are headed to Anthraxis, and we are expected there.  If we should not arrive, or if some of us arrive there with tales of harassment from King Garrivokt’s realm, it will be on your heads.” 
 
    They stiffened up at her words, but none of them made any move to assault the group.  Kris gestured for everyone else to keep walking, and he stayed by Sharyn’s side, watching the enemy soldiers warily.  It was possible they were just patrolling the border, but it seemed more likely they were looking for trouble.  The thing that made no sense was that they had no way of knowing the Silver Blades would be coming by this way… 
 
    It dawned on Kris after a minute that they might be waiting to heckle one of the passing lesser kings.  Garrivokt was a lesser-ranked king, but his father was the fourth most powerful king of Mehr’Durillia.  Did Garrivokt routinely pester his fellow kings in the hopes they might attack him and give his father reason to crush them?  The politics of the kings was complicated, and Kris didn’t know all the ins and outs.  Now that he thought about it in those terms, though, it was obvious they weren’t waiting for the Silver Blades at all. 
 
    The benefit of Liria’s words was that now it would be the soldiers wondering what the Silver Blades were about.  Would they assume the Silver Blades were some unusual vanguard for whatever kings lived farther north and northeast?  Kris considered they may have just done a favor, however unintentional, for some of the other lesser kings. 
 
    The rest of the day passed quietly, no other suspicious or worrying activity or traffic turning up along the road.  When they camped for the night, Kris could tell that Corbanis was a bit perturbed by Erik and Tarra sharing a blanket.  They didn’t share anything beyond that in the company of others, though.  Kris stayed up the night again along with Corbanis, and they watched over their companions.  Over the long hours of the night, Kris saw a range of emotions and thoughts play out upon Corbanis’ face. 
 
    Kris could well understand Corbanis’ turbulent feelings: his son had become involved with someone they didn’t really know, and despite wanting to be open-minded, she was of a different species.  It wasn’t as though Erik was just dating a different type of rir.  Kris only cared insofar as Erik was happy, but he understood it would be a little different for Corbanis and Kyrie.  They’d want grandchildren and a daughter-in-law they could relate to. 
 
    They’ll figure it out, he thought. 
 
    By the end of the night, with dawn only a short time off, Corbanis seemed more at peace with the scene before him.  What made Kris smile was the thought that Sonja and Typhonix might be under additional pressure now… 
 
    They reached Anthraxis after a few more days, and strode through the gates into the city of black glass without being halted.  The city was busy, the council session either already started or about to within the next day or so.  They stuck together, favoring the Mortal Quarter side of the road, but then Kris stopped and everyone else turned to see what had caught his attention. 
 
    Walking in through the gate behind them was none other than Kari... 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVII – Convergence 
 
      
 
    “Erik!” Kari barked, dashing forward.  She threw herself at him, and he wrapped her in his muscular embrace.  “Thank the gods they found you in time!” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” he returned as they split apart.  “Actually, it was Tarra who set me free, and then I met the rest of our friends once we escaped to Ekkristis.  Well, Sharyn helped with that.  But there’s a lot to go over.  Tarra–” 
 
    “Yes, there is a lot to go over, but most of it can wait until we’re safely home,” she said, interrupting him.  “Kris, where’s everyone else?” 
 
    The Warlord hugged her.  “Either safely home or on their way here, except for Serenjols, who should be meeting us here.  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Long story.” 
 
    “And how did you get here?” 
 
    “Also a long story.” 
 
    “And what’s that smell?” 
 
    “Long story?” Eli guessed. 
 
    Kari pointed at the half-corlyps but didn’t answer.  “Look, all of it can wait.  We’ve got a very limited time before absolute chaos is going to erupt here.  Let’s go find Serenjols and the others, if they’re here, and then I have to see someone at the Overking’s palace before we leave.” 
 
    Corbanis’ brows went up.  “I may be mistaken, but those look like–” 
 
    “Taesenus’ swords, yes,” Kari interrupted.  “I’ve got his armor, too.  I have so much to tell you all, but the longer we stand here, the more danger we’re going to be in.  If Serenjols and the others are here waiting, they’ll be in the Mortal Quarter.  Get moving.” 
 
    Her companions were all staring at her wide-eyed, but she scowled and pointed toward the Mortal Quarter, and the others started moving.  Kari only stopped Kris and Liria, and she gestured toward the syrinthian.  “What did you think?” 
 
    Kris laughed.  “Long story.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re such a jackass,” Kari grunted, shoving his shoulder to little effect.  She turned and hurried into the Mortal Quarter, and the others had to pick up their pace to catch up to her.  She was vaguely aware that there was an elestram among their number now, but that she hadn’t entered the Mortal Quarter, prompting Erik to stay behind with her. 
 
    “Meet us at the palace in fifteen minutes,” Kari called over her shoulder. 
 
    “Kari, wait!  There’s–” 
 
    “No time,” she finished under her breath as she continued on. 
 
    They didn’t have to search long to find Serenjols and Sonja.  Both were at the inn called Hope’s End, and Jol ran to get his things together when the group arrived.  While waiting for Jol to get ready, Kari approached the innkeepers. 
 
    “Has the council session begun yet?” she asked them. 
 
    “It begins this evening with the first dinner,” the hostess replied.  “You have not missed any of the important discussions.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you,” Kari said.  She began pacing the floor while waiting, and Kris came over and put a hand to her shoulder. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked.  “Did something chase you back here to Anthraxis?” 
 
    “No, but we need to get home before the retaliation begins.” 
 
    “Retaliation?  Kari…” 
 
    “I’ll explain when we get home, Kris.  Right now, you just need to trust me.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “You’re acting weird, though,” Eli put in.  Kari didn’t respond. 
 
    “Is everyone else safely home?” Kris asked Sonja. 
 
    “Yes; it seemed the better option than crossing through Pataria again and forcing the rest of you to wait for us.  Once it was obvious Agivak and Dauchin-Rache were filling up with the soldiers that had been sent after Erik, there was little point to starting trouble.  I took the others home, including our vulkinastra guest.” 
 
    Kari perked up at that.  “What?” 
 
    “We rescued a vulkinastra from Arku’s keep,” Kris said quietly.  “We’ll go over that more when we get home.  Best not to speak of it here.” 
 
    Kari blew out a sigh and waited for Serenjols to return to the common room.  When he rejoined them, Kari gestured for everyone to follow her.  They fell into step behind her without comment, and Kari led them to the front steps of the palace.  Erik was there with the elestram woman, and there was a tearful reunion as Sonja rushed forward to hug Erik.  Serenjols joined in, but they looked at Kari as she continued pacing. 
 
    Erik moved forward to stop Kari before she could walk up to the palace doors.  “Kari, there’s something you need to know, now,” he insisted.  “The third Tilcimer… it’s here, in Anthraxis.  I saw it just before I was abducted.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Corbanis asked, glancing around the city warily. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I saw it, though, and when I started trying to follow it, that’s when I was ambushed and kidnapped.” 
 
    “Damnit, that’s going to complicate things going forward,” Kari spat.  She turned to her sister-in-law.  “I do find it weird that we’ve been here a few times before, though, and we’ve never seen or heard about it.” 
 
    “True.  That it can live in the city at all given its destructive nature is definitely odd,” Sonja returned.  “Perhaps we will find that it’s been… tamed, for lack of a better term.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Tarra, is it?” she prompted, turning to the elestram woman, who bowed her head.  “I didn’t mean to be rude; we’re just really pressed for time.  Thank you so much for rescuing Erik.  Are you… are you planning to go back home with us?” 
 
    “If I may, Lady Vanador, that was my hope.” 
 
    “Any complication to that?” 
 
    “None that I’m aware of,” Sonja answered.  “Normally, the barriers would repel her, but I was able to take the other, so I think if she goes with me, she’ll be all right.  Just tell me when you’re ready to go.” 
 
    “Follow me.  There’s something you’ll all want to see first.” 
 
    They trailed Kari into the tower, even Tarra.  The entry chamber wasn’t crowded.  With the kings having a meal, the retainers and scribes didn’t have much work to do, so there was no reason for them to crowd around the railing overlooking the assembly room floor.  There were a number of incubi around the chamber to direct visitors where to go, or to keep them from getting too raucous and disturbing the kings. 
 
    One such incubus approached Kari at the front of the group.  “Where may I direct you?” he asked in infernal. 
 
    “Oh, no need.  I know where I’m going already,” Kari said sweetly, flashing her best false smile.  She then swept the incubus aside as quickly as the smile fell from her features.  She hardly noticed Sonja shout her name as she strode directly to the railing… 
 
    …and vaulted over it. 
 
    There was a sensation of something attempting to stop her, but Kari passed through it without harm.  Flatware, goblets, plates of food, and silverware all bounced in protest as Kari landed heavily on the end of the table.  All sixteen of the kings stared at her in shock.  How long had it been since Turik Jalar had done this very thing, what they called “Jalar’s Folly”?  History was about to repeat itself, but Kari was determined to outdo her predecessor. 
 
    She stared down to the other end of the table, where a pair of golden eyes watched her with barely an attempt to mask their murderous intent.  Kari started to walk toward him, but she took her time, savoring the looks of shock and anger splayed across the faces of all the other kings.  Here at the far end of the table, she passed the wide-eyed Arlerase Chinchala, who was the spitting image of his father, Celigus; the snarling black harmauth Garrivokt Solimant; the stoic erestram Lestanaek the Blademaster; and the bewildered valiras Ouraggra Gelarri. 
 
    By far, the most humorous reaction she received was from Celigus, who buried his face in his palm in disbelief.  How many times had he warned Kari about her actions, especially here on Mehr’Durillia?  Had he ever dreamed he would see Kari in this position, repeating the tenacity and courage of Turik Jalar?  This act was going to force him to change the way he dealt with his peers, but that was something Kari wanted anyway.  His time of being a “neutral” party between the two worlds had to end eventually.  Better it ended on Kari’s terms than on his own. 
 
    Xafastu Kenochian, who bore more than a passing resemblance to either the Overking or Koursturaux – or both – sat watching Kari with great interest.  His gaze was curious to her; if she wasn’t mistaken, he didn’t view her as a threat, but neither did he see her as someone beneath his notice.  She got the distinct impression he saw her as a potential tool.  Was that a shadow of his father in him, perhaps?  Kari met his yellow-eyed stare briefly, but he made no gestures to hold her attention, so she moved on. 
 
    Morduri and Emanitar regarded Kari from opposite sides of the table.  The elestram king was certainly perturbed to an extent, showing a mixture of concern and amazement on those normally impassive features.  Frankly, Kari was surprised that he was sitting with just one king between himself and Sekassus.  It was a testament to the power of the Overking that his three vassals, embroiled in a violent war, could sit and at least pretend to be civil with each other for an entire week. 
 
    Emanitar had his hands steepled before him, and despite keeping up his impassive gaze, Kari could see pride in those eyes.  She had forced his hand in Sorelizar, and now she was in the process of forcing everyone’s hands on a global scale.  The kings of Mehr’Durillia were going to have to choose a course of action going forward, and the Overking was no exception.  The set of the mallasti king’s shoulders and jaw told Kari that despite his reservations, he was looking forward to seeing just how much chaos would sprout from these seeds. 
 
    Kari passed between Augrus Tiveron and Sheila Darkstorm with hardly a glance.  These two, in addition to being demon kings, were apparently deities on Ambergaust’s world, Koryon.  Kari wasn’t sure what that meant; would they be more hesitant to assault her considering her relationships with Sakkrass and his siblings and allies?  Strangely, the succubus-turned-deity had a broad smile on her face, showing off those fangs; whether it was because she was dreaming about drinking Kari’s blood or seeing the downfall of the Overking, the demonhunter wasn’t sure.  The ashen-skinned Augrus, by contrast, watched Kari with the intensity of one who was about to strike. 
 
    The demonhunter paused as she reached the next pair of kings, and she turned to her left.  “Why, Sekassus,” she purred.  “How are the kids?” 
 
    Had there been any more venom in his stare, it would’ve burst forth from his eyeballs.  “Gloat while you can, obstinate bitch.  Your time is coming, if the Overking does not kill you here and now.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we’ll get to that shortly.  I thought you might like to know that The Vandrasse killed Prince Massu.  But I killed the others: Fessari, Amnastru, and whoever the whelp was that I put down in Saovonn.  I made a promise after the first time we met: That I was going to kill one of your children for every person you hurt trying to capture me.  And as far as I’m concerned, I’m still owed a good number of your dead sons.” 
 
    “Set foot in my realm again, and I will not bother requesting your capture.  You will be killed on sight.” 
 
    “Only if they know who to look for, Sekassus,” Kari said.  She spat on his dinner plate, and the demon king shot to his feet in the blink of an eye.  Even with Kari standing on the dinner table, their eyes were nearly level.  Still, she didn’t so much as flinch.  “You want to end this here?  Have at it, then.” 
 
    “Sit,” the Overking commanded, and despite the froth beginning to build up across the line of Sekassus’ mouth, the demon king did as he was ordered.  “Enough dallying, Vanador.  If you have something to say, come say it.” 
 
    “One moment, Your Majesty,” Kari said with a bow of her head that looked polite. 
 
    She turned to King Abaddon next, the bat-faced demon king slouched in his chair as though he was bored even by this extraordinary turn of events.  “Bad news for you, you ugly bastard,” Kari told him, though her insult garnered no response.  “You’re going to need a new champion.  Taesenus is in no condition to do anything for anyone at the moment, and even if he heals up and comes calling, you’ll find that without his armor and weapons, he’s only half the man he was.” 
 
    Kari didn’t wait for a response, which was just as well, since none came.  At last she made her way to stand before the Overking.  She was surprised at the speed and fluidity of motion as Koursturaux sprang to her feet and barred Kari’s path with that beautiful greatsword.  The Crimson Huntress’ face was a mask of barely restrained fury Kari could well understand. 
 
    “You will approach no closer,” Koursturaux managed through her teeth. 
 
    “I believe this belongs to you,” Kari said, reaching to pull one of Taesenus’ swords out.  Her blood nearly froze at the reaction.  All fifteen subordinate kings were on their feet in the blink of an eye, hands on hilts of weapons or else prepared to unleash their power.  Kari moved very slowly, and turned the sword around in her grip to offer it hilt-first to Koursturaux.  The demon king yanked it from Kari’s hand, only the paluric gauntlets keeping the demonhunter’s fingers attached. 
 
    “What a waste.  Did I not warn you against just such foolishness?” Koursturaux’ voice boomed through the chamber.  The other kings all sat again.  Only then did Kari become aware of the press of onlookers above, desperate to get a glimpse of something they would likely never see again.  “It would seem, my king, that we must prepare to find another Salvation’s Dawn.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” the Overking sighed. 
 
    “Too bad there isn’t one,” Kari countered.  “Nor will there be.  It’s not something that gets passed down or around; it’s something I volunteered to carry – when I was dead.  Seems you’re stuck with me for the time being.  So, let me get to the reason I’m here.” 
 
    Kari met the Overking’s piercing gaze as best she could.  It wasn’t easy, and she found her will being sapped just staring at him.  That had to be a large part of what allowed him to control his vassals; there wasn’t anything overly majestic about him, aside from the preternatural allure, the same kind Koursturaux had.  But there was something there that commanded respect and obedience, something Kari was having to fight with every ounce of her being. 
 
    “I’ve come to deliver a message, and a warning.” 
 
    “Kari,” Celigus called from behind her.  “Don’t do this.” 
 
    Koursturaux flashed an angry glare at her kast’wa, but said nothing. 
 
    That’s going to be a cold relationship for a while, Kari thought. 
 
    “The warning you’ve heard before, I think,” the demonhunter said, ignoring him.  “It’s the same one Turik Jalar offered when he did this very thing, unless the tales have been greatly exaggerated: Stay away from Citaria.  Keep your people and your servants off my world.” 
 
    “And what, pray tell, is the message?” the Overking asked, the slightest twinge at the corner of his mouth hinting that he was amused more than irritated by Kari’s performance. 
 
    Kari set her pack down on the table slowly, wary of drawing the kings to the defense of the Overking or getting slammed with Koursturaux’ sword should she make a sudden move.  She flipped open the top, loosened the drawstring, and then pulled Arku’s head out of the bag by his long, ebon hair.  She rose to her feet and held it up before the Overking, and savored every second of unmasked shock on his features. 
 
    “The same message I just delivered to Sekassus,” Kari spat.  “Come to my world and hurt my people, I’m going to keep delivering heads to you until I finally take yours.” 
 
    She dropped the head on the Overking’s dinner plate for emphasis.  Koursturaux drew her sword back for a strike, but the Overking stopped her with a short gesture.  Instead, he rose to his feet, brushed the debris from his plate off of his robe, and began to pace around the table. 
 
    “Do you see now the results of foolishness?” he asked.  “All of you were instructed quite clearly that we have designs for this woman and her world, and that any excursions thereupon must be subtle.  Arku violated that – several times – and has thus paid the price.  We will tell all of you now, in her very presence, that you are not to have any dealings with this woman.  Do not entice her to make deals with you, do not attack her home or her people, and do not make any attempts on her life.  Do not invite her here, and do not bring her here.” 
 
    “Our plans for the other worlds do not involve the schemes of any of you, which is why you remain here, and are not sent to command our legions upon Irrathmor.  Be patient, as we have ever told you; the time is coming when there will be several other worlds for us to divide amongst ourselves as we wish.  The first of those worlds was to be Irrathmor, but Lady Vanador’s foolishness must be answered, must it not?” 
 
    The Overking rounded the end of the table, and ran his hand along the top of Arku’s empty chair as he passed by it.   “Now, Lady Vanador, you have drawn our attention.  You have fattened up on successes against the likes of Arku and Sekassus’ princes.  Now, you are ripe for the slaughter.  Let us see how you fare when under direct scrutiny from us.” 
 
    “Think twice about it,” Kari said. 
 
    “Twice?” the Overking echoed as he passed behind Koursturaux.  “We have thought this through thousands of times, little speck.  We crafted this plan before your world was created, and we will continue to see it through long after you are barely a memory.  When we wrest open the doors of that temple and claim our divine right, you will be there to witness it, knowing that it was you that made it possible: The demise of your people and your world as you know it.  And all for what?  The short-lived amusement of walking upon our dinner table and mocking us?” 
 
    “You think I’m amused?” Kari asked.  She snorted.  “I suspect you wouldn’t understand what I’ve been through in the last four years.  I’m far from amused.  What I am… is fed up.  Fed up with fending off the attacks of these morons you call vassals.  Arku crossed a line I couldn’t let him get away with crossing, and that’s the result right there.  I’m not here to gloat or mock you, Your Majesty.  I came here to deliver a warning, like I said.  I don’t want to fight, but I will, to my dying breath.” 
 
    “Which will come sooner than you expect,” Sekassus hissed. 
 
    “Not at your hands, wretched kaeshmor,” Kari muttered. 
 
    “That does it!” Sekassus yelled, throwing his chair out behind him as he got to his feet and pulled his sword forth. 
 
    Kari didn’t miss the collective gasps and groans, even some of the demon kings looking a bit mortified.  She decided that was a word she’d best brush out of her vocabulary if it was bad enough to offend demon kings. 
 
    “Leave the floor,” the Overking ordered as he took his seat.  Kari realized he was talking to Sekassus, not her, but her attention was drawn past the Overking at the sound of a timid voice. 
 
    “Let him stay for the moment, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The titanic, bestial form of Baal rose in an instant, and he shouted in infernal, “What is this?  A slave on the meeting hall floor unbidden!  And after she was told not to attend this meeting at all.  Allow me the honor of disemboweling her for you, Majesty.” 
 
    Suddenly, Kari wasn’t the center of attention.  All eyes were upon Emma as the meek mallasti girl strode to stand beside her master’s throne.  The Overking turned his gaze upon her, showing her the same intrigue as he’d shown Kari, but with a merciless twinge behind it. 
 
    “Emmalikas, explain yourself while you have the opportunity,” the Overking ordered. 
 
    Emma turned her head to meet his stare.  It was something he obviously didn’t expect or appreciate, but before he could so much as utter another word, she reached up and took hold of the collar about her neck.  There were epithets from all corners of the table and the overlook above as the mallasti girl unclasped the slave collar and dropped it on the table before the Overking.  Kari expected Emma to make some taunt or explanation, but she walked away from her master without a word. 
 
    The mallasti girl strode down the side of the table until she reached the seat of King Emanitar.  He stood up and faced her, and then he smiled the same way he had when Kari restored his faith.  “Is it time, then, my daughter?” he asked. 
 
    “It is time, Father.  You have earned your rest.  Go now to it, and leave your cares in my hands,” Emma returned.  Emanitar bowed his head, and Emma held up one clawed hand over his forehead.  There was a surge of power, and Kari saw that same haunting purple aura she recalled from the graveyard in Barcon – the one that allowed Emma to raise an entire cemetery’s worth of corpses all at once. 
 
    Emanitar opened the front of his robe and looked down at his side.  Even from her place near the Overking, Kari could see the unhealed wound in his side, which began to drip blood until there was a steady stream running down his leg.  “It never healed,” he said.  “I had always suspected it was you…” 
 
    “Hush now, Father; go to your rest,” Emma cooed. 
 
    Kari’s jaw dropped open as she saw the mallasti king disintegrate before her eyes, his ash forming into a vortex around Emma.  The mallasti girl then absorbed him in some fashion before she waved her hand down her body.  Her tattered, blood-stained traveling robe was replaced by the brilliant one in red, white, and black that she wore in the Overking’s presence.  Without so much as a word or glance at any of the others, she took Emanitar’s seat. 
 
    Silent incredulity still claimed the majority of the table and the entirety of the gallery above, but the Overking seemed less shocked than amazed.  “Masterfully played, Emmalikas,” he said without a trace of anger or shock in his voice.  “Emmalikas Te’Mordrin, King of Tess’Vorg.” 
 
    Emma bowed her head to the Overking, but then she turned a cold gaze upon Sekassus.  “As for you, murderer, you will find my efforts far more difficult to resist than my father’s.” 
 
    Kari ignored Sekassus’ reaction, and instead turned and stared hard at Morduri.  He was the most surprised of any king sitting at the table. 
 
    When Kari turned back to Emma, the mallasti king narrowed her eyes.  “Lady Vanador, if you would vacate the floor, it is impolite for guests to stand upon the table during supper.” 
 
    “Indeed.  We have much to discuss,” the Overking said, knocking Kari from the table with a gesture.  She got to her feet hastily and slipped out from between the thrones of Abaddon and Koursturaux, both of whom now regarded her like a dog.  The Overking lifted up Emma’s slave collar and waved it in Kari’s direction casually.  “See yourself out before we see fit to put this on you, little speck.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Kari said, feeling quite out of place now.  “May I take Arku’s head with me?” 
 
    The Overking blinked slowly and wrinkled his nose.  “Please do.” 
 
    Kari approached slowly, making no sudden moves as she started for Arku’s head, wary of any coming retribution from the Overking.  Instead, she found herself caught in Koursturaux’ grip.  The Crimson Huntress squeezed Kari’s throat even through the paluric armor and lifted her clear off the floor, just as she had in Mas’tolinor.  “Do not think this turn of events has excused your behavior,” the demoness hissed.  “You have called down the very wrath of the master, and it will be delivered unto you, make no mistake.” 
 
    “Let her go, Koursturaux,” the Overking commanded offhandedly.  “We have important things to discuss, and she is of little enough concern.” 
 
    Kari was released, and she took Arku’s head without so much as giving Koursturaux a dirty look.  She bowed to the Overking – not even mockingly – and he turned a surprised gaze her way before she made to leave the chamber.  She knew of the glyphed dais at the rear of the chamber and, as expected, upon setting foot on it, she found herself up on the entry level. 
 
    The retainers, scribes, and attendants moved out of Kari’s way, wide-eyed and slack-jawed.  Even her friends had no response to what they’d witnessed, and she led them outside. 
 
    “Now, Sonja, you’d best get us home,” Kari said.  “It’s time to go prepare for war.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVIII – Sign of the Times 
 
      
 
    Sonja brought them straight to the campus of the Demonhunter Order.  As soon as Kari got her wits about her, she sent out the mental call for the Order’s council to convene.  The afternoon classes halted and took stock of the arrivals, but Kari’s presence swept aside any concern on their part.  It wasn’t until Darius Red Eagle approached that anyone made any move to welcome the returnees home, as if they were afraid they might have failed. 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” Red Eagle said with a salute.  “Thank the gods, I see you succeeded.  Welcome home, Erijinkor, and all of you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kari said.  “Darius, I need you to take care of two things: Gather all the headmasters in the assembly chamber, and then have the entire Order gathered on the central square by the time our meeting is finished.” 
 
    “The entire Order?” he echoed. 
 
    “The entire Order,” she repeated.  “Get to it.  We don’t have a moment to lose.  The rest of you, head up to the temple.  I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Eli said, and the others chuckled as they did as she told them. 
 
    “Do you need my assistance, ma’am?” Liria asked, but Kari shook her head and gestured for the girl to follow the others. 
 
    “I need three cadets to run errands for me,” Kari told the class practicing on the square.  She had twenty volunteers in the first second.  She selected three, and pointed to each as she gave them their orders.  “I need you go to go fetch Kyrie Kyleah, and ask her to bring the other high priests of the temples here to the square.  You, head to the home of Eli Sorivar – it’s the one next to the temple district orphanage – and gather the rest of my family and friends here as soon as possible.  And you, find out if Karinda Bakhor is still in the city.  Whether she is or not, have Archmage Gareth Maelstrom and any of the other archmages still present meet us here on the square.  Get to it, gentlemen, we’re pressed for time.” 
 
    She was answered by three yes, ma’ams as they ran off to do as instructed.  Kari stared at the rest of the recruits, who watched for any sign of what emergency she was preparing for.  “I’ll be speaking to all of you soon enough, and I’ll explain everything,” she told them.  “Trouble is on the way, though, so gird yourselves and redouble your efforts.  This Order needs you now more than ever, and in the end, we will stand or fall on the efforts of men and women like you, not just the ranking officers like myself.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the cadets returned in unison, saluting her, and she turned away to let them get back to their training for the time being. 
 
    “Actually, I need one more message runner,” Kari said, gesturing one of them forward.  “Go to the citadel and bring Sergeant Tormaar back here at once.” 
 
    The cadet saluted and ran off, and Kari finally made her way to the temple.  She stopped in the chapel on the way through.  She had a direct connection to her deity, but she felt somehow a little closer to him standing here in his temple.  She approached and laid her hands on the altar, but kept her gaze up on his balanced forces symbol etched into the wall.  It began to glow and pulse in her presence, and Kari had to bite down a laugh when the acolytes rushed to the altar to see what had happened. 
 
    “Lady Vanador!” one of them gasped.  “Welcome home, Grand Commander.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kari said with a smile.  She took a deep breath and blew out a sigh.  “This always feels like a home away from home for me.  Thank you for caring for our lord’s temple.” 
 
    The acolytes were clearly tickled by her praise, but they answered with wordless bows and smiles.  Kari took another breath, steeled herself, and then passed through into the assembly chamber at the back.  A few of the headmasters rushed in behind her, saluting and greeting her hastily as they moved to attention at the front.  The council was already gathered, and Kari saw Kris, Erik, Corbanis, Liria, and the elestram woman Tarra on the floor before them.  Her other in-laws present were seated in the first row of the gallery, and Kari glanced only briefly over her shoulder before she took the floor as well. 
 
    “Kari, could I speak with you for a minute?” Erik said quietly.  Kari strode over to him and gestured for him to speak freely, but he brought her to the corner of the open floor.  “Kari, Tarra and I… we’re involved.” 
 
    “In what?” she asked.  Erik blinked and squared his jaw, which was always more obvious with that strong chin.  “Wait, you mean you’re involved involved?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    Kari’s jaw dropped open, and it was only by sheer willpower that she didn’t let out a loud squee of delight.  “Erik, that’s wonderful!” she said, hugging him, and by the way it took him a moment to return the embrace, she figured he was surprised at her reaction.  “I do have to ask, though: How well do you know her?  I know what your heart says, but what does your gut say?” 
 
    “Well, she did save my life.  I suppose that could have all been a ruse, but she’s also a member of the Ashen Fangs, and she seemed pretty intent on humiliating Arku.  It is strange that she doesn’t seem to be a fighter at all, but she has the mark of the Ashen Fangs.  I don’t know.  My heart and my gut agree on this woman, Kari.  I don’t know where this will lead, but I have to be honest: I’m interested in finding out.” 
 
    Kari patted the side of his face.  “We can grant her asylum.  The duke was deposed while you were gone, so I’m hoping I have more sway with whoever replaces him.” 
 
    “The duke…?  Gods, Kari, how long was I held prisoner?” 
 
    “A few weeks or so.” 
 
    “Sounds like longer than that… like a lot has changed.  But we can talk about it after this meeting.  I just wanted to make sure you know Tarra and I are involved, and that we’ve… well, that I had sex with an elestram, Kari.” 
 
    “So have I,” she returned with a shrug, and she tried not to laugh at his arched brows and slack jaw.  “Another long story, one better told in front of a fire with a glass of something in hand.  Have you talked to Eli about…?” 
 
    “He already invited her to stay in his home,” Erik confirmed.  “Sounds like his place is going to be crowded.  Are they rebuilding your house?” 
 
    “It’s already well underway,” she said with a nod, but then she glanced over her shoulder at all of the people waiting on them.  “More discussions for later.  Come; let’s share what’s happened with everyone else.” 
 
    “This should be interesting…” 
 
    Kari moved to the center of the floor.  “Masters,” she said with a salute, bringing the meeting to order. 
 
    All seven of the priests rose, and in a display Kari had never witnessed before, they bowed to her.  “Welcome home, Avatar,” Master Bennet said, the men all remaining on their feet.  “We received word from our lord that a great change has taken place, that you have accomplished a feat like no other.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Eli blurted from the gallery, drawing a few chuckles from around the room. 
 
    Kari slipped the pack from her shoulder and placed it down on the floor.  “I’m going to apologize in advance for the smell.” 
 
    There were snickers, but she knew those would be short-lived.  She undid the top of her pack and pulled Arku’s head out by his long, ebon hair.  In truth, it hadn’t rotted much yet, but the demon king hadn’t smelled very good when he was alive, if Kari was honest about it.  There was a collective gasp from those gathered, and several of the priests leaned on their podium, as if bringing their eyes a couple of feet closer would clarify what they were looking at. 
 
    “Arku Chinchala is dead by my hand,” Kari said.  “Now, the storm is coming.  I’ve effectively been barred from going to Mehr’Durillia anymore, and the Overking promised that retribution is coming my way.  It’s time to eliminate certain methods open to our enemies to come here, but I’ll be taking care of that as delicately as possible.  I still think we have some allies among the kings, no matter how they behaved in the Overking’s presence.” 
 
    “You were barred from Mehr’Durillia for this?” Master Arinotte asked, gesturing to the severed head as the priests finally took their seats. 
 
    “No, she was barred from going to Mehr’Durillia because she jumped on the Overking’s table, just like Turik Jalar,” Kris answered.  “And despite how calm and even amused he may have seemed, the gesture really struck home.  They’re afraid.  Kari’s killed one of their number – one of the weaker ones, yes, but one of their number nonetheless.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a steep gap in power between the lesser kings and the Ancient Ones,” Kari said.  “I have to believe everyone below Abaddon is second guessing the protection of their lord and his defenses.  There’s also something more to this.  I don’t have all the details, but Sakkrass’ homeworld of Irrathmor is currently being invaded by the Overking’s army.  This could mean that the Overking pulls back some or all of his forces, but even if they come here, we may find help coming from Irrathmor, if we can coordinate efforts between worlds.  And that’s where Master Maelstrom’s familiarity with visiting our sister worlds is going to come in handy.” 
 
    “This is… astounding,” Master Perez said.  “We have known war has been coming for some time, but for you to declare it so vehemently… you have already won the first great victory of this war, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    Kari put the head back in her pack and made a noncommittal gesture despite the praise.  “It’s a minor victory, though, all things considered.  The true meaning of this isn’t so much that I killed Arku, but that it’s going to serve as a major boost in confidence to our hunters and pretty much everyone on Citaria when they hear what’s happened.” 
 
    “I think more people are going to want to follow you than me,” Kris said, laying a hand on her shoulder.  “And I’m not even joking.” 
 
    Master Bennet smiled.  “Entirely possible.  Well, with that settled for the moment, let us take the time to welcome home Erijinkor Tesconis.  It is wonderful to see you alive and well, and barely worse for the wear, from the look of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Erik said with a bow.  “I owe my freedom to this woman foremost, and of course to my friends and family.” 
 
    Kari gestured Tarra forward and stood beside her.  “Go ahead and introduce yourself.” 
 
    “Good day, sirs.  I am Kuritarra Kivekt, formerly of the realm of Si’Dorra.” 
 
    “Kuritarra…?” Kari muttered.  “Like a wreath of flowers?” 
 
    “You speak beshathan?” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri, sister.  I speak it rather well for a Citarian, I think.” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” Tarra whispered.  “That is a phrase I have not heard in some time.  But… Lady Vanador, if you speak our language, then you must know that using the term kaeshmor is both horribly insulting and incredibly crass.” 
 
    “The first couple of times I heard it, it was used like a joke.  What does it mean?” 
 
    The elestram woman frowned.  “If you must know, it was a term developed to describe those kings who had relations with their own sons.” 
 
    “Oh…,” Kari blurted, folding her arms across her chest and scratching at her snout.  “Yeah, I think I’m going to lose that word from my vocabulary.” 
 
    There were some embarrassed chuckles and grins, but Master Bennet waved off that bit of conversation.  “What is it you do, madam?  Are you a member of the Ashen Fangs?” 
 
    “I am,” Tarra answered.  She patted the inside of her thigh.  “I keep my marking hidden, though I can show you if you request it.” 
 
    “No need.  However, we are concerned at having a Mehr’Durillian assassin here on our world, under the protection of this Order.” 
 
    “Assassin?  I am no assassin,” the elestram woman returned. 
 
    Kari thought she should jump in and explain things, but left it to Tarra to say as much or as little as she pleased.  If her explanation didn’t satisfy the council, Kari could clarify things for them.  For the moment, she stayed quiet and let things unfold naturally. 
 
    Master Perez cocked his head.  “You are a member of the Ashen Fangs; you just said so.” 
 
    “I am, but I am no assassin.  I am… how do you say?  An architect.” 
 
    “You’re a tactician for the Ashen Fangs?  Is that what you mean?” 
 
    “No, Masters,” Kari broke in with a sigh.  “She’s an architect.  She designs buildings and homes.  The Ashen Fangs… are not an assassin’s guild.  They’re rebels.  Not everyone who’s a part of their society is an assassin or even a fighter, but that’s the false front they present to keep the kings from discovering what they’re really all about.  As far as the kings are aware, they’re a mercenary guild.” 
 
    “Is this true?” Master Bennet asked the elestram woman. 
 
    Tarra regarded Kari, but there wasn’t any judgment in that impassive gaze.  “Yes, sir.  I am merely a class seven architect.  My sister was trained to fight and pursue bounties for our society, but that was never my calling.” 
 
    “Class seven?” 
 
    “A master of my craft,” Tarra clarified.  “I am rated highly enough to design or renovate the homes of the very kings, if they sought out my services.” 
 
    “And if you saw some of the things her people craft on Mehr’Durillia, I think she will have little trouble finding work here,” Corbanis said.  He smiled when Tarra looked his way. 
 
    “I’ll be granting her asylum, and make sure the incoming duke is aware and supportive of that,” Kari said. 
 
    “Very well, then.  Welcome to Citaria, young lady.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Tarra said, and she retreated to the gallery at the direction of one of the headmasters.  Eli indicated the seat beside him, and she settled in. 
 
    “Si’Dorra is going to be in chaos,” Kari said, turning back to the council.  “As much as they’re going to want to come after me in some way, I think the kings will be busy with power struggles of their own.  As it turns out, Masters, Emma was only ever playing the part of a slave.  In truth, she was Emanitar’s daughter, and it seems he was being kept alive by her power.  I know this is a lot to take in, but to keep it short and to the point, Emma is now the king of Tess’Vorg.” 
 
    She started to pace while she worked through the thoughts and the story.  “I’m not sure how much Emma actually likes any of us that have gotten sort of close to her over the years, but if she truly did, this could be another major boon.  If we can count her as an ally, that raises our tally of sympathetic kings to three.” 
 
    “Five,” Kris corrected.  “Assuming you mean Emma, Morduri, and Celigus, you can also add Arlerase and Lestanaek to the list.  Arlerase is Celigus’ son, and even though he’s the low man on the totem pole, we can count on him to help when the time comes.  And we spoke with King Lestanaek on the road to Anthraxis; he asked to speak with you at some point, though that will be difficult if you can’t even go to Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “What do we know about Lestanaek?” 
 
    “He is Trigonh’s cousin,” Corbanis answered. 
 
    “I like him already,” Kari said with a smile.  She shrugged then.  “And despite how angry her reaction was to my presence on the table, I still think Koursturaux would favor us over the Overking if she thought she could depose him and take control.  I wouldn’t call her an ally, but we do seem to be less of a threat to her than the Overking is.” 
 
    “We’re going to need you to go over all of this with Master Goldberg specifically when he returns from his assignment,” Master Arinotte said.  “This is all so very complicated, and we need to make sure all of our hunters know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Were there any other developments during your respective stays on Mehr’Durillia?” Master Bennet asked. 
 
    “Only that I saw the third Tilcimer while I was in Anthraxis,” Erik said.  “It does seem odd that it was living in the city, but at least now we know where the last one is.” 
 
    “One less mystery,” Master Perez agreed. 
 
    “So that leaves one issue to speak of before the council,” Kari said, drawing all attention back to herself.  She turned and looked at Kris.  “Care to give us an assessment of Liria?” 
 
    The syrinthian looked embarrassed to be the center of the conversation all of a sudden, but Kris gestured her over to stand beside him.  “I’ll keep this short and simple.  This girl is bright, she takes orders well, she fights with heart and conviction, and she truly cares for those she’s assigned to work with.  I’ve never attended your academy or been a member of the Order, but when I work with her, I think this girl embodies everything your Order stands for.  She’s the kind of soldier I’d make an officer out of in a heartbeat, and I think she’s more than earned her commission from you.” 
 
    Liria made no effort to stop the tears, and Kari smiled.  “Then by my authority as the Avatar of Vengeance, I hereby promote Se’lucia Liria Aliristis to the rank of Enforcer.  You’ll be assigned to me until further notice, to serve as my assistant and my right hand.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the syrinthian said breathlessly, and she put her hand over her mouth as the council rose and applauded, as did all the others in the chamber. 
 
    Kari stepped forward and took the girl in an embrace.  “Thank you,” she told Liria, who seemed surprised to be the one getting thanked.  “I took such a risk on you, and you solidified my faith in your people, even more so than your priestess has.  I’m glad I listened to my heart and showed you and your companions mercy.” 
 
    Liria stood straight before Kari when they split apart.  “It’s been such a change getting used to serving your deity and working for your Order, but I feel as though this was meant to be.  I can’t say how this will all turn out, but one day, I hope to return home to Ahrue-Silillue.  Not to return to the life of a seamstress, but to establish an arm of this Order there, that we may teach future generations to either fight the kings or resist any other tyranny rising to power.” 
 
    Kari nodded in full agreement.  “Let’s adjourn here,” she said.  “Our headmasters have heard all they need to.  Gentlemen, spread this information as quickly as you can to the recruits and our hunters.  The only thing you are to keep quiet about is the truth behind the Ashen Fangs.  I’m not sure how much trouble that knowledge can cause now, but it’s best to let the Ashen Fangs ruin their cover on their own term.  Now, it’s time to tell everyone what’s happened.” 
 
    Everyone followed Kari outside, even the council.  She stood at the top of the steps of the temple, overlooking the entirety of her Order present in DarkWind standing on the central square.  The rest of her family and friends were there, even Tor, who stood off to the side with Danilynn.  There was no sign of Karinda, but Gareth Maelstrom had come as well, and the heads of the temples had arrived with their assistants.  The large gathering watched Kari, obviously wondering why they were all summoned. 
 
    Kari pulled forth Arku’s head and held it up for all to see.  “Arku Chinchala is dead, the first of many of the kings of Mehr’Durillia to fall!” she called over the crowd.  “I want you all to understand something: This is not some feat of strength you can only dream about.  The power to do this lies in every one of you.  This isn’t the work of Karian Vanador; this is the work of Zalkar the Unyielding through Karian Vanador!  Every one of you has access to the same power and strength, if you have faith in our lord and his power.” 
 
    “You all have faith in me to lead you.  Well, I have the same faith in all of you to do the work of this Order and its lord.  Have faith in yourselves.  You’re not just here learning some abstract methods of hunting people we once thought were demons; you’re here to learn how to be a team, an army, an extension of Zalkar’s justice and his mercy.  The people of Mehr’Durillia are not our enemies; they’re people who need our help to depose the tyrants who call themselves kings.  And therein lies our mission from here on out, my friends.” 
 
    “War is coming, but I’ve declared it on our terms, and we will fight it on our terms.  The kings are strong, yes, but we are many, we are stronger than they are, and we have the backing of gods.  Just this afternoon I delivered a message to them: That if they attack my people, my city, my home, or my protectorates, we will come and we will kill them.  And if they fail to heed that message, then you’ll see me standing up here holding some other idiot’s head in short order.” 
 
    The gathered hunters and cadets cheered, but Kari hushed them for a last pronouncement.  “I’m not normally one to display severed heads or the like.  I leave that to cowards like Taesenus – who, by the way, I thoroughly trounced in combat just a few days past; I doubt we’ll be seeing him ever again.”  There was another cheer at that, and Kari let it play out for a minute.  “That being said, I’m going to have Arku’s head preserved to sit in a place of honor.  Does anyone know where?” 
 
    “In Lord Allerius’ old office, ma’am?” called one of the hunters. 
 
    Kari had to bite down a sob, but made no move to wipe the tears from her eyes.  “That’s right.  This is for him, and for all of our brothers and sisters who fell the night of Arku’s attack.  Let us honor them now with a moment of silence.” 
 
    Once they’d honored their fallen companions, Kari said, “That will be all for now.  Your headmasters and trainers will have many things to go over with you, so be prepared.  We’re in for interesting times ahead.  To our allies: Thank you for coming.  Should you have questions or concerns, I’ll make time to meet with you as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Where’d you learn to speak like that?” Kris asked, half-hugging Kari as the crowd began to disperse back to their duties. 
 
    “From you, of course,” Kari said, returning the embrace.  She gestured Tor and Gareth Maelstrom over.  “The rest of you can head back to the house.  I have a few things to take care of and then I’ll be home.  It’s about time I held my kids again.  Even a few days is starting to feel like too long to be away from them.” 
 
    Her friends and family exchanged hugs with her, and Kari straightened up when Tarra stepped before her.  The woman was nearly seven feet tall, and part of Kari was tickled that Erik had found someone as tall as himself, even if she wasn’t a rir.  Kari took a moment to glance at Aeligos, and wondered how interesting adding an elestram to the mix would make their poker games, where the rogue usually ruled the table. 
 
    “Thank you for your trust,” Tarra said.  “And for granting me asylum.” 
 
    “Thank you for rescuing my brother-in-law,” Kari returned.  “I look forward to getting to know you.  Go on home with my family, and we’ll talk soon.” 
 
    Tor and Master Maelstrom waited on Kari’s instructions next, and she told them, “Tor, you wait here a minute.  I’ll need you to come with me after I talk to Master Maelstrom.” 
 
    The half-mallasti agreed with a nod and sat down on the steps of the temple to wait. 
 
    Kari led Gareth toward the prison.  “Can you build another portal to Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    “Why in the world would you want me to?” 
 
    “I’ve been banned from going back there, but that hardly means I plan to obey,” Kari explained.  “I know the portal in the syrinthian valley that we destroyed was two-way, and that you used to use your portal to visit other worlds.  I’m interested in whether you can build a new one, one that we can more easily control, but whose destination might be in a friendly realm such as Pataria or Tess’Vorg.” 
 
    “It would require several visits to those realms, at least, to demarcate an arrival point.  You must also understand that my old portal deposited me in Anthraxis, just as a transportation spell would.  That is why I never advertised that I had the portal; its use would have made it too obvious to the kings that they had a means of invading here in return.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Could you bypass the Overking’s defense mechanism, so the portal can lead somewhere else?” 
 
    “Given enough time…” 
 
    “Do it, then, please,” Kari said.  “We don’t need it immediately, but we’re going to in the future.  The sooner we get it done, the better, and if it goes to the realm of a king we can trust, then we shouldn’t have to worry about it being turned against us.” 
 
    “I will begin preparations immediately.  How else may I be of service?” 
 
    Kari turned and put a hand to his shoulder.  “Do you miss your children?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, Duke Bosimar is gone.  Bring them back home whenever you like,” Kari told him.  “You have my full faith and permission as the head of the Order and the protector of this city.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Vanador.  With their help, my research and work will progress much faster.  I will begin at once!” 
 
    Kari watched him run off, which was surprising for a man as old as he.  She continued on toward the prison, and strode down the hallway until she reached her three beshathan prisoners.  She held up Arku’s head before she put it on the floor in the center of the hallway.  There was no mistaking their reactions: They knew whose head it was, and what it meant for them… 
 
    …but they were wrong. 
 
    “Arku is dead,” she stated the obvious in beshathan.  “With that, you are free to return home.  You will probably find your homeland in turmoil, but hopefully, your days of attacking the innocent at the command of idiots like this are over.  I’m granting the three of you mercy.  I expect you are able to return home with the arcane power of two mallasti?” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Vanador,” they whispered in disbelief. 
 
    “Guards!” Kari called.  When the two arrived, she gestured to the cells.  “Let them out and take them outside the warding.  They’re going home.  If they do anything aside from going home, we’ll be killing them without question, but they know that.”  The guards began unlocking the cells, and Kari added, “Don’t ever make this mistake again.  Granted, I still have a hard time telling your people apart, but if I ever find you’ve returned to Citaria to cause trouble, you won’t get this sort of mercy a second time.” 
 
    “We understand,” Kichok said.  “Like our erestram neighbor, we now owe you a debt for our lives.  I, for one, will never cause you or your people trouble again.” 
 
    “Nor will I.” 
 
    “Or I.” 
 
    “Go home, see your wives, make preparations.  There’s a storm coming,” Kari said, and she gestured for the three to follow her.  The guards took up the rear, but as soon as the three beshathans were outside the prison, the mallasti joined hands with their elestram companion and disappeared with a rush of wind and a pop. 
 
    “I hope that spell took them home and not somewhere else here,” one of the guards said. 
 
    Kari smirked.  Did it? she asked the child in her mind. 
 
    Yes, Mama, came the reply. 
 
    “It did, don’t worry,” Kari assured the guards.  She waved farewell to them, and they saluted her in return. 
 
    Kari made her way back to the temple, where Tor was waiting for her.  “Thought you might like to see this, but I also have to ask you something,” she said.  “I have to tell Amastri that she’s no longer welcome here.  I figured after how many dealings you and your friends had with her, it was something you might appreciate.  Of course, there’s also another matter related to sending her home.” 
 
    “What would that be, ma’am?” 
 
    “Whether or not I have to send you with her.” 
 
    Tor balked.  “Ma’am?” 
 
    Kari made sure there was no one within earshot.  “Tor, when we were in Anthraxis, we saw your mother get crowned King of Tess’Vorg.  Did you know your mother was a king, or a princess, or however she was regarded before being crowned?” 
 
    “You know who my mother is?” he whispered, and Kari nodded.  “Who told you?  Was it Eli?  It was Eli, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me, no.  I figured it out based on things I saw and heard.” 
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
    “Since a couple of weeks after the first time we met.” 
 
    Tor was confused.  “And you never thought to get rid of me, knowing I allowed her to come and go as she pleased?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to make of her.  I’m still not, especially now that she’s a king.  Tell me you’re just as surprised by this as I am?” 
 
    He started to speak, but then stopped.  “But that means… that means I am a prince?  And the grandson of King Emanitar?” 
 
    “Looks like,” Kari said.  “Do you know anything of your mother’s plans?” 
 
    “I know very little of her at all,” Tor said with a grimace.  “Finding out she is my mother was the strangest thing that’s ever happened to me, you must understand.  We got to know her on several occasions, and came to trust her to some extent.  I think… I understand this will sound biased now, coming from her son, but I think you can trust her, especially if she is no longer a slave to the Overking.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.  But I’ll leave this choice to you, Tor: Are you comfortable staying here on Citaria, acting as her breach through the barriers?” 
 
    “Yes, because if you think about it, Lady Vanador, my father was a gnoll from Talon Rock.  I was born here.  My mother was already here on Citaria before I was born.  I don’t think I am, or ever have been, her anchor here.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting point.  And I’m honestly glad.  You’re a good man, Sergeant, and I know I can depend on you when things get tough.  Just understand, if it turns out your mother has designs on this world, you may end up fighting her.” 
 
    He met Kari’s gaze evenly.  “Then fight her I will.” 
 
    Kari clapped his shoulder.  “Come on, then.  Let’s go evict Amastri.  Politely, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” he laughed. 
 
    There was a call from the temple, and one of the acolytes came running across the square before Kari and Tor could leave.  “Lady Vanador!” he said, panting.  “A message just came in from our temple in Solaris.” 
 
    “What is it?  It’s fine if the sergeant hears the message.” 
 
    “The first jade seal has been found.” 
 
    Kari blinked and turned a stunned gaze toward Tor. 
 
    “You never get five minutes to sit still, do you?” the half-mallasti asked. 
 
    “Don’t know why I’m even bothering to have another house built,” she muttered.  She dismissed the acolyte.  “All right, then, Sergeant: change in plans, as usual.  Can you go to the docks and find a ship that will take the Silver Blades plus some other passengers to Terrassia as soon as possible?” 
 
    “Could your sister-in-law not simply take you there?” 
 
    “I don’t want whoever’s over there to see us coming,” Kari said with a shake of her head.  “It’s complicated, but using arcane transportation is a quick way to alert your enemies where you’re coming or going.  Sometimes we have to do things the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Then I will gladly handle the matter for you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Secure passage for yourself, too, if you’d like to come.” 
 
    Tor stared at her for a moment, but then saluted and made his egress.  Kari watched the half-mallasti run off, and she turned back toward the city’s heart and sighed.  Why had she planned to evict Amastri?  If anything, the woman was proof of something: Koursturaux was not going to invade Citaria directly.  Not yet, anyway.  Such seemed to play into Kari’s thinking as far as whose side the Crimson Huntress was really on.  The remnant of her fingers crushing Kari’s neck said otherwise, but Kari was in no hurry to make assumptions.  After all, even Celigus, Emanitar, and Morduri had jumped to the Overking’s defense when Kari started to draw a sword in his presence. 
 
    I guess she gets to stay, for now, she thought.  What would happen once the other five jade seals were discovered was another matter. 
 
    She returned to the house, where she spent some time with her children before and during the dinner hour.  The mealtime was interesting as the others were introduced to Tarra.  Kari saw that although Kyrie was surprised by Erik’s choice, she didn’t seem upset by it.  Corbanis, too, appeared to be taking it all in stride, and Kari was glad to see their prejudices wearing away a bit.  It was a lot to expect people to simply accept Mehr’Durillians as people rather than the demons they were thought to be for so long, but the family was handling it well. 
 
    Kari figured it would help Tarra that there was now a vulkinastra living on the campus for the time being as well.  The beshathan women would at least have someone from back home to speak to if they got homesick or felt too out of place.  And depending on how they viewed the syrinthians, they might all get along somewhat as off-worlders. 
 
    Once dinner was done and the children were put to bed, Kari took a much-needed bath and then retired to her room.  She hadn’t even started to get dressed when the door opened, and she turned to behold Kris, making no move to cover herself.  He came in wordlessly and closed the door behind him, then stripped off his shirt, trousers, and undergarments. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, though she knew the answer.  She just wanted and, more pointedly, needed to hear him say it. 
 
    “Not wasting another moment,” he said, and then he scooped her up and carried her over to the bed. 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Kari descended the stairs and went straight for one of the cabinets in Danilynn’s kitchen.  It was still dark outside, the dawn about a half-hour away, and the house was silent in the aftermath of what were doubtless a good number of romantic evenings.  If it were up to her, Kari would still be in the warm bed she’d shared with Kris the night before, but there were things she needed to take care of.  It wouldn’t be long before the children were up and about, and she didn’t want to answer questions about what she was doing now. 
 
    She opened the cabinet where Danilynn kept her herbal remedies – a tiny one, owing to the priestess’ healing power and that of her friends.  There, in a little glass jar, Kari found the herb she was looking for.  She’d all but forgotten its bitter taste, but she chewed on it absently as she stashed the rest away and began gathering things to prepare breakfast for the children.  She hadn’t taken it in a couple of years, but with everything on her mind and set before her these days, she couldn’t afford to take chances. 
 
    As much as she wanted to have children with Kris, this simply wasn’t the time. 
 
    Kari started to daydream about the mallestrem child somehow stuck in her mind, but hardly had a minute to think about it.  Her hackles rose as she felt a strange presence, and she spun to look around the dark end of the kitchen.  She snorted.  “Take off those goggles before I take them away from you,” she said. 
 
    Aeligos chuckled before he faded into view, but his expression was anything but amused.  He’d been, by Kari’s estimate, one of only two people staying in the house who hadn’t shared a bed with someone that night.  Despite the fact that he’d apparently watched Kari take the birth-control herb, though, he refrained from saying anything about it.  For a moment, anyway. 
 
    “Grakin would be happy for you,” he said quietly.  Kari started to reply, but the rogue added, “Even with respect to your time with Morduri.” 
 
    “Look, Aeligos, about that…,” Kari started. 
 
    “Not my business, not my concern.  And it doesn’t bother me, Kari.  I know the Order and most of the family are still trying to understand everything that’s going on, but… well, I know a hell of a lot more than they do.” 
 
    “More than me?” Kari asked, suddenly acutely aware that Aeligos may have figured out many of the things she thought she was so clever in discovering. 
 
    He made a noncommittal gesture.  “Probably on some things, not so much on others.  Right now, though, I’m just wondering when Eryn was taken.” 
 
    “About a week ago,” Kari answered quietly. 
 
    “Took them long enough,” he said, moving around the baker’s counter until he stood across from her.  He laid the enchanted goggles from the Wraith on the counter between them.  “I guess Gil told them to wait until I was out of town, afraid I might do something stupid.” 
 
    Kari balked.  “Wait, you knew Gil was…?” 
 
    “I knew she was city-born the moment I met her.  She’s a damned fine infiltrator, and being a werewolf only multiplies the effect, but she couldn’t hide what she was from me.  We knew what was coming some time ago.” 
 
    “We?” Kari repeated, but then she waved off the response.  “Aeligos, did you know the duke was the head of the Blood Order?  How much did you know about them?  And how much of it did you figure out versus learning it from Eryn?” 
 
    “Eryn never told me anything,” he answered, leaning against the other counter behind him.  “She never really had to.  Did I know the duke was also Tarek?  Yes.  Why didn’t I tell you or anyone else?  Because there were only so many ways this could turn out that wouldn’t be a complete disaster.  If I had told you, and you’d tried to arrest and depose him, we’d have had a war on the streets, Kari.  And not whatever organized operation saw them unseated while I was gone; I’m talking about an all-out war.  And your Order probably would’ve lost.” 
 
    “I made a decision when we settled down here to let the duke do his thing to an extent – and pull some strings behind the scenes.  I don’t know if it was my meddling that brought Gil and her people here, but I know there was a highly-skilled shapeshifter of some kind involved with them, one who was able to turn the Blood Order against itself while Gil’s people positioned themselves to begin the extermination.  The best thing for getting rid of an assassin’s guild, as it turned out, was an assassin’s guild of another sort: Gil’s people.  Now, the Blood Order is gone, the duke is gone with them, and there’s an uncorrupted heir to take the duke’s seat.” 
 
    “You mean Jason and Jori-an…?” 
 
    “Without a doubt.  It’s the only thing that explains all the secrecy and their family hiding out on Salkorum.” 
 
    Kari shook her head, staggered by the weight of everything Aeligos already knew.  “So you and Eryn knew this was coming?” 
 
    “It was only a matter of time,” he said, and he pushed the goggles toward her again.  “That’s why I’m giving these back to you.  They’ll be of little enough use where I’m going.” 
 
    “You’re not coming to Terrassia with us?” 
 
    “That’s what I want to do, where I want to be,” he answered, and Kari suddenly had a hard time swallowing.  “If you remember what the Oracle told me, though, I have to make a choice between being where I want to be, and being where I’m needed.  I know you think you need me, but not the way I’m needed where Eryn is going.  At least, that’s how I see it.” 
 
    He met Kari’s eyes evenly.  “They didn’t want Eryn, Kari.  Well, that’s not true; they can certainly use a woman of her talents.  But in the end, I think I’m the one they were really after.  They knew the best way to recruit me was to recruit her first.  That I’d follow her if they took her away.  I hate to be so predictable and prove them right, but I can’t ignore what Kimlerin told me.  There’s a reason I have to follow her.  I’m not sure what it is yet, but I don’t imagine it’ll take me long to figure out.” 
 
    Kari barked a laugh.  “I expect not.  Good thing I have your sister to come with me.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, approaching around the counter.  He took Kari’s face in his hands, and she embraced him.  “Your intuition is solid.  You figure out with integrity and instinct what I figure out by analytics.  Sonja and the others can advise you, but you don’t need anyone to do your thinking for you, Kari.” 
 
    “I will see you again, won’t I?” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered, backing up a bit to meet her eyes.  “If I don’t like what Gil’s people are all about, I’ll walk away.  But I have a feeling that even if I choose to work with them, I’ll be back by your side before long.  And probably with Eryn by my side, finally free to do the right thing for the right reason.” 
 
    Kari pursed her lips.  “I have such a hard time figuring you out sometimes,” she said.  “You’re always a step ahead of everyone else.  Makes me think Erik’s girlfriend joining our poker games might be the real reason you’re leaving.”  Aeligos snorted a laugh.  “I shudder to think how intelligent a child you might have with an elestram.” 
 
    “Something you’ll never need to worry about,” he said evenly. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kari sighed, scratching at her snout.  “When are you leaving?” 
 
    Aeligos shrugged.  “I think I’ll go with you toward Terrassia, but get off at Latalex or thereabouts and make my way after Eryn.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” he said.  “You worry about getting that temple open.  When the war comes, I’ll come back to you.” 
 
    “Good.  We’re going to need you.” 
 
    “We’re going to need everyone.  And I’ll see who else I can bring back with me.” 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ THE END ~ * ~ 
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 Appendix A: The Many Unique Races of Citaria 
 
      
 
    Terra-rir (TEH-ra reer): the first of the rir, black-skinned, silver-blooded, mammalian draconic species created by Gori Sensullu. Very similar to humans in anatomy with the exception of more draconic heads, tails, and small claws on their hands and feet. They are born of a magical process which involves a pregnancy, but they have no navels. 
 
      
 
    Terra-dracon (TEH-ra drah-CONE): a mutation of terra-rir that possess leathery dragon-like wings; highly susceptible to a genetic defect called Dracon’s Bane that slowly kills them. 
 
      
 
    Terra-bengal (TEH-ra BENG-ul): subspecies of rir that possesses white tiger-like stripes, and soft pads on their feet; much more lithe and graceful than a typical terra-rir. 
 
      
 
    Shakna-rir (SHOCK-nuh reer): green-skinned, desert-dwelling variants of rir; matriarchal, highly populous, and very militant; resistant to heat and flame. 
 
      
 
    Fures-rir (FYOR-iss reer): matriarchal, cold-dwelling variants of rir; all possess hair and eyes in shades of blue and are virtually immune to their cold climate. 
 
      
 
    Kirelas-rir (kur-ELL-ahs reer): mystical variant of rir differentiated by stripes on the sides of their snouts and mental powers; reclusive and few in numbers. 
 
      
 
    Seterra-rir (seh-TEH-ra reer): red-blooded variant created to be more human-like; their pregnancy is like that of humans, and accordingly, they possess navels.  
 
      
 
    Serilis-rir (SEH-rill-iss reer): also known as serilian demons; red-skinned, vicious creatures that come in six varieties, each with their own characteristics, personalities, strengths and weaknesses. The types are called solas, kryon, corlyps, brys, elite, and guardian. All serilis-rir are male except for the solas, who are genderless. 
 
      
 
    Serilian-rir (sur-RILL-ian reer): the result of a serilis-rir crossbreeding with any other type of rir. Also commonly called half-demons, they are as varied as their fathers’ types, and are accordingly named (half-kryon, half-corlyps, half-brys, half-elite, and half-guardian). Persecuted and despised by most people throughout history. 
 
      
 
    Bah’Qitur (BAH kih-TOOR): commonly miscalled bakatur; the bah’qitur is a very large, human-like race that has some reptilian features. They are very aggressive but are also a highly devout people. Virtually exclusive to the continent of Dannumore. 
 
      
 
    Czarikk (sah-REEK): the lizardmen of Citaria come in two varieties: the more humanoid mulrassa, and the more reptilian sulrassa. Very reclusive people. 
 
      
 
    Luranar (LOO-ruh-nar): bipedal wolfmen common to the southeast of the continent of Terrassia; considered savage and uncivilized by outsiders, though those who travel through civilized lands are typically well-behaved and therefore accepted. 
 
      
 
    Kwarrasti (kwah-RAHS-tee): bipedal catfolk common to the southeast of Terrassia; nomadic and aloof, they are somewhat reclusive and rarely travel into more ‘civilized’ lands. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Appendix B: The Merged Citarian-Koryonite Pantheons 
 
      
 
    The Citarians: These are the principal deities exalted by Gori Sensullu to keep watch over Citaria. 
 
      
 
    Gori Sensullu, “The Creator”: more common name for Arakiel, the creator of Citaria and its indigenous peoples; killed at the end of the Apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    Kaelariel Arakiel Jir’tana, “The Ascending Dawn”: son of Gori Sensullu who appears to be a guardian demon; god of freedom and death, lord of serilis-rir, and leader of the pantheon after the Apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    Sechre Tori, “First in Battle”: terra-rir god of righteous battle and patron of the military; the oldest Citarian deity exalted by Gori Sensullu. 
 
      
 
    Kris Fletcher, “The Ghost”: a human also called The Armored Shepherd; he is the god of honor and loyalty, and the patron of paladins. 
 
      
 
    Kerry Kijana, “Garra Ktarra”: terra-rir deity of the night, explorers, and skill; considered the greatest fighter among the pantheon; patriarch of the bloodline that bore Kaelariel. 
 
      
 
    Zalkar the Unyielding, “Avatar of Vengeance”: human god of law and the patron deity of demonhunters; called primarily “the Unyielding” by his followers. 
 
      
 
    Tisa Ch’Brakkh, “The Dawn of Hope”: terra-bengal descendant of Garra Ktarra and mother of Kaelariel; goddess of beauty; ascended directly to deity status. 
 
      
 
    Karmi G’Dorrinn, “The Lady of the Depths”: human goddess created by Gori Sensullu to be caretaker of the oceans and those who travel upon them. 
 
      
 
    Mitreus & Zitenius Satachi, “The Sandur Striders”: twin human rangers who were appointed as caretakers of nature and its defenders. 
 
      
 
    Carlos Bouron, “The Beast”: human ranger reincarnated as a sylvan beast; deity of shape-shifters, lycanthropes, and the more savage humanoid species. 
 
      
 
    Seril, “The Devil Queen”: terra-bengal goddess and mate to Gori Sensullu who turned on him; creator of the serilis-rir and enemy of the Light forces in the Apocalypse; killed at the end of the Apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    The Koryonites: These are the principal deities of the Koryon pantheon who agreed to merge with those of Citaria to aid in the Apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    Ambergaust Coramin, “The Wellspring”: kwarrasti leader of the Koryon pantheon who agreed to merge his own pantheon with that of Citaria; god of life and marriage. 
 
      
 
    Carsius Coramin, “The Mother of Truth”: Ambergaust’s kwarrasti wife and goddess of birth and motherhood; matron to female paladins. 
 
      
 
    Bek Coramin, “The Resultant Truth”: daughter of Ambergaust and Carsius; kwarrasti goddess of wisdom and piety; nearly a paladin in her own right. 
 
      
 
    Cabal Coramin, “The Iron Fist of Heaven”: son of Ambergaust and Carsius; kwarrasti god of courage and battle. 
 
      
 
    Tigron Coramin, “The Celestial Mender”: younger brother of Ambergaust; kwarrasti god of healing and life. 
 
      
 
    The Outsiders: These are Koryonite deities who merged with the Citarian pantheon but have limited influence or even contact with the people of Citaria. 
 
      
 
    Krollmar Stonetender, “The Celestial Smith”: dwarven god of craftsmen who merged with the Koryon pantheon and subsequently the Citarian pantheon; impromptu god to all of the “little peoples.” 
 
      
 
    Belgrin the Wanderer, “Tender of the Roots”: half-elven god of nature, the arts, and peace who joined the Koryon pantheon at Tigron’s insistence, and subsequently also joined the Citarian pantheon. 
 
      
 
    Korbaz the Constant, “Lord of the Second Law”: kwarrasti god of decay; has limited influence over the Koryon pantheon, and less over the Citarian pantheon. 
 
      
 
    Braum the Clairvoyant, “The Magnificent Intellect”: kwarrasti god of knowledge; eons-old friend of Ambergaust who serves as advisor to the head of the pantheon. 
 
      
 
    Ellen Dragonborn, “Fruit of the Great Tree”: kwarrasti deity of love; mistrusted by many of her fellow deities. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Appendix C: Geography and History 
 
      
 
    The Continents: The five major continents and their associated islands. 
 
      
 
    Askies, The Motherland: this island, located on the western and southern hemispheres, respectively, was the birthplace of the rir people and their civilization. Control of Askies was the main focus of the Apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    The Isle of Morikk: this small island runs parallel to Askies’ west coast; it was the birthplace of the seterra-rir and is where the Temple of Archons is located. Since the war that nearly wiped out the seterra-rir, the island has been deserted. 
 
      
 
    The Crystal Isles: these small, uninhabited rocky islands off the southeast of Askies were so named due to their polished, reflective surfaces. 
 
      
 
    Terrassia: located on the northern and western hemispheres, Terrassia is the birthplace of numerous races: the fures-rir, the shakna-rir, the luranar, the kawarrasti, and the elves. It was the site of the third demon war, and saw a fair amount of fighting during the Apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    Senkiro’s Solace: also called Druidia, this tiny island off of Terrassia’s southern coast was home to a secret priesthood for hundreds of years. The island is now considered haunted and is avoided by even the staunchest adventurers. 
 
      
 
    Isle of the Maelstrom: this tiny island located north of Terrassia is sealed off by a magical vortex and is home to the High Council of Wizardry; so named because of the Council’s founder. 
 
      
 
    Masceria: made up of many large islands, this continent lies north of Askies. Its inhabitants – mostly terra-rir and humans – prefer to remain isolated from the rest of the world, and are rumored to be far more technologically advanced than the rest of Citaria. 
 
      
 
    Dannumore: this massive continent spans most of the eastern hemisphere. Populated primarily by the bah’qitur, much of it remains unknown and uncharted to non-bah’qitur society. It is rumored to have a population greater than the rest of the world combined. 
 
      
 
    Tsalbrin: this semi-tropical island sits in a sea that juts into the east side of Dannumore’s northern half. It is home to humans and several species of rir, some of whom have also spread onto the coasts of Dannumore. Tsalbrin is also home to several tribes of czarikk, a few of the more savage humanoid species, and also several dragons. 
 
      
 
    Arkalman: sparsely populated, smaller continent located south of Dannumore. It has a mixture of races, but tensions between them keep any from claiming dominance over the island. 
 
      
 
    The Wars: These are the major wars recorded throughout the history of Citaria; ME denotes “Modern Era.” 
 
      
 
    The First Demon War (ME 92): The first major clash between Seril’s serilis-rir and Gori Sensullu’s terra-rir; involved a nine-month siege of the holy city of Sarchelete. The war was ultimately won by the terra-rir thanks to the help of the recently-arrived humans and their adaptability; the serilis-rir were unable to tolerate the cold winter and those that could not flee north were slaughtered. 
 
      
 
    The Second Demon War (ME 822-824): Seril’s second attempt at eradicating the terra-rir came shortly after the founding of the city of Gnarr. The war was fought primarily in the heartlands between Barcon and Gnarr, and was mainly an attrition-based war that left the rir and human populations of the heartlands badly decimated. Victory came after a being, rumored to have been an archangel, engaged Seril and forced her to retreat from Citaria. 
 
      
 
    The Succession Wars (ME 1422-1484): As the rir and human populations continued to thrive and expand to the four corners of Askies, several wars broke out between the dominant cities of each province as they sought to crown a king. As the elders of the noble families of Barcon, Gnarr, Oge, DarkWind, Latalex, and Ceritan lost power or died off, the wars came to an end as the younger nobles agreed to form ducal councils. Askies was divided into counties and duchies, and while a king eventually came to power in the Strekan Province, his authority was limited to keeping the peace between the various duchies. 
 
      
 
    The Third Demon War (ME 1484-1487): While the Succession Wars were coming to a close, Seril attempted to capture the continent of Terrassia. During the initial years of the conflict, two new species of rir surfaced: the shakna-rir and the fures-rir. With the shakna-rir attacking from the balmy south and the fures-rir attacking from the frozen north, the armies of the serilis-rir were flanked and crushed. It was during the Third Demon War that the first recorded underworld invasion took place as well: a race of serpent people led by a sorcerer simply called Tempis’ra (his title, not his name) tried to establish a foothold in the southern jungles of Terrassia. In the ensuing clash between Tempis’ra and the arcanists of the rir armies, the southern jungles were completely destroyed, leaving a desert in their place, but the serpent people were exterminated. 
 
      
 
    The Fourth Demon War (ME 1832-1835): With her armies replenished, Seril once again attempted to conquer Askies. In a move reminiscent of the First Demon War, the devil queen attempted to capture the holy city of Sarchelete and destroy the grand temples of her enemies. Better prepared to deal with the harsh winters of the south, the serilis-rir army laid siege to the city for well over a year, but was unable to break the city’s defenses. As mortal reinforcements arrived from the east, Seril was forced north to avoid being flanked, as she was during the Third Demon War. Her army was able to hold its own and inflict devastating casualties on their enemies, but the Devil Queen accepted a stalemate and retreated to the underworld by all reports. 
 
      
 
    The False Apocalypse (ME 2452-2453): When the guardian demon called Erijinkor turned on his creator, many of the various priesthoods of the rir believed it marked the beginning of the Apocalypse. Soldiers from every major city were sent to Sarchelete to protect it from possible attack, but the attack never came. With the major cities and their leaders distracted, Seril launched one simple, brutal assault and captured the city of Oge. She made the city her base of operations, and rebuffed several attempts by the mortals to recapture it. To the surprise of many, the residents of Oge largely supported the devil queen once she took power. It was during this time that the major assassin guilds in Oge were merged into one guild called the Five Clans. The Five Clans was run by the brys known as Olgaryn, and under his leadership they answered to the devil queen herself. 
 
      
 
    The War of Purity (ME 2878): With the appearance of the seterra-rir, the collective rir species of Askies launched an invasion of Morikk, seeking to wipe out what they believed was an attempt by Seril to infiltrate their very bloodlines. Curiously, the humans did not take part in this war. The seterra-rir population is believed to have been annihilated in this six-month conflict. 
 
      
 
    The Bah’Qitur Invasion (ME 2879-2880): No one is quite sure what prompted the bah’qitur to invade Askies, but they sent a fleet to Askies’ northeast coast, near the city of Ceritopolonis. They captured the city and its surrounding territory easily, granting their army a port into which to bring reinforcements. Unfortunately for the bah’qitur, their plans to conquer Askies angered Seril, and she sent her serilis-rir army to bolster the mortal forces and drive the bah’qitur from “her” island. Few of the invaders returned home. 
 
      
 
    The Fifth Demon War (ME 2880-2882): Once the bah’qitur were dealt with, Seril turned on the mortals once again. This time, however, a massive portion of her army turned on her, swearing fealty to the new lord of the serilis-rir, none other than Kaelariel. The guardian demon Serenjols delivered the most significant victory of the War when he killed Seril’s firstborn son, Urukh. Seril’s forces were decisively defeated in a massive battle at DarkWind, and the combined army of mortals and those serilis-rir loyal to Kaelariel drove the devil queen back to Oge. Kaelariel decided against a lengthy siege of Oge, as he believed the cost of life would be far too great with the devil queen herself living in the city. Satisfied that she was beaten, the newly sanctified god of freedom and death instead began working on relations between the mortals and his people. 
 
      
 
    The Fall of Terrassia (ME 2880-2884): Aided by an unknown source, the demon king Celigus Chinchala invaded the continent of Terrassia in the year ME 2880. With Kaelariel and the mortal forces largely focused on defeating Seril in the Fifth Demon War, Chinchala was opposed only by the residents of Terrassia itself. Chinchala formed a foothold in the northeast of the badlands, and launched his first invasion directly into the shakna-rir empire. Despite numerous attempts by the northern cities to draw him off from his attack on Aurun Ch’Gurra, Chinchala’s tactical brilliance left his enemies completely dumbfounded. Chinchala captured the shakna-rir capital of Aurun Ch’Gurra with little trouble, and invaded the palace himself to force the queen, Gwendolyn Tumureldi, to surrender. Curiously, he allowed the queen to continue ruling her empire so long as she ultimately answered to him. Chinchala then moved on to capture Solaris, Dira Ch’Tori, and even the frozen capital of the fures-rir kingdom, Castle Tenari. Chinchala never bothered with the elves of Laeranore, and relinquished his command of the major kingdoms after a short – and prosperous – five years, saying only that a time would come when he would reclaim the thrones he was vacating. To date, no one is quite sure why Chinchala conquered the island in the first place or why he promised to retake it in the future. 
 
      
 
     The Culling (ME 2880-Present): After the defeat of their imperial army on Askies, war broke out on Dannumore between those bah’qitur loyal to the church and those loyal to the imperial line. Little is known of the reasoning behind this war, or its results, but by all accounts it rages even still. 
 
      
 
    The Apocalypse (ME 3050-3058): The final war between Gori Sensullu and Seril, the Apocalypse saw perhaps Seril’s greatest effort in conquering Askies. Using the trust garnered by Kaelariel’s loyalists against them, Seril was able to weaken most of the major cities of Askies from within before her actual attacks began. In one long, calculated move, she was able to capture most of the major cities and nearly all of the important smaller ones within weeks. Under the command of Kaelariel and the demon king Celigus Chinchala, the mortal forces sought first to bolster those cities not already captured and to seal off the west side of the island from attack – thus protecting the holy city of Sarchelete. The two sides traded victories for years, as the mortals worked to liberate each of the captured cities. The brilliance of Kaelariel’s son, Kris Jir’tana, along the Barrier Mountains and the stonewall tactics of Chinchala along the Ceritan Mountains kept Seril’s forces contained to the heartlands of the continent. The breaking of the siege of DarkWind was one of the most significant victories for the mortals, as it broke the spine of Seril’s most powerful battalion. Soon after, the archmage Percival Cintalas was able to kill Seril’s mate, the warlock Shawn Gobrae, leaving the devil queen with few allies. Once the devil queen was driven back to Oge, Kaelariel besieged the city and fought the devil queen to the death. At the same time Kaelariel killed Seril, Gori Sensullu also died, bringing the conflict between the two to a close. 
 
   
  
 



Appendix D: The Kings and Races of Mehr’Durillia 
 
      
 
    The Demon Kings: The seventeen sixteen kings of Mehr’Durillia, arranged into hierarchical order of their Council under the Overking: 
 
      
 
    The Overking – the highest ranking king and the undisputed ruler over the world of Mehr’Durillia.  He rules over Mehr’Durillia by use of the kings below him, who are arranged into a hierarchy and meet twice per year in council. 
 
      
 
    Baal, the Storm Lord – king of the volcanic wastelands known as Antumorgh, Baal is second only to the Overking on the Council.   
 
      
 
    Koursturaux S’Bakthra, the Crimson Huntress – king of the realm of Mas’tolinor, believed to have once been the Overking’s lover.  She is one of only two females among the Council, and is called a king to respect her equality among her peers. 
 
      
 
    Baphomet, the Lord of Curses – king of the realm of Teradda, Baphomet is also called the Harmauth Lord, for he resembles a black harmauth. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon, the Silent Destroyer – king of the realm of Vistarra, Abaddon has a reputation for being unmatched in his viciousness in battle. 
 
      
 
    Sekassus Siskarridis, the Calculating – king of the realm of Sorelizar, Sekassus is one of the eldest kings not included among the Ancient Ones (those of the top five ranks). 
 
      
 
    Celigus Chinchala, the White King – king of the desert realm of Sansrigar, he now makes his residence on the world of Citaria.  Believed a traitor to the Overking and all of his peers, he yet remains a member of the Council. 
 
      
 
    Augrus Tiveron, the Ashen Warmonger – king of the realm of Horturris, this deity of the Koryon pantheon draws his roots from conquests upon Mehr’Durillia. 
 
      
 
    Sheila Darkstorm, the Queen of Nightmares – king of the realm of Malmortia, this succubus-turned-deity was first a king among demons on Mehr’Durillia.  She is also a deity of the world of Koryon, and the only other female on the Council. 
 
      
 
    Morduri Irrasitus, the Reluctant Prince – king of the realm of Pataria, the elestram is one of the youngest kings on the Council, yet holds a high rank regardless. 
 
      
 
    Emanitar Te’Mordrin, the Spotted Lion – king of the realm of Tess’Vorg, the elder mallasti holds a low position on the Council despite being older than nearly all the other kings. 
 
      
 
    Xafastu Kenochian, the Advocate – king of the realm of Kalrossus, this cunning being is believed to be the son of the Overking and Koursturaux. 
 
      
 
    Ouraggra Gelarri, the Prince of the Air – king of the realm of Resaddek, this valirasi noble rose to the position of king through cunning and power-grabbing. 
 
      
 
    Lestanaek Cabra, the Blademaster – king of the realm of Ekkristis, the erestram was also a noble who rose to the position of king after many thousands of years of gathering strength.  Reputed to be unbeaten in martial combat. 
 
      
 
    Garrivokt Solimant, the Great Herdmaster – king of the realm of Zaphatar, this harmauth is the sole surviving son of Baphomet.  Rules a realm populated primarily by the mighty harmauths, lending his army greater strength than its numbers would indicate. 
 
      
 
    Arku Chinchala, the Black Reaver – former king of the realm of Si’Dorra, this half-erestram king is was reputed to be the nephew of Celigus Chinchala.  A vicious king with few allies, he has had invaded Citaria once before, unsuccessfully.  Deceased. 
 
      
 
    Arlerase Chinchala, the White Prince – king of the realm of Arlerase, the youngest and weakest of the kings is undoubtedly the son of Celigus Chinchala.  Though weak in terms of station and military strength, Arlerase controls considerable trade of food and goods, making him an economic power amongst his peers. 
 
      
 
    The Races of Mehr’Durillia: These are the many races of the world of Mehr’Durillia, also called the Underworld.  They are arranged here in order of their relative social station, as viewed by the demon kings, from least to greatest. 
 
      
 
    Syrinthis (sir-RIN-thiss): also called syrinthian in both singular and plural, these are the snake-folk of Mehr’Durillia.  They are primarily found in the realm of Sekassus the Calculating, and serve him without question.  They are of average human height, while being extremely slender and slight of build.  They live for about the same amount of time as humans do. 
 
    Valirasi (vah-lerr-RAHS-see): considered repulsive by many, these humanoid vulture-like creatures are viewed as vicious, bestial, and stupid.  They are actually very cunning but also volatile.  They are usually between six and seven feet tall and have broad wingspans, and can live for a little over a hundred years. 
 
    Succubus/Incubus: these demons of temptation are normally mostly human in appearance despite the way the other races of Mehr’Durillia look.  They are not known to have a defined lifespan, but are typically quite beautiful and serve the many kings. 
 
    Mallasti (mahl-YAHS-tee): also called hyena-demons, these humanoid hyena creatures are known to be powerful sorcerers.  They are typically between six and seven feet tall, but are very dense, heavy creatures.  They can live for almost 4500 years. 
 
    Elestram (EEL-ess-strum): also called jackal demons, these humanoid jackal creatures have an affinity for wizardry and stealth, and are incredibly intelligent.  They stand between six and a half and seven and a half feet tall, are lanky and not as heavy as a mallasti, and may also live for nearly 4500 years. 
 
    Erestram (AIR-ess-strum): also called wolf demons, these folk stand nearly ten feet tall in most cases.  They are very physically imposing and powerful, and have a natural resistance to magic of both the arcane and divine varieties.  An erestram may live for as long as 4500 years. 
 
    Sylinth (SILL-inth): the partially humanoid cobra-men of Mehr’Durillia are about fifteen feet in length from snout to tail, and are considered vicious and cunning.  They live primarily in the realm of Sorelizar as servants of Sekassus the Calculating.  A sylinth may live for as many as 5000 years. 
 
    Harmauth (HAR-moth): also called ram demons, these great humanoid creatures stand at or over ten feet tall when fully extended.  They are the most physically powerful of all the races on Mehr’Durillia, and generally serve as bodyguards or generals for the kings.  A harmauth may live for as many as 5000 years. 
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