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“There is no easy walk to freedom anywhere, and many of us will have to pass through the valley of the shadow of death again and again before we reach the mountaintop of our desires.” 
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Chapter I – The Fog of War 
 
      
 
    Kari sat with her back to the tree, watching her children play in the dirt.  Spring was underway, the thaw long done and the days growing longer and consistently warmer.  Little Gray had turned into quite the excavator once winter’s chill had left the ground, and Uldriana, now able to crawl like lightning and occasionally walk, was working to become his partner in crime.  The two were filthy, but they were enjoying themselves.  Safe as they were, it let Kari sit below the great oak and contemplate how much she missed her mate. 
 
    The births of Damansha and Danilynn’s daughters, Jessirra and Amayalou, had helped soothe the pain of Grakin’s passing with most of the family.  Kari was glad to have more children in the family – even if Danilynn and Eli weren’t exactly part of it – reinforcing the elven creed of death feeding new life.  She had lost her husband, and her children had lost their father, but they had gained nieces and cousins, and that formed a bubble of happiness that helped contain Kari’s pain.  It kept her in the warmth of new motherhood, and she found she was able to relive her own happiness through her sister-in-law and close friend. 
 
    The family was a bit different now.  Grakin’s absence was a hole that no one could fill properly, certainly not to Kari or her children, but the new additions changed the dynamic.  No longer was Corbanis a mystery man that Kari heard only snippets about; he had returned to her service in the Order, and eventually became a part of her family.  It took months, but he and Kyrie had gradually patched their relationship, and Kari knew that as awful as it was, Grakin’s death had a lot to do with it.  Corbanis had reacted so perfectly, comforted his wife and children so well, that almost all the wounds of their past had been healed over since. 
 
    Kari glanced up at the house for a moment, specifically to the window of Kyrie’s room.  It was now Kyrie and Corbanis’ room, much as they hated to feel like they were imposing on Kari.  They were sharing a room and a bed, and more beyond that, Kari knew.  She was happy for her mother-in-law, a woman who gave so much, and had lost not just a son, but a fellow priest in Grakin.  Kari wanted nothing but the best for Kyrie, and though circumstances had dealt her a few raw hands, she was making the best of things.  Despite nearly thirty years apart, she and Corbanis were back together, their marriage bond repaired. 
 
    Aeligos was the only other member of the family still reeling a bit from Grakin’s death.  He was spending a lot more time with Eryn, and far less at home.  Kari thought the house and the fact that she and Grakin built it as their wedding abode had a lot to do with Aeligos’ behavior.  To the rogue, it might seem a bit haunted, too much of his brother’s essence and presence in the walls for him to feel comfortable living there full time.  Kari figured that might just be a blessing in disguise: something to urge Aeligos and Eryn to explore where they wanted their relationship to go with more urgency. 
 
    But there was only so much time for Kari to consider family before all the responsibilities of her position as Avatar of Vengeance came back to the forefront.  Trouble was coming; Kari could feel it in her bones.  Just months before, she’d received word that King Morduri Irrasitus, one of the seventeen lords of the demon-controlled world of Mehr’Durillia, was calling her debt to him due.  He expected her to meet him at the summer session of the Anthraxis Council, where the demon kings met twice per year at the behest of their Overking.  There, he would demand of Kari some service to pay for his aid in rescuing Se’sasha, the turncoat syrinthian priestess. 
 
    Kari spat, then hoped her children hadn’t noticed.  It was amazing how quickly Little Gray managed to pick up her words and mannerisms, so she was careful what she said or did around him nowadays.  But the bitter taste the debt to Morduri left in her mouth was hard to push aside.  His help had come at the cost of a young woman’s life, and that was something Kari still thought about constantly.  She wasn’t sure who she blamed more for that: herself for seeing the mission through, or Morduri for sacrificing a young girl, even though he didn’t want to. 
 
    Her stare lingered on her daughter, named for that brave young mallasti girl.  Kari had long considered the hyena-folk of Mehr’Durillia to be demons, her enemies; only after that fateful trip to rescue Se’sasha had Kari come to learn the truth of the matter.  Now, every time she looked at her daughter or said her name, she was reminded of that young girl, of what she had sacrificed, what she had died for, and what that represented to Kari.  War with the demon kings was coming, it was only a question of whether it would happen on Kari’s homeworld of Citaria, or if she would take the fight to Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    She had made that decision some time ago, but it wasn’t her choice alone. 
 
    Kari sighed, reached above her head, and ran her hand down the trunk of the tree planted over her husband’s grave.  She marveled at the gift of the elven druidess who’d caused the tree to grow to nearly its full height in under an hour, even in the dead of winter.  Now, when the summer sun came, she would have a shady place to reflect on her love and from which to watch their two children play.  Just as he had requested, selflessly thinking of his wife and children as he stared death in the face. 
 
    Morduri – or rather, what he would request of her – continued to dominate her thoughts.  She wouldn’t lie with him, wouldn’t murder anyone on his behalf, and most certainly wouldn’t do anything to help him set foot on Citaria, so she couldn’t imagine what he might want.  She supposed the first of those would, at the least, be the easiest thing she could do to pay her debt to him, but she couldn’t picture what one of the jackal-folk might see in her.  She was terra-dracon, a draconic but mammalian race: she had black skin, claws, wings, and a draconic head.  Though she had the breasts that marked her as a mammal, that was about the extent of her similarities to a female elestram – one of Morduri’s people. 
 
    Kari sighed again.  Sex would probably be the least of his desires.  He had a love interest, and if that was what he’d wanted, Kari suspected he’d have taken payment up front.  No, there was something he needed from her, something that, as he’d said, required her to have reached the rank of Avatar of Vengeance – which she had only recently claimed.  He’d said that he wouldn’t ask her to do anything against her nature, but what did he really know about her or her nature?  Next to nothing compared to how much she knew about his, she reckoned. 
 
    She glanced to the left as someone approached, and she grimaced involuntarily when she saw it was a young cadet from the Order.  Was it time to go teach her class already?  She felt like she’d only been out here with her children for a few minutes, and even checking the position of the sun told her it hadn’t been very long.  Her class – teaching Tumureldi’s fighting style to some of the promising hunters of the Order – wouldn’t be for another couple of hours yet.  She tried to keep her annoyance under wraps; perhaps it was something important. 
 
    “Ma’am, your presence is requested at once,” the young terra-rir cadet said predictably, snapping the demonhunter salute of tapping his fist over his heart and bowing his head. 
 
    Kari sighed for what had to be the thirtieth time in the last hour.  “Tell them I’ll be at the campus in half an hour,” she said absently. 
 
    “Not at the campus, ma’am.”  The young man had Kari’s full attention at that.  “You are needed at the docks.  A bah’qitur warship has been sighted on the horizon, headed straight for the harbor.” 
 
    Kari jumped to her feet.  “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.  Go!”  With the young hunter on his way to deliver her response, Kari gathered up her daughter and called Little Gray to her side.  The excited nature of her call and the presence of a messenger attracted the family’s attention from the house, and soon Seanada and her in-laws came out to see what was happening.  “There’s a bah’qitur warship on the horizon!” she told them hurriedly. 
 
    Seanada, the half-syrinthian, half-succubus assassin who served as Kari’s bodyguard, was the only one who didn’t know what that meant.  Kari’s sister-in-law Sonja answered first.  “Get to the docks.  I’ll go find Mother at the temple and let her know; she can spread the word.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Aeligos.  Her brother-in-law was nearly a spitting image of Kari’s late husband.  She was surprised to see him at the house, but hardly had time to think about it. 
 
    With Sonja going to tell Kari’s mother-in-law, who was High Priestess of Kaelariel, and word likely having already reached Kari’s fellow demonhunter brother-in-law Erijinkor, Kari raced inside with her children.  Their half-paralyzed uncle, Typhonix, was sitting by the fire in his wheelchair, reading a book.  Kari deposited Uldriana in his lap and gestured for him to come along with them. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, and Kari quickly explained the situation.  “Whatever do you need me there for?” 
 
    Kari had to resist the urge to slap him.  “You’re still a hunter at heart, Ty.  I’ll want your input on things.” 
 
    That broke him free of the usual uselessness he felt in the face of such situations.  While Ty was doing a fine job managing Kari’s household and the vineyards and olive groves of her land, he missed being a demonhunter more and more each day.  Kari tried to keep him feeling like he was an important part of the Silver Blades despite not being able to physically participate, but that was oftentimes easier said than done. 
 
    Soon enough, the majority of the family was on the way to the docks.  Little Gray was excited, having no idea what the implications were of a bah’qitur warship approaching the city of DarkWind.  But the adults remembered well the bloody invasion that had taken place a couple of centuries before, when the bah’qitur sought to conquer Askies Island.  They were rebuffed in one of the stranger wars that saw the people of Askies ally with the minions of the Devil Queen on a temporary basis.  With the Devil Queen now gone, though, Kari had to wonder if the bah’qitur might make another attempt. 
 
    It was a long walk to the docks, but even with Ty’s pace being limited by his wheelchair, they got there in good time.  There was a host of people already gathered: a couple of members of the Demonhunter Order’s council; some of the Duke’s generals and advisors; many captains of the city watch, from which Kari’s other sister-in-law, Damansha, was conspicuously absent owing to her maternity leave; and Kari’s other family – Erijinkor along with her mother-in-law Kyrie.  Only her eldest brother-in-law, Serenjols, remained absent.  There was excited chatter all around her, but Kari excused herself to go speak with the Council members. 
 
    “Masters, what’s the situation?” she asked with a salute as she stepped before them. 
 
    Masters Arinotte and Perez, the two in charge of missions and military integrations, both turned to regard her.  Master Perez, the older of the two and a decorated military veteran, was the one to answer.  “The Royal warship Vanguard of the Tides has pulled up alongside the bah’qitur ship, which is flying the colors of truce, and is escorting her into port.  We won’t really know what’s going on until they anchor or pull up to a pier.” 
 
    “So it’s a lone ship?” 
 
    “Aye,” Master Arinotte answered.  The dark-skinned human smiled and patted Kari on the shoulder, apparently well-acquainted with her trepidation.  “It is good to have you here.  The presence of an Avatar of Vengeance may dissuade them should they be here for anything even remotely hostile or suggestive of war.” 
 
    Kari waited and watched with the others, the chatter only growing more pronounced when the Vanguard of the Tides broke off and sailed away.  The bah’qitur warship proceeded toward the harbor with no escort, though it continued to fly the flag of truce.  She came in slowly, expertly piloted through choppy and calm water alike, and the master was apparently intent on docking at the pier where everyone was gathered. 
 
    Everyone marveled at the magnificent ship, Kari not the least of them.  It was titanic compared to even the bigger galleys and warships of the Royal Navy.  Kari had long thought Karmi’s Sword, the pirate-hunter and transport that had taken her and her friends to Tsalbrin years before, had to be one of the biggest ships on the seas.  Staring at this bah’qitur destroyer, however, she quickly saw she was far from accurate in that thinking.  It dwarfed Karmi’s Sword, which only made the skill of its pilot that much more impressive in bringing it safely into port. 
 
    The pilings were barely high enough for the ship, and the bah’qitur men didn’t seem keen on trying to drop onto the pier and help get the ship tied down.  Kari stepped forward along with one of the Duke’s men – General Crowley, if she remembered the human’s name correctly from the Duke’s court.  They walked slowly down the pier as an unusually long, steep gangway was lowered, an imperious-looking, impeccably uniformed bah’qitur male standing at the top.  Kari expected he would come down to introduce himself and his intentions, but he kept to his place, watching her and General Crowley approach. 
 
    The bah’qitur were somewhat human-looking, but with some reptilian features.  Their eyes, in particular, were large, round, deep, and dark.  They had a series of almost feather-like fins on their heads in place of hair, and tended to be quite tall compared to humans and rir.  Kari didn’t know much about them except that they were a force to be reckoned with militarily.  The people of Askies Island may have driven off the bah’qitur with the help of the Devil Queen, but Kari didn’t expect the same result if the bah’qitur invaded again all these years later. 
 
    “I hope he doesn’t invite us up on the ship,” the general muttered. 
 
    Kari had to bite down a laugh.  No doubt the general would be better suited to sending his underlings into dangerous situations to negotiate.  Kari doubted even the bah’qitur, if they were truly bent on conquest again, would risk attacking an Avatar of Vengeance.  She may not have been an avatar in the true sense of the word, but she was head of Zalkar’s Demonhunter Order and his right hand on Citaria.  To attack Kari was to attack Zalkar, and thereby the entire pantheon.  Though the bah’qitur worshipped their own deity, Kari still doubted they would make war on an entire pantheon and its peoples. 
 
    The time for contemplations came to an end when the ship’s captain turned and saluted someone approaching.  Kari wondered briefly if it might be an admiral, some warlord, royalty, or other ranking member of bah’qitur society.  When the person stepped into sight, though, she came to a stop and her jaw dropped wide open. 
 
    Standing there at the top of the gangway, exchanging a salute and then a handshake with the bah’qitur captain, was none other than Kris Jir’tana. 
 
    It’d been years since Kari had seen him.  He was dressed in his paluric armor, a full set of the lightweight plate that was just like Kari’s own, its dark, earthy tones blending in somewhat with the ship.  He didn’t have his helmet on, letting the coastal winds blow his black hair about.  In the tradition of rir warriors, it was lengthy in the back, showing off just how long it had been since someone had earned the right to take it by besting him in combat.  The top was layered so it got gradually longer the farther back it went, something that had always drawn Kari’s eye – much as she pretended otherwise. 
 
    Kris was like Kari’s in-laws, standing nearly six and a half feet tall, muscular and broad, unscarred – that she remembered, anyway – and strikingly handsome to a rir.  He had the stripes of a terra-bengal, even as a serilian-rir, but because of that heritage, his were crimson instead of white.  He spent a couple of minutes saying farewell to the captain and crew of the bah’qitur ship whose name Kari was unable to read.  The Warlord, as Kris was commonly known, had barely set his feet on the pier before the bah’qitur began bringing up the gangway and preparing to depart.  Only then did Kari realize the tremendous honor they had bestowed upon her former commander: they had brought him home aboard what had to be one of their mightiest ships, a testament to his power as well as their own. 
 
    “Brigadier!” Crowley said, snapping to attention with a salute as the Warlord approached. 
 
    “General,” he returned, saluting somewhat casually in return.  Kris’ eyes turned up the pier as others began to approach, but then he settled that blue-eyed gaze back on Kari.  “I can’t even tell you how good it is to see you again.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, sir,” General Crowley quipped, sending the two men into a short burst of laughter. 
 
    Kris turned back to Kari and she hugged him, and though that took him by surprise at first, he returned the embrace.  A part of her warned that he might try to take advantage of her intimate welcome: he had tried to propose or flat-out seduce her many times during the War.  But he held her in a solid embrace, the hug of friends too long apart.  No doubt he still had feelings for her, but after being apart so long, it was the friendship that came forth first and vehemently. 
 
    “Erik,” Kris said, breaking away from Kari.  He and Erik shook hands and then shared a tight embrace.  “I see the Order still hasn’t managed to get you killed yet.” 
 
    “Even after a Devilhunter’s worth of attempts,” Erijinkor returned, though he spared the two Council members a semi-apologetic glance.  They laughed off his words. 
 
    “Welcome home, Warlord,” Master Perez said.  “It is an honor to have you in our city.” 
 
    Kris bowed his head gratefully to the human’s words, and though he glanced curiously at Seanada, soon his attention was fixed solely on Typhonix.  “What the hell happened to you?” he asked.  “Are these your kids?” 
 
    “Ha!  As if,” Ty grunted, and he handed Uldriana to Kari.  Little Gray was busy staring up at Kris with wide-eyed shock.  Standing next to Erijinkor, the boy looked convinced that Kris was another of his uncles that he’d just never met before.  Ty rubbed Little Gray’s hair playfully and said, “I lost a fight to Taesenus.” 
 
    “During the War?” 
 
    “No, just last year.” 
 
    Kris turned his head slightly to the side.  “You mean Taesenus isn’t dead?”  Nobody bothered to answer.  The silence said it well enough. 
 
    All of a sudden, Kris turned back to Kari and beheld her with Uldriana in her arms.  “These are your kids?” he asked, to which she nodded and smiled.  “Who’s the lucky man?” 
 
    Kari swallowed but tried not to cry.  “Grakin.” 
 
    “Sheesh, I really have been gone too long,” he laughed.  “Where’s he at, then?” 
 
    Silence fell again, and Kari sighed.  “Grakin died earlier this year.” 
 
    The Warlord’s breath caught.  “Oh, Kari,” he said, touching her jaw tenderly.  He turned toward Kyrie then and took her in an embrace.  “I’m so sorry, Kyrie.  I’ve been so out of touch over on Dannumore.  When they told me it’d been four years, I could hardly believe I’d been over there that long.  It feels like the Apocalypse ended just months ago.” 
 
    “What brings you home?” Erik asked.  “You know, not that we’re not glad to see you.” 
 
    “War’s over,” Kris answered.  “Well, for the time being.  I managed to broker a peace deal, but with the bah’qitur, God knows how long it’ll last.  At this point, I think they’re just too fixated on who’s right, and not interested in a compromise.  But I just recently received the news that I have a baby sister, so I came straight home to see her.” 
 
    “A baby sister?” Ty piped up over everyone’s happy chatter.  “Isn’t your mother in her seventies or thereabouts?” 
 
    “Yes, well, being mated to the god of death has its advantages.”  The Warlord laughed, and continued to exchange handshakes and hugs with all those present.  He kept Kyrie close by his side, and though others may have questioned that, Kari understood their relationship.  At least she thought she did.  Kris was the son of Kaelariel, the god of freedom and death, and Kyrie was his father’s High Priestess.  Though they looked like they’d make a stunning pair, Kari thought they seemed more like brother and sister, and with the way Kaelariel’s priesthood operated, she guessed that was probably the case. 
 
    “I will go inform His Grace that the bah’qitur came simply to deliver you home,” General Crowley said with another salute.  “Will you be in the city long, Warlord?” 
 
    “Just until I can get transport back home,” Kris answered.  “So I’ll be in the city until I find a ship headed to the Strekan Province, or at least as far as Latalex.” 
 
    “You can stay with us,” Kari offered and, not surprisingly, Kris agreed without delay.  She turned to the Council members.  “Masters, would you mind cancelling my classes for today?  We have a lot to catch up on with Kris, and not a lot of time.” 
 
    “Of course,” Master Perez said. 
 
    The crowd began to disperse, though there were still a good number of citizens calling and cheering at Kris from the end of the pier.  Fellow veterans of the Apocalypse, more than likely, glad to see one of the War’s biggest heroes returned home safely.  As one of the most successful generals of the entire War and the son of Kaelariel himself, Kris drew a lot of attention anywhere his name was mentioned, whether he was there or not.  To have him actually in DarkWind was going to be a big deal to the people, especially the veterans.  What made all of it extra special was that Kris made sure to wave to or shake hands with virtually all of them. 
 
    They started back toward Kari’s home.  “You should’ve come back on a less conspicuous ship,” Aeligos commented.  “You had half the city up in arms thinking the bah’qitur might be attacking again.” 
 
    “That’s their flagship,” Kris said, glancing over his shoulder at the retreating form of the massive sailing vessel.  “The Hand of Iel’Shah.  Suffice to say getting brought home on that ship was about the highest honor the Emperor could bestow on me.  So, Kari, are you going to tell me why you have a syrinthian following you around?” 
 
    “I am only half-syrinthian,” Seanada said quietly. 
 
    That drew an interested gaze from Kris, and he took note of the outlines of the woman’s wings beneath her cloak.  Interest turned to suspicion, but then right back to curiosity again. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Kari answered.  “One that honestly makes the timing of your return seem almost…divinely inspired.” 
 
    “Oh, this should be interesting,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So you’re heading back to Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    Kari stopped washing the dishes and turned to lean against the counter.  Seanada had the children outside, and despite the interest Kris’ presence drew, they were able to escape to Kari’s estate house and have a quiet, more intimate meeting.  There was something so intriguing about the sight of Kris with Kyrie leaning up against him while her husband, Corbanis, sat off to the side.  Corbanis and the Warlord had warmly greeted each other, and Corbanis didn’t show any signs of jealousy, but it still struck Kari as a little awkward. 
 
    The demonhunter turned and looked out the windows into the yard, where Seanada was keeping watch over the children.  The Warlord wasn’t sure what to make of all the changes that had taken place during his absence, and his reaction to Seanada after being filled in made that clear.  Kari could only imagine what his reaction to meeting Liria and Se’sasha for the first time would be like; would he accept the syrinthians as allies, possibly even friends, as easily as Kari had?  Or would he be standoffish, wary of his father’s world coming under attack from within? 
 
    “For the summer session of the Anthraxis Council,” Kari confirmed, drying her hands before she moved to sit by the fire with everyone else.  After the stories had been shared, Erik returned to work and Ty went to meet with the estate’s workers.  In the quiet of the house, with only Kari, her mother- and father-in-law, and Kris present, she felt the absence of her husband ever more keenly.  There was still a trace of him in the house, in the remembrance of their wedding, the reception, their first night making love as husband and wife, and the birth of their daughter.  He was a part of the house, and within its confines, Kari felt warm and secure, as much as she missed him. 
 
    “Any idea what King Morduri’s going to want from you?” 
 
    “Not really, aside from his assurance that it wouldn’t be anything that goes against my nature,” Kari answered.  “But he wanted to wait until I became Avatar of Vengeance, so I can’t help but think it’s going to be something I refuse to do, whether he thinks so or not.  So he may be in for a surprise if he does ask me to do something against my nature, because I’ll hold him to his promise and tell him he’s forfeited his payment.” 
 
    “Be careful angering any more kings,” Kyrie commented quietly. 
 
    “Any more kings?  Who else is angry with you besides Sekassus?” Kris asked. 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “Probably easiest to assume they all are, on some level.  Especially after my meeting with Koursturaux; all of them probably see me as a threat now.  How long will you be back home in Streka?” 
 
    Kris looked at the door of the house, and Kari followed his gaze, half-expecting there to be a knock, but none came.  She wondered what had gotten his attention, but then he turned back to meet her ebon stare.  “That depends.  I know the priests of Tigron did everything they could for Ty, but…”  Kyrie sat up straight and beheld him curiously, and Corbanis leaned forward in his seat as well.  “The doctors back in Streka may be able to help where the priests couldn’t.  The surgeons there are healers of a different sort, and they may have the knowledge to fix what the priests couldn’t.  I can’t make any guarantees, but I’d like to take Ty with me and see if we can get his back healed.” 
 
    “Isn’t that illegal?” Kyrie asked.  “They usually don’t let anyone from outside of the Strekan Province pass into it, for any reason.” 
 
    “True.  But, again, being the Prince and the son of a deity has certain advantages.  They won’t argue with me if I bring a close friend there to get help.  Ty may have some wild stories to tell you about what it’s like there, but I think they’ll be able to fix him up.” 
 
    “Would I be able to go with him?” 
 
    Kris shook his head.  “Kyrie, I know I’ve only met Ty a couple of times when he was a lot younger, but if I know him, he’s not going to want anyone else there.  Even if they get his legs working again, you’ve seen how atrophied they are.  It’s going to take him months to be able to walk again, and his pride is not going to want anyone to see him that weak.  I know you want to be there for your son – you both do – but I’m going to advise you up front that it’s best if you don’t go.” 
 
    “He does have a point,” Corbanis said calmly to his wife. 
 
    Kari nodded in agreement.  “So you’ll be gone a few months, then?” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t be staying with him either.  I figure I’ll take him there, get him settled, and then spend some time with the family and my new sister.  But if you need me for something, I think I have some time before the next war begins.”  The Warlord cracked a sarcastic smile. 
 
    Kari started to respond, but a flash of red hair caught her attention from the yard.  Out the back windows, she could see Amastri, the half-elven daughter of King Koursturaux, speaking with Seanada.  “Do you know Amastri?” Kari asked absently, still staring out at the half-elf. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “A servant of King Koursturaux,” Kari said, keeping the woman’s lineage a secret.  She hadn’t told anyone else about Amastri’s relationship with King Koursturaux.  While it seemed like good cause to get rid of her, Kari had to weigh the pros against the cons, and for the time being, that knowledge let Kari keep Amastri – and her mother, to some extent – in line.  “If she’s here, that means there’s trouble.” 
 
    Kris got up to follow Kari outside, and Kyrie and Corbanis joined them. 
 
    Amastri was a strikingly beautiful woman, with pale skin and green, cat-like eyes.  Her hair was long and blood red, tied in a high tail that hung halfway down her back.  She had the pointed ears and slanted brow that spoke of her part-elven heritage, and as usual she was dressed impeccably in a stunning red dress with black highlighting patterns.  It was unusual to see her outside of the Silver Chalice inn, and Kari knew that when the woman came to deliver news in person, it was usually of extreme importance. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Vanador, it is good to see you,” she greeted Kari.  Her greetings were warmer now, likely because Kari knew of her heritage, they’d worked together on many things in recent years, and the woman treaded more lightly around Kari since Grakin’s death.  They weren’t friends – and likely never would be – but they had mutual respect, at the least. 
 
    “Likewise,” Kari returned politely.  She picked up Uldriana before getting to the matter at hand.  “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Dire news, I fear.  King Sekassus recently killed another vulkinastra,” she said, referring to an albino mallasti.  Kari reflexively bared her teeth in a snarl, and nobody missed the reaction – not even her children.  Little Gray came to hug Kari’s leg, and Amastri continued, “Tensions are high in Sorelizar according to Her Majesty’s spies, and it would seem this latest murder of a vulkinastra has pushed the mallasti people nearly over the breaking point.  There are rumors of uprisings in the south and east of Sorelizar, which is why I first wanted to share this news with Seanada.” 
 
    Kari finally looked at the half-syrinthian.  Seanada rarely showed much in the way of emotion, but the news clearly perturbed her.  Kari recalled that Seanada was raised by mallasti, and if she remembered right, Seanada’s family lived in the southeast of the realm of Sorelizar.  Seanada had to be cursing her pledge to watch over Kari, which would keep her tethered here on Citaria while her family was in danger.  And Kari understood the half-syrinthian well enough to know that Seanada would never say anything. 
 
    “Go,” Kari said, and the half-syrinthian’s golden, slit-pupiled eyes came up, uncertainty in them.  “I release you from my service.  If the Wraith has a problem with that, tell him to come see me.  You go see to your family.  If all turns out well, you can meet me again in Anthraxis when I go to see King Morduri, if you want to return to my side.  But don’t feel like you’re stuck here, Seanada.  Go see to your family.” 
 
    “I cannot abandon you and your children,” Seanada protested. 
 
    “Seanada, look around.  I have the might of my entire Order if I need it.  My family is well-protected.  I’ve enjoyed getting to know you over the last several months, but you’re here more because the Wraith and I want you here, not because I need you here.  Go protect your family, make sure they’re safe.  When I come to Anthraxis, we’ll figure things out from there.  You do have a way home, I assume?” 
 
    “I do, Lady Vanador, though I still cannot speak of it with you.” 
 
    Kari turned and stared at Amastri, and the half-elf looked nervous, which was a rare thing for her.  “What?” she asked defensively. 
 
    “Nothing,” Kari answered.  “What else can you tell us about the uprisings?” 
 
    “It is mostly civil unrest at this point, not actual fighting.  But if the mallasti rebel against King Sekassus, you can rest assured he will crush them without mercy.” 
 
    “Could the mallasti stand up to Sekassus if they had proper leadership?” Kris asked. 
 
    Amastri considered him for a minute.  Kris was someone new to her, but despite the figure he cut standing beside Kari, the half-elf looked unimpressed.  “King Sekassus could crush them easily; it is best if a voice of reason convinces them not to provoke his wrath.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” the Warlord returned.  Amastri started to reply, but Kris cut her off.  “Keep Kari apprised, and Kari – you keep me apprised.  I have to go back to Streka and see to my family, but if there’s going to be a war, you know I won’t stay far from it.” 
 
    Kari couldn’t help but chuckle, even in the face of such dire news.  “No, I don’t expect you will.  But you’ve never been to Mehr’Durillia, have you?  Then you’d have to go with me so I could guide you.  Well, as much as I’m able to, anyway.”  She turned to Seanada.  “Why are you still here?  Get going.” 
 
    There were some chuckles, but Seanada’s was absent.  She bowed her head respectfully to Kari.  “I will return when I can, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “Good grief, would you just call me Kari already?  Farewell, Seanada, I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    The half-syrinthian walked off to the north, deeper into the vineyards, likely so no one would see how she made her egress.  There wasn’t a lot of mystery to it, but Kari let the woman keep some of her secrets.  She turned her attention back to Amastri.  “Any other news?” 
 
    “The last sighting of our mutual friend, Taesenus, was in Vistarra.  He is very difficult to keep track of, though, so whether he remains there is unknown,” the half-elf answered.  She was speaking of the son of the Devil Queen, long thought dead but now becoming an increasingly painful thorn in the Order’s side.  He was the one who’d crippled Typhonix, and he had a high price on his head, even from some of the demon kings.  “As to other matters, I have heard little of consequence, though Her Majesty looks forward to seeing you again at the summer Council session.” 
 
    “Seeing me?  So she expects me to meet with her again?” 
 
    “It may be that King Morduri’s invitation to you has attracted Her Majesty’s attention, and she may have input on whatever it is he wishes from you.  If she has a personal offer for you, she did not say as much to me.” 
 
    “Now I wish I was going,” Kris said, drawing everyone’s attention.  “Haven’t seen the old girl in years.  I think she owes me a few games of chess.” 
 
    “The old girl?” Amastri repeated, somewhere between shock and anger. 
 
    “Ask her about me some time,” the Warlord replied with an exaggerated wink. 
 
    Amastri looked flustered, and it was all Kari could do to not laugh outright.  Admittedly, Amastri wasn’t the only one perturbed by what Kris seemed to be suggesting, but in the context of it ruffling Amastri’s feathers, Kari found it funnier than annoying.  Kris was handsome and a smooth talker, but Kari imagined that was exactly the type of man that would aggravate King Koursturaux, not attract her.  If she liked him enough to possibly be intimate with him, then his status as Kaelariel’s son had to have a lot to do with it. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Kari managed without snickering.  “Tell Her Majesty I look forward to seeing her again as well.” 
 
    The half-elf departed in a lot less of a good mood than she usually did.  Kris’ comment had a clear effect on that, and Kari wondered at the wisdom of provoking King Koursturaux, even indirectly.  She didn’t understand Kris’ relationship with the demon king, but then she didn’t really know much about Kris’ relationships in general.  She just hoped he would stay on Askies Island for a while, and perhaps she and Erik could propose joining the Silver Blades to the Warlord.  Having another member, particularly one who had the equivalent of Aeligos’ tactics and Kari’s sword-fighting prowess – not to mention a bona fide royal title and military rank – would be quite a boon. 
 
    “I still do not trust that woman,” Kyrie said quietly once Amastri was safely away. 
 
    “With good reason,” Kris agreed. 
 
    “Mama, is Seanada coming back?” Little Gray interrupted. 
 
    “Not for a while, sweetie, but she’ll be back,” Kari told him confidently.  If there was one person she knew could take care of themselves in almost any situation, it was the half-syrinthian assassin.  She shifted Uldriana over to her other arm, and gestured back inside with her head.  “So, are you seriously considering getting involved in a civil war on Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    Kris waved a hand dismissively.  “Probably not, but I enjoy messing with people like Amastri.  Let the damned demon kings worry about what we’re going to do for a change.  I can’t see going there and getting into a war to help the mallasti, but then I guess a lot’s changed since the end of the Apocalypse.  I’ll talk to my father about it when I get home, see what he thinks.  You know if I go to Mehr’Durillia, that could cause a war in itself.  Got to make sure I have the pantheon’s okay before I go aggravate the demon kings on their home world.” 
 
    “You know we’d be better off starting a war there than waiting for one to come here.”  
 
    “That depends if we simply get our vanguard killed there, and leave Citaria defenseless,” Corbanis countered. 
 
    “Exactly,” Kris agreed with a nod.  “If we’re going to start a war there, we have to make sure we’re going to finish it there.  And that means we have to find out two things: which demon kings we might be able to sway to help us, at least superficially, and which ones we can turn on their fellows so they do most of the work for us.  Again, I’ll talk to my father about it when I see him.  And maybe we can get Celigus’ input on it, if he’s not being his usual grouchy self.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Kari asked Corbanis. 
 
    He bowed his head to her gratefully.  He was under her command, so being asked for his advice made him feel like an important part of the Order again.  After so many years stationed in Latalex on a useless assignment, it had to feel good to be on active duty, as it were.  “The Warlord is right.  If this is something we want to seriously consider, we must put all of our ducks in a row, as they say.  The Order won’t be strong enough to sustain the campaign itself; we can be the vanguard, but armies will need to be raised from all corners of the globe.  And then–” 
 
    “That won’t work,” Kari interrupted.  “Anyone traveling to Mehr’Durillia gets funneled right into Anthraxis, remember?  Unless we’re planning to conquer the city and the Overking first, it’ll have to be something much more subtle.  A slow trickle to start, and if we can get some aid from one or more of the disgruntled demon kings like Kris said, then maybe we can create a diversion big enough to drop an army in the Overking’s lap.” 
 
    Her father-in-law bobbed his head.  “Right.  So as you see, it’s very complicated.  But it won’t hurt to get the wheels turning now.  Worse comes to worst, people like Amastri hear of it, and the demon kings have to spend too much time preparing to defend themselves to bother us.” 
 
    “Just don’t let all this talk get further than us for now,” Kris suggested.  “We’ll have a better idea of what’s going on when Kari gets home from Mehr’Durillia, and maybe whatever Seanada can tell us when she comes back will expose a weakness.” 
 
    Kari sighed lightly.  “I’m going to sit with Grakin for a while.  Mom, would you please take the children and get them ready for supper?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kyrie agreed, taking Uldriana.  Little Gray and Corbanis followed her into the house, leaving Kari and the Warlord alone. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Kris asked. 
 
    Kari looked at him, a mix of emotions playing through her heart and mind at his request.  She considered her departed husband’s final letter to her and smiled.  “I think Grakin would like that,” she answered. 
 
    They sat quietly under the tree for a time.  Kris didn’t say much, looking around at the scenery and keeping his thoughts private.  He was there to lend Kari a physical presence, and she was glad for it.  She thought of the years they’d fought side by side, but it wasn’t the fighting that ever dominated her memories.  It was the songs, the camaraderie, the way he commanded his brigade and yet never put himself above them.  She remembered the times Kris and her friend and subordinate, Captain Lawrence Machall, had played guitar and led much of the brigade in song, echoing through the trees and mountain valleys. 
 
    “Remember that song you used to sing about the dawn, and praising the gods into eternity?” she asked.  She was a bit off-target; Kris didn’t worship his father or any of the pantheon.  He was Christian, same as Captain Machall, and yet even after eight years, Kari still knew little about their faith.  But she had never been one to express her love and devotion to Zalkar or Sakkrass in song aside from the times she was among the czarikk, so now, looking back, she found their dedications to be nothing short of inspiring. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    She didn’t need to explain any further.  He stood and took her hand in his.  He cleared his throat and took a deep breath, and began to sing in that wonderful, even-toned voice that tugged at her heartstrings.  A part of her felt a little guilty thinking that way when they were here to memorialize her husband, but she knew he’d understand.  Somehow, listening to Kris sing, she found a harmonious blending of all her thoughts and feelings: remembering Grakin, spending this time with Kris, and praising the gods in all of it. 
 
    She joined him for the last verse, the only part of it she could really remember, and the song let her release some of the emotions she had bottled up over the prior six months.  When they finished, Kris hugged Kari tight, and she remembered what it was like to be in Grakin’s embrace.  This was new, and different, but no less pleasant – and it was what her husband had encouraged her to pursue, if her heart was in it. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter II – Farewells 
 
      
 
    Kari woke hours before dawn.  The children were still fast asleep, so she put on a robe and made her way downstairs to make something to eat.  She was surprised when she reached the base of the stairs to find Kris asleep in one of the chairs before the fireplace.  A half-empty glass and a bottle of whiskey sat on the end table beside him, casting odd shadows from the remains of the fire.  A flash from her past ran through Kari’s mind, and she remembered the many times she had drunk to try to get some sleep, no matter how meaningful. 
 
    Kris looked exhausted, and Kari wondered how she hadn’t noticed it when he arrived.  She didn’t even know how many years he’d been at war now; she was fairly certain he had been on Dannumore before the Apocalypse.  Between the eight-year War and the four years since, that was already a dozen consecutive years of fighting, not counting however long he had been at it before the Apocalypse came.  Had he been fighting nearly all of his life? 
 
    He started awake, and sat forward in his seat with a sigh.  He noticed Kari after a moment and smiled, but it didn’t hide the pain.  Did he know anything else besides war?  Did the prospect of a war on Mehr’Durillia interest him because he didn’t know how to sit still and try to enjoy life?  Again, she had missed any signs of such the day before, even when sitting quietly beside him at Grakin’s tree. 
 
    Kari basked in that moment briefly, remembering his comforting touch while they sat in silent vigil at her husband’s grave.  Any concerns she had that he would be too forward or try to wedge himself into her life too soon had been thoroughly dashed.  Kris empathized with her, and though he didn’t know the entire Tesconis family that well aside from Kyrie and Erik, he acted like he, too, had lost a brother.  It was that camaraderie that bound the members of Kaelariel’s priesthood together: Kris’ father saw his servants as brothers and sisters, and Kris obviously had the same viewpoint. 
 
    He rose to his feet and approached her in front of the fireplace, his paluric armor shed for sleeping so he stood before her in nothing but undergarments, showing off his broad, muscular chest framed at the edges by the red stripes across his back and sides.  “Trouble sleeping?” he asked. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “I’m usually up with the dawn.  Old habits and all that.  Figured I’d see if I can have breakfast before the kids get up.” 
 
    He ran his finger down her jaw, and then poked the end of her snout.  It left Kari a little confused, all at once a friendly, playful gesture, yet suggestive of an invitation at the same time.  She couldn’t deny that seeing him again had reawakened the feelings she had for him during the War, but her emotions were still raw.  Grakin had died only months before, and she wasn’t ready to think about a relationship.  She realized she might be overthinking things, and that nothing said she couldn’t take him to her bed for just one night if she wanted to, but Kari was sure she would regret that for the rest of her life.  If she went down that road with him, she didn’t want it to be a one-night, meaningless affair. 
 
    “Hungry?” she finally managed. 
 
    “Not really, but something to cover up the whiskey burps sounds good,” he answered, and Kari laughed.  “How long ago did you become Avatar of Vengeance?” 
 
    She led him toward the kitchen.  “Just before Grakin died,” she said, her humor drying up quickly at having to utter those words.  It still stung to think she had walked away from him just days before he passed.  No one held Kari at fault for it, but that didn’t assuage the way she felt.  If she’d known he was so close to dying, Kari would have stayed beside him, even though it would’ve done nothing to stave off death.  She wanted to be beside him when he closed his eyes for the last time, and now every time the memory came to the fore, she thought of what Trigonh and Carly must have felt when Kari died so long ago. 
 
    Kari started placing things on the counter to make some breakfast, but Kris came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.  She folded her wings and hung them from her shoulders so he could press closer to her.  There was still that confusion of feelings, leaving her unsure whether Kris was simply trying to comfort her, or seduce her at the same time.  What was more confusing was that she didn’t know which she wanted to be true.  Where was that harmonious blending of her feelings from yesterday? 
 
    “You know he was a good man,” Kris whispered in her ear.  “Spent his life healing other people, serving instead of taking.  There’s reward in that; you know this.” 
 
    Kari was pointedly reminded of her final words to her brys friend, Makauric, when he lay dying on Kaelariel’s altar on Tsalbrin years before.  She had made that same promise to him: that there was reward in sacrificing his life for others.  Grakin had shortened a life already cut far too short by a terminal disease so that he could continue to heal and comfort others.  What years he had were multiplied in effect, because he had done so much for so many with so little thought for himself.  Part of Kari wished he hadn’t, so that he might have had more time with her and their children, but she was still proud of him, and proud to have called him husband. 
 
    Kris laid his head on her shoulder, and Kari sighed in relief.  Held softly in his embrace, she felt none of the tension that had built up between them during the War, when he was more forward about his feelings.  He’d matured these last few years, and perhaps the fact that Kari was now a widow tempered his desire, but whatever the case, she felt safe now in his arms instead of distressed.  That nagging feeling that she might betray Grakin – even after what he’d said in his goodbye letter to her – was nearly silent. 
 
    The thought of Grakin’s final letter made her wonder if she worried for nothing.  Was she reading too much into their wedding vows?  She had sworn herself to him forever, but the intent behind the bond was something she’d never paid much attention to.  Was she free to pursue other loves now that Grakin had died?  What would that mean when she finally passed on, possibly with multiple husbands?  That thought threatened to give her a quick headache, so she pushed it aside.  Grakin was the priest, the truly spiritual one, and he had said in no uncertain terms that he wanted her to find love again. 
 
    That left only one issue: Kari wasn’t sure if Kris was ready to be a father to her children.  Just how much had he matured over the last few years?  He may have been close to fifty years old, but that was still young by serilian-rir standards – not to mention demigod standards, if his being Kaelariel’s son meant that much.  Was he ready to settle down, at least enough so to stay by her side and help her raise children, whether they had more together or not? 
 
    The thought of having children with Kris left a strange but familiar tingle in her gut, but brought a pang of worry to her.  What would the family think if Kari began a relationship with Kris, either now or some time down the road?  She hadn’t shared Grakin’s letter with anyone, so only Seanada knew of its existence.  Would the family understand?  Would they care?  Might they even be supportive of the idea? 
 
    Kris stepped around beside her and smiled sidelong.  He started helping her prepare some dried cereal and crackers for the children when they woke, letting Kari concentrate on the eggs and meats.  Before she got her hands dirty, Kari turned to him and let her robe drop to the crooks of her elbows.  It was far from the first time Kris had seen her naked, but it still served to get his attention right quick.  She wondered if he would notice the changes in her breasts or the slight traces of stretch marks on her belly. 
 
    He turned and took a minute to stare at her up and down, taking in every inch of her nakedness, back to perfectly trim fighting form even after two pregnancies.  He started to say something, but then stopped and titled his head to the side, considering her. 
 
    “I don’t know if this still interests you,” she said, and his mouth twisted into a half-smile in such a way as to answer her question.  “I still am, but it’s going to take time, Kris.  And if you want to have a relationship with me, you have to know the children will be part of it.” 
 
    “Of course.”  He sighed and turned back to what he was doing.  “You have to know, it may take time for me as well.  I’m not the man you knew during the War, Kari.  Not completely, anyway.  I’ve found that all this fighting has been taking its toll, and yet I’m not sure if I can ever stop.  The Apocalypse was brutal, but…compared to the fighting on Dannumore, it was pretty tame.  It’s been a long few decades for me.” 
 
    Kari shrugged her robe back up into place.  “Hence the whiskey bottle…?” she asked, trying not to sound accusatory. 
 
    Kris shrugged.  “I find myself waiting for scouting reports and news when it gets too quiet.  Like I’m waiting for some disaster to happen, some offensive that I have to scramble to defend against.  I think it’s the same thing that’s wrong with the bah’qitur people in general: they’ve been fighting so long, they don’t remember what to do during times of peace.  If you’re interested in a relationship, I want to make sure I’m at a place where I can be still, be with you and your children, and not be looking forward to a war because I can’t sit still.” 
 
    Kari began breaking the eggs into a bowl to mix.  “Well, for what it’s worth, I don’t think we’re going to have much in the way of peace in the near future.  Everything we spoke about last night – war is definitely coming.  There’s no avoiding it at this point.  I told you about the Temple and about Emma; the Overking is speeding up his plans, and like I said yesterday, it’s going to come down to whether we fight him here or on Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    Kris turned back to her.  “Wherever it happens, you know I’ll be there…at your side.” 
 
    Kari had to smile at that.  She got a fire going in the stove, and turned to Kris while she waited for the cast-iron pan to heat up a bit.  “Just make sure you understand where I’m coming from, Kris.  I’m almost forty years old, and I’m not going to live forever or damn close to it like a serilian-rir would.  I’ve got children and other family to think about now, and the fact that my husband died is never going to be far from my mind.  Not for some time, anyway.” 
 
    He approached and stood before her, running his finger down her jawline again.  “Kari, I completely understand.  I figured I missed my chance with you, so if you feel ready to be with someone again, now or in the near future, then I can be patient.  Like I said, I have to go home and take care of some things.  You concentrate on getting home safely from Mehr’Durillia again, and when we’re both back in DarkWind, we’ll see where things go from there.”  Kari smiled again.  “And for what it’s worth, you don’t look a day over twenty-five.” 
 
    That comment caught her by surprise.  She got it from so many people, but attributed it to the great shape she kept her body in, even after two pregnancies.  She may not have looked forty years old, but her body reminded her it was true every so often.  She felt no serious decline that might lead her to retire from active hunting – especially since becoming Avatar – but she knew it would happen faster and faster as she grew older.  And then the thought of growing older made her wonder if Kris really wanted to get involved with her and go through the same thing she just did with Grakin: watching your spouse die. 
 
    “You sure you’re interested in an old woman with a short lifespan?” 
 
    Kris turned back to her as he walked toward the butcher block.  “Remember what I said about my mother?  For all I know, the same may hold true for you.  I don’t know how much of my father’s power I have in me.  We’ve never talked about it, and I’ve never really looked into it myself.  And then…I have other suspicions.” 
 
    “Suspicions?  Like what?” 
 
    Kris put a bowl of cereal and crackers along with a covered cup of milk on the table for Little Gray when he woke up.  “Well, you were resurrected by Trigonh.  Contrary to what he might say, love had a lot to do with that, right?  Consider how long he’s likely to live.  I wouldn’t be surprised if you were…altered in some way, so maybe you’d live as long as he would.” 
 
    Kari’s brows went up to their limits at that.  “I never would’ve thought of that,” she said, but she squared her jaw, having to agree with the logic, whether it was true or not.  It would explain people’s reactions to her, but not the way her body felt.  She sighed.  “But that just means that Grakin…” 
 
    Kris came over when she trailed off, and took her face in his hands.  “Had probably the best years of his life with you, not to mention two beautiful children.  Look, Kari, there’s no easy way to say this, so I hope this comes out right.  I’m not, and never will try to replace Grakin.  If we end up getting married, I don’t mind sharing your heart with him.  All I ask is that you don’t make me compete with him, or compare me to him, for better or for worse.” 
 
    She figured out what he meant after a few moments, and laid her head on his shoulder as he embraced her.  They split apart at the sound of a door opening, and soon Typhonix wheeled into the kitchen. 
 
    The blonde took the two of them in for a moment, but didn’t make any wise-cracks for a change.  “You two need help with anything?” he asked. 
 
    “No, though I have a question for you,” Kris returned.  “What do you think of coming to Streka with me to see if the surgeons there can fix your spine and give you back your legs?” 
 
    Ty gave him a dark look.  “If that’s supposed to be a joke, it’s not funny.” 
 
    Kris straightened up a bit.  “No joke,” he said tentatively.  “They have different ways of healing up there, Ty.  I can’t guarantee they can help, but from things I remember when I lived in Streka all the time…I think they can.” 
 
    “Well, Kari needs someone to run the estate…” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Ty.  Someone else can do it, or I can learn to do it myself,” Kari said.  “If there’s even a chance they can help you, go.  Don’t think you owe me anything.” 
 
    “When are you leaving?” he asked Kris. 
 
    “Probably today,” the Warlord said.  “It won’t be fun riding on a ship for a couple of weeks, but I think it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “I can believe that,” Ty muttered.  “I’ll get my things together, but damn…how will I explain this to Mom without her wanting to come along?” 
 
    Kari both had to hide a smile and chuckle, and imagined the same was true for Kris.  “I told her about it yesterday,” the Warlord said.  “You might want to write a letter to the rest of your family and friends that won’t see you before you go, but otherwise, just get your things together.  After breakfast, I’m going to see if any royal ships are in port that’ll take me home.” 
 
    “Damn royals, always throwing your authority around,” the blonde teased. 
 
    Kris leaned back against the butcher block.  “Well, you could always try to get into the Strekan Province on your own merits.  You know, after wheeling yourself all the way to the border.” 
 
    “Yeah…I’ll go write that letter,” Ty said, rolling back toward his room. 
 
    A squawk and a call of Mama from upstairs got Kari’s attention, and without a word, Kris moved to tend to the cooking while she went to get the children. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kris left later that afternoon with Typhonix, headed north around the eastern cape to the Strekan Province of the northwest.  Kari prayed that their journey would be safe, and that the surgeons of Kris’ home city could indeed do something for Ty.  The entire family was jubilant at seeing Ty go, and as much as they joked about it being to get rid of his smart mouth, they were all hopeful that he might be healed.  Despite the new additions, the Silver Blades felt incomplete without Kari’s blonde brother-in-law amongst them. 
 
    Kari felt strange around her family after the encounter with Kris that morning.  She felt guilty about what she’d done, despite the fact that it had served as exactly the ice-breaker she’d intended.  Her feelings for Kris were hard to put into words, and he had always been a man of few words where love was concerned.  She was satisfied that nothing had actually happened between them, but both had made their intentions known, whether they would share that with Kari’s family in the interim or not.  For now, she was happy to keep that to herself.  If Kris didn’t come back to DarkWind before she went to Mehr’Durillia, they would likely have several months apart to tell if their feelings truly would blossom, and it wouldn’t come so soon on the heels of Grakin’s death. 
 
    She could always share Grakin’s letter with the family, she knew.  But it was personal to her, his deepest feelings given written form.  She wanted to keep them to herself as much as if she had been by his side and told them in person.  Kari didn’t know if he had penned any similar letters to his mother and family; if so, no one had shared them with Kari.  She was sure he had, and the others felt the same way about their private notices as Kari did. 
 
    Kari finished showering in the bathhouse of the Order’s campus.  Liria finished just after her, and the syrinthian woman looked at Kari over the divider between their stalls.  Not even a year ago, Liria had been discovered posing as a cadet, a spy planted amongst the Order by King Sekassus the Calculating.  Since then, however, the snake-woman had defected to the service of the syrinthian High Priestess, Se’sasha, and Kari subsequently reinstated the young woman as a cadet.  Now, Liria was approaching graduation, and under Kari’s tutelage, she was becoming a terror with dual blades. 
 
    They exchanged smiles.  Kari had no trust or love for the snake-like syrinthian people just months before, but she was beginning to call the ones that had defected her friends.  They had redeemed themselves in her eyes, whether the Duke and the other leaders of the city – and even the Order – felt so or not.  Se’sasha was like a sister to Kari, a “daughter” of their mutual “Father” Sakkrass – or Ashakku, as the syrinthians called him.  Through that bond of trust, Kari had learned to extend it to the other syrinthians. 
 
    “I do hope your brother-in-law returns fully healed,” Liria said, drying her hair.  “He was quite the imposing drill sergeant, that’s for certain.” 
 
    Kari had to laugh.  Typhonix was a bull in so many ways, and she knew from the many tales she’d heard that his charges learned fast or else severely hard.  His healing would be a boon to the Order as much as the Silver Blades.  Kari nodded.  “We’re all praying for the best.” 
 
    “We will include him in our prayers to Ashakku, I will see to that.  Who was that other man I saw you with yesterday and this morning?” 
 
    Kari smiled.  “You remember the tales of the Warlord from the Apocalypse?  That was him: Kristofer Jir’tana.  He is Kaelariel’s son, a brigadier general in the royal army, and one of the best men I know.” 
 
    A strange expression crossed Liria’s face, and she looked down slightly.  “Forgive me if it’s inappropriate to ask, but do your people take other mates when your spouse passes on?” 
 
    Am I that transparent? Kari wondered.  That made her question whether her family knew more than she thought, and was just being quiet about it.  “We do,” she answered.  “It’s just…it hasn’t been that long since…” 
 
    “I understand,” Liria said.  “Sorry to ask.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.” 
 
    The syrinthian girl bobbed her head.  “It’s just that a man like that…you’d be best served grabbing him quickly before someone else does.” 
 
    Kari laughed despite her somber mood.  Kris may have been in his fifties, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have hundreds or even thousands of women ready to leap at the chance to be his mate.  Kari seemed to be his first choice, but she kept in mind that she couldn’t use that to dangle him along forever.  “Indeed.  How about you?” 
 
    “Hmmm?  Oh, well, there’s not exactly a lot of choices among my people here, are there?  Most of our men here are a bit older than I; a few were even married before they were sent here.  I feel as though they see me as an outsider because I’ve returned to the service of the Order, so I’m not sure they’ll ever take an interest in me.  You do have some fine-looking humans among your Order, but I’m not certain how that would work out, or if they’d even be interested.” 
 
    “You might be surprised,” Kari said quietly. 
 
    Liria snorted, and the two got dressed.  The syrinthian girl returned to the barracks where her people lived on campus even after being given limited freedom.  Kari made her way toward home, the last rays of sunlight stretching gloriously over the western horizon, sweeping the skies with broad strokes of pink and purple.  Summer was coming fast, which only meant the meeting with King Morduri loomed larger and larger in her mind.  She wasn’t all that fearful of what he would ask of her; the prospect of leaving her children behind yet again was her biggest concern.  How many times would she have to do that, and how much of their lives was she going to miss?  Kari had a good network of friends and family that helped raise her kids, but she didn’t want to be a stranger to her children. 
 
    Kari got lost in thought as she walked.  It was outside the city on the road that led to her estate that she heard her name called within her mind. 
 
    Lady Vanador. 
 
    “Emma,” she returned, recognizing the voice even in her head.  She looked around until she spotted the glowing orange eyes of the mallasti female.  Emma was a slave to the Overking, an odd double-agent that was somehow both a threat and an ally at the same time.  While she was useful in scuttling the plans of other kings, she was still ever about the work of her master.  She was a manipulator and a paragon of subtlety, and on top of that, she was one of the strongest sorceresses Kari had ever seen or heard of. 
 
    The mallasti was dressed in her typical traveling robe, a tattered grey garment that spoke little of her power or importance to the Overking.  Dressed in the ragged clothing, she looked a pauper more than a sorceress, with her well-groomed reddish-brown fur highlighted by a black snout, hands, feet, and ears doing only so much to counter it.  The finishing touch was the collar she wore, a black leather article with metal plates on it that told anyone who looked at her that she was a slave.  It wasn’t quite a dog collar, but it was close enough, and had much the same effect that putting a dog collar on her would have.  Emma looked humble and harmless, just one of the many layers of deception she cloaked herself within. 
 
    “What brings you here?” Kari asked, breaking the growing awkward silence. 
 
    “I am to deliver a message to you.  King Morduri has requested that you move up your meeting with him; he does not wish to wait until the summer session of the Council as previously discussed.  At your earliest convenience, he wishes you to meet him in the village of Moskarre.  It is obvious he wishes you to go now so that only the Overking will be immediately aware of your arrival and presence.  Coming during the Council session would draw too much attention.” 
 
    Kari remained silent for a minute.  That the Overking didn’t already know of this when it was his slave delivering the message confirmed some things, to Kari’s thinking.  She knew that Emma and King Morduri shared a bed during the king’s stays in Anthraxis, but that she would run errands of this importance for him told Kari it their relationship was stronger than that.  They may not be mates in the traditional sense, but they had a deeper connection than Emma simply playing concubine when the king visited her master.  On a hunch, Kari decided to test her own theory.  “Can you take me there?” 
 
    The mallasti’s ears perked up as she cocked her head.  “You would trust this one to transport you to Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    “We’ve already established that your master needs me for something, so I have no reason to believe you’d let anything happen to me.  If you’re willing to take me, then I don’t have to make arrangements with Eliza Chinchala and wait for it to be convenient for her.” 
 
    The mallasti bowed her head.  “This one believes the Master would be well pleased with her attempts to increase her rapport with you.  This one will do as you ask.  When would be a suitable time, Lady Vanador?” 
 
    “I have preparations to make; my brother-in-law who handles my household left just this afternoon, so I have to make arrangements to have someone take care of things while I’m gone.  I’ve got to get my things together, make sure my children will be cared for…there’s a lot to put together on short notice.  But definitely within the next couple of days.  Were you planning to stay in the area?  Or does the Overking have you sniffing for trouble?” 
 
    Emma’s impassive gaze rarely gave any hint what she was thinking, but the last bit got her to smile somewhat.  “This one does not discuss her orders with others, Lady Vanador; you know this well by now.  Perhaps this one can stay with your friend Elias…the fool seems to believe this one is his friend.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” Kari asked, though she knew the answer.  Though she wouldn’t call Eli a fool, Kari did think it was foolish of him to trust one of the Overking’s slaves or consider her a friend.  But Kari had long wanted to see the other side of that relationship. 
 
    “No, though it is not a matter of personal choice.  This one does not have the luxury of calling anyone a friend.  She is tasked with doing the Overking’s will, and if that meant she was to kill Elias – or even you – she would do so, or die trying.  That is the life of a slave; that is the life this one was sold into.  This one has no free will.” 
 
    “And yet you’re running an errand for King Morduri without the Overking knowing.”  Emma didn’t respond, and her impassiveness remained steadfast under Kari’s scrutiny.  After a brief silence, Kari snorted.  “Are you a member of the Ashen Fangs?” 
 
    Emma scoffed.  “Do you suspect this one could operate against the Overking without his knowing?  She has certain liberties, but they are few and quite limited.  If the Overking had even a suspicion that King Morduri worked against him, this one would be denied any contact with the Reluctant Prince, and she would not be here delivering this message.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “You could stay in my home,” she offered.  Emma wasn’t expecting that, and it showed easily on her normally impassive face.  “I have a spare room now that Danilynn and Eli moved out.  You know what they say: keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.  Since I don’t know which you are, I figure I should keep you as close as possible.” 
 
    Emma bowed politely.  “This one accepts your invitation, and promises she will cause no division or harm within your home.” 
 
    “Great, you can come help me pack.”  Kari gestured for Emma to follow along, and the mallasti fell into step one pace behind and to the left of her.  That wasn’t lost on Kari; it was the same way she followed the Overking when she was in his presence.  If the entire slave thing was just some act or further deception, the girl played it to the hilt.  She had never slipped up, not even once, in all the times Kari had met her. 
 
    They arrived at Kari’s house just before the sun had completely set.  Kari kept walking as though nothing were amiss, curious to see what would happen.  As she’d hoped, Emma stopped at the edge of the yard.  There was a ward around the entire home and its immediate yard, one designed to stop any “demons” from approaching the house.  Of course, the definition of demon was a loose one these days, but managed to include serilis-rir, any of the various peoples from Mehr’Durillia, and especially those of a half-demon nature, such as the half-succubi, Seanada and Eliza.  Kari wasn’t sure it would have any effect on Emma with the mallasti girl’s immense power, but the ward held her at bay – or at least, she pretended it did. 
 
    Kari turned back to Emma, and the mallasti girl folded her hands before her and waited patiently.  “You may enter my home, Emmalikas,” the demonhunter said. 
 
    The mallasti bowed her head and fell back into step behind Kari.  The house was busy when they entered, people preparing dinner and chattering excitedly about Typhonix while the children played in the sitting area.  Se’sasha and Eryn were both there, as were Danilynn, Eli, Damansha, and Jol along with their children.  It was crowded, many conversations taking place all at once, but every one of them came to a halt when Emma stepped into the house. 
 
    “Kari, is that…?” Erik prompted. 
 
    “Emma,” Eli blurted.  He started to move forward, but then stopped and hesitated. 
 
    Kyrie had an almost wild look in her eyes, but Kari could understand it.  She had, after all, just invited a slave of the Overking to cross Kyrie’s wards and enter their home.  Kari didn’t miss the subtle slide of Corbanis’ hand toward his hip, where his blade was sheathed, and she was sure Emma wouldn’t have missed it, either.  She gestured for calm, and then stepped to the side so the mallasti girl was in full view of everyone. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Emmalikas,” Kari introduced her, and the mallasti girl gave a humble bow.  There was a gasp from upstairs, and Kari glanced up to see Sonja looking over the balcony to the lower floor.  Her sorcerous sister-in-law came down the stairs in a rush and stood beside Kari, taking in the mallasti with great interest.  “Emma will be staying with us for a few days while I get ready to go to Mehr’Durillia.  King Morduri requested that I come as soon as possible instead of waiting for the summer Council session, so it must be something important.” 
 
    “Kari, why would you bring her here?” Kyrie finally asked, throwing a towel onto the butcher block in obvious annoyance. 
 
    The demonhunter gestured for calm again.  “Emma came to deliver a message, and she’s agreed to take me to see Morduri instead of making me contact Eliza.  We all know her master is up to no good, but for the time being, her orders are to try to keep me alive, so–” 
 
    “Fuzzy Lady!” Little Gray shouted as he ran and threw his arms around one of Emma’s legs.  The mallasti made no effort to hide her surprise, and neither did the rest of those gathered. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Emma,” Danilynn said, approaching with her daughter held tightly to her chest. 
 
    Emma looked at Kari, then around at the house and all those gathered, and she bowed her hyena-like head graciously.  “You honor this one with your words, and she is grateful.  Know that she is pleased to see you again in less troubled times, Lady Stahlorr, and with child, no less.” 
 
    “We’ll see if we have enough chairs and you can join us for dinner,” Kari said. 
 
    Kyrie sighed loudly and went back into the kitchen, and her husband followed after her.  Emma’s eyes scanned the many faces before her, and she absently stroked Little Gray’s head while the boy held onto her leg.  Her eyes lingered on Aeligos for a minute, the touch of a smile playing across her countenance, and then she settled her gaze on Eryn.  The half-brys woman engaged the mallasti in quite the staring contest. 
 
    “You were the infiltrator,” Emma offered at length, and Eryn nodded.  “This one was most impressed with your skillset.” 
 
    That opened up many questions about Emma’s involvement in the incident on Tsalbrin years before, but at the same time, Kari knew she’d get no answers.  As it turned out, she didn’t get the chance anyway. 
 
    “I don’t care, I want her out of this house!” came Kyrie’s strained voice from the kitchen, ending all conversation in the sitting area. 
 
    Emma shambled toward Kyrie, and the priestess straightened up before her.  They were about the same height, their eyes equally intense as their gazes clashed.  “Priestess, this one understands your trepidation and anger.  But she has made a promise to Lady Vanador that she will cause no issues while she is a guest of this household.  Indeed, as is custom among her own people, this one will defend this household and all within it while she is a guest here.  When this one has taken her leave, you may revoke her welcome, and she will relinquish her rights to visit here willingly.  This one gives her word on that.” 
 
    Kyrie held the carving knife up and pointed it at Emma’s face.  “Be thankful this isn’t my house, or you’d be picking yourself up from the dirt outside,” was all she offered in response before she returned to preparing dinner. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Kari said as she approached Emma. 
 
    “The slave does not eat with the master or their guests,” the mallasti girl returned. 
 
    “That’s fine.  But you’re not a slave here.  Sit and eat with us.” 
 
    Emma beheld Kari with those orange eyes, and she closed them and bowed her head slowly, deliberately.  Something passed between Eli and Danilynn, but they said nothing when they came to the table. 
 
    Little Gray jumped into Emma’s lap as soon as the mallasti was seated.  “I’m sitting with Fuzzy Lady!” he yelled excitedly. 
 
    “Little Gray, her name is Emma.  Can you say Emma?” Kari corrected. 
 
    “Fuzzy Lady!” he insisted.  The sound of Emma chuckling brought everyone’s attention back to her, but no further words were exchanged. 
 
    Kari excused herself to go get Uldriana from upstairs.  When she returned, she wasn’t surprised to find Eli on one side of Emma, with an empty seat on her other side.  Kyrie sat across from the mallasti, her normally kind and reserved features hardened to just shy of a scowl that never left Emma.  There was no talk around the table, an unheard-of thing in this household.  Kari took a seat beside Emma and glanced at the mallasti girl before everyone else joined hands and Kyrie said a blessing over the meal. 
 
    It was a tense dinner.  Everyone had questions they wanted to ask Emma, but Kari could see they all knew they’d get no answers.  With Damansha and Danilynn’s new children present, they dominated most of the discussion.  Kyrie and Sonja were already helping the new mothers.  All had been arranged so they could have their babies right in Kari’s home and pool all the available help between their children and Kari’s.  It was the major advantage of having such a big family: there was so much help between family and friends in virtually any situation. 
 
    With the arrangements for the children all taken care of, and Aeligos offering to take over Ty’s work while he was gone, Kari felt confident in leaving for Mehr’Durillia the day after tomorrow.  She’d have to let the Council know she was going, and make contingencies in case something happened and other hunters needed to follow her to Anthraxis and question her whereabouts.  Erik and Corbanis quickly volunteered to do that, and Kari left the details to her experienced father-in-law. 
 
    Once the children were asleep and everyone was winding down, Kari went to her room to pack her things.  She wasn’t sure how long she’d be gone, but if she was headed to Moskarre, she was confident she’d only need to supply for a few days.  The village could supply her with any other sundries she needed, and if she was to accompany King Morduri somewhere, she was sure he would arrange for her logistical needs. 
 
    Glancing at her bed, she already felt an ache of longing.  She wasn’t sure she could make love to Kris in the bed she had shared with Grakin, but in the back of her mind, she wished she already had.  She wasn’t sure how keenly their immediate separation was going to hone the edge of that emotional blade, but she was curious to see how she’d feel.  She didn’t just want to have sex with Kris; she wanted to have a relationship with him.  It wouldn’t ever be the same as the one she had with Grakin, but it might be just as good on its own merits. 
 
    Emma arrived and, without a word, began to help Kari pack.  The demonhunter didn’t miss the way the mallasti girl’s gaze kept returning to the bed.  “This one offers her condolences on the loss of your mate,” she said.  “She is no stranger to the loss of family, and hopes that your grief is short-lived, and magnifies the memories of your love.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Thank you.  I assume you probably lost everyone, if you ever had anyone before you were sold into slavery?” 
 
    “Indeed.  King Morduri, too, knows what it is to have lost family.  This one would advise you to build on that facet of your relationship, should things not go the way you would like.” 
 
    The demonhunter scrunched up her brow.  “You’re giving me advice on how to deal with your mate?”  She waved off her own words.  “I know he’s not technically your mate, but still.” 
 
    “This one’s primary task is keeping you alive and safe, Lady Vanador.  Even at the cost of her own life.  That supersedes any other wants or desires in her life, even those that pertain to a man she might like to have as a mate.” 
 
    “Is there any way to earn or buy your freedom from the Overking?” 
 
    Emma didn’t answer for a minute while she helped fold or roll up clothes for Kari to put in her pack.  “There are some kings that might have something valuable enough to purchase this one from the Master, but otherwise, no.  This one is far too valuable to ever release on a whim, and so there is no hope of earning her freedom.  And the price for her would be one you could not possibly comprehend.” 
 
    “So Morduri would have nothing he could trade for you, then?” Kari pressed, receiving a shaking head in response.  “So you stand to gain from someone overthrowing your master.” 
 
    Emma’s eyes smoldered dangerously.  “Lady Vanador, cease this line of questions and thoughts.  This one will not discuss such things with you.  Remember that despite her orders to safeguard your life, her first loyalty is to the Master.” 
 
    “I had to ask,” Kari returned with a shrug. 
 
    “This one supposes you would, yes,” the mallasti sighed, rising to her feet.  “Your child has requested that this one sleep in his room.  If her use of the floor is acceptable to you, this one will retire for the night there.” 
 
    Kari smirked.  “If he keeps you awake, you have my permission to use your arcane magic to make him sleep til morning.”  Emma snorted, a touch of humor on her hyena-like countenance as she bowed and turned to leave.  “Good night, Emma.  Sweet dreams.” 
 
    The mallasti girl turned a shocked gaze upon Kari, but said nothing.  She bowed her head again and made her way to Little Gray’s room.  Kari wondered at the reaction, but she finished her packing.  Then she knelt beside her bed, prayed to Zalkar and Sakkrass, and climbed under the covers.  The Duke still had not made his decision on granting Kari permission to have a temple to Sakkrass built, but the ever-present whisper of Zalkar in her mind told her to be patient and not push too forcefully.  She trusted in that, but maintained her promise to both of her deific patrons that she would get it done, one way or another. 
 
    Lying down, she was slightly troubled by Kyrie’s reaction to having the mallasti in the house, but she had slept under stranger conditions, so it didn’t bother Kari all that much.  What bothered her more was the mallasti’s staunch denial of wanting anything to do with overthrowing the Overking.  Having such an ally on Kari’s side would be tremendous, and she thought of the two elestram rebels that were so close to King Koursturaux. 
 
    Subtlety was going to be the best weapon going forward. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter III – A Modest Proposal 
 
      
 
    The Order’s council certainly wasn’t looking forward to Kari visiting Mehr’Durillia again, particularly alone.  As Avatar of Vengeance, though, they didn’t have the authority to keep her from going if it’s what she thought was best.  The vast majority of the time, they encouraged her even when they didn’t agree with her, dating back to before she had become Avatar.  Now, she had the authority to override their advice on many issues, though thankfully, she hadn’t needed to do so as of yet. 
 
    The priests were pleased that she had already put contingencies in motion.  Corbanis and Erik were arranging a later visit to Anthraxis with the help of Eliza Chinchala whether Kari came back on schedule or not.  She was satisfied with it as well.  Corbanis and Erik may not know much about Mehr’Durillia, but they were already consulting Danilynn, Eli, Sonja, and Aeligos for their thoughts and knowledge.  If they went, they would be prepared; Kari trusted that Erik and his father would see to that. 
 
    Kari wondered if there would be a law or other deterrent against keeping a permanent presence in Anthraxis.  Certainly, having a couple of hunters or administrators from the Order stay in the city and keep eyes and ears open for the goings-on of Mehr’Durillia as a whole would be preferable to depending on people like Amastri.  More than that, such a presence might serve to keep the kings on their toes, making them second-guess their immunity to resistance from the people of Citaria.  It would be a dangerous assignment and unnerving at the least, but it would signal a shift in the balance of power between the demon kings and Citaria. 
 
    She approached the clerk in the customs office, a step behind Emma.  The mallasti had delivered Kari safely to Anthraxis as requested, and as usual, the first order of business was to declare herself and her reason for visiting Mehr’Durillia.  How Kari wished the same held true for Citaria: that anyone breaching its dimensional barriers would get funneled right to the campus of the Order, where they could be questioned and possibly sent back where they’d come from.  The Overking had the single most effective form of defending his home world that Kari could even imagine; she had to give him that. 
 
    “Emmalikas, returning from Citaria with a guest,” the mallasti said.  The elestram female sitting behind the counter turned cold golden eyes onto Kari, and she stepped forward. 
 
    “Karian Vanador, Avatar of Vengeance, here to visit King Morduri in his home realm of Pataria by his request,” she announced herself confidently. 
 
    The elestram turned her silent gaze back to Emma.  “This one shall inform the Overking, as is right and proper,” the mallasti said. 
 
    They were waved off without a word, the elestram making notations in her journal.  Emma led Kari outside.  “Be safe in your travels; this one does not wish to have to find another Salvation’s Dawn should you fall.” 
 
    “Why Emma, that sounded almost friendly,” Kari teased.  “If the Overking says anything, you can tell him I said it’s not me dying that he should be concerned with.” 
 
    The mallasti girl blinked slowly, no other change in her expression.  “This one shall refrain from passing along any such foolish threats.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “Thank you for the help.  I’ll see you again soon, I’m sure.” 
 
    Emma bowed her head deferentially and made her way to her master’s obsidian tower, the forty-story keep that dominated not just Anthraxis, but the world as a whole.  Kari glanced up at the symbol of the Overking’s authority, the seat of his power, and she snorted.  She turned north toward the city gates, passing through without comment or action from its erestram guards. 
 
    The dusty crimson expanse of dead grasslands stretched before her to the hills in the north.  Kari remembered that as soon as she passed out of the realm immediately around the city of Athraxis, the crimson haze would fade from the sky and the land.  Pataria was beautiful country, and had stood as such a stark contrast to the Overking’s home when Kari and her friends first visited Mehr’Durillia.  Now, Kari found she looked forward to seeing the grassy meadows of the north, speaking with the realm’s king, and possibly spending some time with the people of Moskarre. 
 
    How quickly things changed these days… 
 
    She felt exposed out on the dusty plain, but she recalled the assurances Morduri had made to her and her companions when they visited the first time.  Supposedly, nothing would dare attack her within the Overking’s realm, and there were no wild beasts to consider.  Kari would sleep under a simple blanket this night – Morduri said it never rained here either – all the better to cut a less conspicuous figure in the open land.  With a swift pace, she figured she could easily reach Pataria and then the village of Moskarre by sundown tomorrow. 
 
    The two days passed quickly, and despite her more sedentary nature these days – taking care of children and working on the Order’s campus – she kept up a brisk pace.  Kari had spent so much of her previous life traveling alone between cities, it was second nature to her even so far removed from that time and lifestyle.  When the situation demanded it, she could call upon the self-sufficient nature that made her such an effective hunter, both then and now.  And when her constitution failed, she had the power of Zalkar to call upon at will as Avatar. 
 
    Kari had only been to Moskarre twice, but she seemed to have left quite an impression both times.  Perhaps King Morduri was there waiting, and had told his people to be on the lookout for her, but whatever the case, the guards waved her up the hill into Pataria without delay.  She remembered the defensive, even frightened reaction she had gotten from the mallasti the first time she and her friends visited – and they’d been led there by King Morduri himself.  Now, they seemed less afraid of Kari – even welcoming, she might have said. 
 
    She greeted the two males in infernal when she reached the top of the hill, apologizing for the fact that she still couldn’t speak more than a handful of words in beshathan, their native tongue.  They waved away her apology, their normally impassive gazes giving way to slight smiles.  She was pointedly reminded of how quickly things could change once again as the thought that these hyena-folk males were handsome passed through her mind.  She had always considered gnolls and especially mallasti to be troublesome and savage, but her perceptions had changed quite a bit in recent years. 
 
    The two guards pointed down the way, and Kari saw King Morduri beside the football field, watching the youths play their game.  Moskarre had been hit hard by conscription from the Overking, losing most of its males and even many of its females to the war on Irrathmor.  Those who remained had their hands full caring for the youths, but it seemed as though their partaking of ball sports hadn’t been affected.  There was a cheer from the adults as a goal was scored, and even their elestram king applauded the efforts of the youngsters. 
 
    Kari waved a brief farewell to the guards and made her way toward Morduri.  He was tall, though her perceptions were skewed due to the sizes of most of her in-laws.  Morduri was actually a tad shorter than Serenjols – unless you took the king’s long, pointed ears into account – but stood about seven feet tall nonetheless.  Where Jol was muscular and bulky, the elestram king had a lean strength to him, well-toned and obviously not a fan of sitting idle.  His fur was tan with darker brown or black highlights here and there, and Kari remembered the beautifully eerie glow of the demon king’s purple eyes. 
 
    Morduri, as Kari understood it, was a wanderer, ruling his realm from among the people rather than from a palace somewhere.  As such, he usually carried his possessions with him, but traveled light.  Now, though, she could see he had been in the village for a few days, wearing naught but half-trousers and a leather vest while he watched the youths.  He looked at ease, and that made Kari hopeful there wasn’t something dire he wanted her help with.  She, too, felt a bit at ease here among the mallasti of Moskarre, and Kari thought perhaps he was going to have her do some menial work around the village to help pay for the life of the daughter they’d lost. 
 
    That sobered Kari up a bit, but didn’t completely dampen the ease of spirit she felt.  She looked around at the gathered adults watching the sporting contest, and spotted Cestriana there with her mate, Amalikor.  She wanted to go say hello to them, but she had to observe decorum.  She made her way straight to King Morduri, and approached at an angle so he would see her coming. 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” he said, turning to her.  “I appreciate you answering my early summons.  I would not have interrupted your doubtless-busy schedule, particularly in the wake of your mate’s passing, but the appropriate time has come for you to honor your debt to me.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Kari greeted him in return with a respectful bow.  He acknowledged her discipline with a short nod, then turned back to the game.  “I don’t mind helping out around the village, with how short of adults it seems.  But how long would you expect me to stay here and serve?” 
 
    He turned a confused expression on her.  “Don’t be ridiculous,” he chided.  “What I will ask of you will help these people far more than hunting for them or caring for some of their pups.  A unique situation has come into being, and I intend to take full advantage of it by using you to do what I cannot do myself.” 
 
    Another goal was scored, and the two stopped speaking briefly to applaud the youths’ skills.  “What exactly did you have in mind, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “As you may have heard, King Sekassus recently murdered another vulkinastra.  This has predictably angered the mallasti of Sorelizar, but there is something different about this.  I have to suspect it has a lot to do with how you escaped his clutches after your visit there, which cost him no small amount of face with his people, not to mention our peers on the Council.  Your defiance after Uldriana’s death may well be what has given hope and conviction to the mallasti of Sorelizar in the face of this latest atrocity.” 
 
    Kari wondered if she should mention Seanada and her family, but quickly decided it was best if she didn’t disclose any of the Ashen Fangs’ activities.  If Morduri already knew, that was one thing, but Kari didn’t want to be the one to let it slip.  “I heard mention of it from Amastri.” 
 
    “I might have guessed, though I doubt she gave you much more than the most basic of information.  I know more than she does in this situation, I’d wager.  One thing you may not know, Lady Vanador, is that while the mallasti people may bear many surnames, their clans are still all close and connected – even across the realms’ borders.  What happens to the Te’Montasi clan of southern Sorelizar resonates among the Te’Dastras of Tess’Vorg, and even the Te’Strikk clan here in Moskarre.” 
 
    Kari glanced briefly at Uldriana’s parents.  Cestriana and Amalikor Te’Strikk, she thought, trying to impress their full and proper names into her memory.  “No, I wasn’t aware of that,” she confirmed when he paused. 
 
    “News can spread quickly between the mallasti clans, even across borders, and so I have been hearing things that those kings not so close to their people may not be privy to.  Foremost being the fact that the unrest in Sorelizar is not simply grumbling.  The mallasti there are close to rioting, or openly rebelling against King Sekassus.” 
 
    “But they’ll be killed easily, won’t they, Your Majesty?” Kari asked.  “I hope you’re not going to suggest that I go lead them against their king.” 
 
    Morduri cracked a humorless smile.  “Perceptive, but not entirely accurate.  No, though I suspect you might have the strength to at least challenge King Sekassus with your newly-granted power as an Avatar of Vengeance, such an attack would be far too great a thing to ask in return even for the life of one of my people.  Throwing your world into chaos and drawing the attention of all of my peers onto you and yours is not my intention.  However, what I will ask of you will yet gain their attention – but possibly also their respect, if they do not fear you outright.” 
 
    “So you do want me to go to Sorelizar, then,” Kari prompted. 
 
    The elestram king sighed and folded his arms across his chest.  “Indeed.  I understand our mutual enemy well enough to expect that he will not move to crush any rioting or open rebellion personally.  The mallasti are not worth his time or effort.  I expect he will instead send his crown prince, his firstborn son, Amnastru.  And my task for you, Lady Vanador, is to kill Amnastru when he is away from the safety of his father’s palace and presence.” 
 
    Kari recalled being slapped across the face by the serpentine demon prince.  Amnastru was incredibly strong, and not just physically.  He was old for a prince, and though the Codex of the Council didn’t list his specific age, Kari suspected he was probably old enough to begin the process of becoming a king himself, if his father and the Overking would permit it.  To go against Amnastru in battle would prove the greatest test of Kari’s faith and martial prowess.  In a way, it amused her to think that was the case for every task she was given these days. 
 
    “What’s your stake in this?” Kari asked, drawing his curious gaze.  “Be honest with me, Your Majesty: what do you stand to gain from this?  I know you want to help your people here, but how does this request help them at all?” 
 
    “He takes their children, so we will take one of his.  Or, I suppose in your case, a second of his.  I’d have thought that would be more than obvious, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “It is more than obvious, that’s why I don’t believe it’s the truth,” she said.  “Not the whole of it, anyway.  I’ll grant that you were right: this definitely doesn’t go against my nature, and it’s something I’m very much interested in looking into.  But unless you tell me everything, I’ll refuse.  You owe me the truth, at least.” 
 
    Morduri smiled and laughed briefly, but the humor fell from his face quickly.  “Come,” he said, gesturing for her to follow.  It was odd that he would speak so openly of his desires in the presence of his people, but he must have hoped the noise from the game would keep most from overhearing.  Now, though, he led Kari up the eastern hillside to a private point where there weren’t any guards or villagers to eavesdrop. 
 
    “This has something to do with Emma, doesn’t it, Your Majesty?” Kari asked before he could say another word.  He didn’t even bother to hide his shock.  “Is she from southeastern Sorelizar?  Maybe she was a Te’Montasi before she was sold into slavery?” 
 
    “I wish it were that simple, but no,” he answered, looking out over the grassy knolls of his realm.  The sky was patchy with clouds, laying strips of shadow across the otherwise sun-drenched hills, and Kari took the silent moment to observe the beauty of this place.  “There is no sense in hiding my feelings for Emma from you; you have nearly the whole of it without either of us even telling you a thing.  She is not just someone I enjoy making love to, Lady Vanador: I feel as though she is my soulmate, but one I have no possible way of claiming as my own.  This does not change how we feel about each other, though.” 
 
    “Amnastru murdered Emma’s sister many, many years ago.  I do not have all of the facts at hand, but you know what King Sekassus is like.  You know his son is just as vicious, and far less subtle in that viciousness.  The death of Amnastru would be a boon to every being on this entire world with the exception of King Sekassus himself – though I expect not having to rein his son in constantly might just be a boon he doesn’t recognize as such.” 
 
    Kari found herself quite intrigued.  “Emma had a sister?” 
 
    The elestram demon king nodded.  “Yes, though her lineage is still something she will not share with me.  Her sister wasn’t a slave, as I understand it, but was murdered by Amnastru some centuries ago.  Would you not do the same, if you were in my place?  Would you not seek to kill the man who murdered your mate’s sibling?” 
 
    Kari had only to think of Taesenus to answer that question in her mind.  “Do you have any sort of plan yet?” 
 
    “My hope was that you would proceed toward the border of Sorelizar, even if you had to stay in Tess’Vorg for a time.  I have little doubt that when this unrest reaches its closest to an outright frenzy, the Ashen Fangs may make their appearance.  Normally, they wouldn’t deign to strike at a prince, but if you are there, that may convince them they have the opportunity.  I’m not even sure whether or not you’ll have to directly engage him, Lady Vanador.  It may well be that you need only direct and encourage the Ashen Fangs to make the attempt themselves.  Either way, if Amnastru dies, I will hold you free from our debt.” 
 
    She kept her mouth shut regarding Seanada.  The half-syrinthian might be just the liaison Kari needed to the mallasti and the Ashen Fangs alike.  “You realize you’re still asking far too much of me in return for what you gave.” 
 
    “One of my people gave her life to aid you,” he insisted, jabbing a clawed finger at Kari. 
 
    “I understand that, but I put my life on the line at the same time, and was nearly killed or at least captured trying to escape.  Now you’re asking me to risk my life again by going to a place where I’m already wanted dead or alive.  I’m not saying I won’t help you, Morduri, but this is hardly an…equitable trade.” 
 
    He seemed a bit put off by her casual calling of his first name, but said nothing of it.  “So we are negotiating?” he scoffed, and folded his arms across his chest again.  “Very well, then.  State your demands.” 
 
    “You’re going to put your own ass on the line.” 
 
    The elestram balked.  “Come again?” 
 
    “You want me to risk my life trying to kill Amnastru?  Fine.  But you’re going to help me.  I already know you visit King Emanitar now and then.  So it won’t be a surprise to anyone if you go to his realm and spend some time there.   Let’s make a basic plan that involves me aggravating and insulting Amnastru so much that he’ll chase me – even across the border into Tess’Vorg.  And once he’s there, he’s fair game to kill, right?  So you’ll help me kill him.  And then we’ll both have paid our debt to these people,” Kari said, gesturing at the mallasti village. 
 
    Morduri considered her, holding her in silence with those amethyst eyes for a minute.  “I may have misjudged you.  You may just have a heart like the Celestial Queen herself.  I’m not certain this scheme of yours will work, but even if it doesn’t, we both may still get the immediate result we want, yes?  Let me confer with Emanitar on this; if I kill Amnastru in his realm, it may bring him no end of grief from the Overking.  Though I doubt he will care in light of what Sekassus did to him.” 
 
    Kari remembered the tale of Sekassus trying to murder the mallasti king some time ago.  She wondered if Emanitar might be willing to get involved with the plan.  Against Kari, King Emanitar, and King Morduri, she had to believe Prince Amnastru would have absolutely no chance of surviving.  She held out her hand.  “Then we have a deal.” 
 
    Morduri shook firmly but gently, which surprised her.  “Then come; let us eat and rest, and then on the morrow, we will head to Rulaj.” 
 
    “And take in a game of football?” Kari asked, wondering if the city’s excellent football squad, the Rulaj Reds, would be there. 
 
    “You are a strange person, Kari,” he said. 
 
    “You’re not exactly typical for a demon king, Morduri.” 
 
    He smiled and led her down toward the village again. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Cestriana and her family asked that Kari stay with them for the duration of her visit.  It was apparent King Morduri had expected Kari to stay with him, but he was agreeable to letting her stay with the mallasti family.  The demonhunter wasn’t sure what exactly to make of the demon king, but he seemed to like her well enough.  He made no effort to hide the fact that he was pleased that Kari had developed any sort of relationship with Uldriana’s family.  Kari had to figure that made him hopeful that what they were planning to do would be acceptable as payment to these people. 
 
    By the time supper was finished, Kari had learned dozens of new sentences in beshathan, and was slowly learning the individual words.  Learning to speak it properly and conjugate verbs on the fly would take a lot more time and effort, but simply being able to communicate with the hyena-folk without using the hated infernal tongue was an improvement.  They had used infernal for the most part as a bridge between their languages, though thankfully, they refrained from the usual spitting that accompanied what they described as the “language of evil.” 
 
    The dinner conversation revolved mostly around Kari’s children.  Cestriana in particular asked after Kari’s daughter, interested in how quickly she was growing and learning.  Kari supposed that in the back of her mind, that had always been part of her intention: for the grieving mallasti parents to see her daughter as a surrogate of sorts.  Nothing could ever replace Cestriana and Amalikor’s daughter, but in naming her own child after her, Kari hoped the memory of their daughter would live on. 
 
    Kari was interested to find that there were several generations of family living in the one tent, though it was less crowded since the latest conscriptions.  Cestriana was the youngest of the breeding females, and counted her mother, grandmother, and even great-grandmother among the other females living with her.  Cestriana was nearly eight centuries of age, considered somewhat young for the long-lived hyena-folk, and her great-grandmother was still only “middle-aged” by mallasti standards. 
 
    It made Kari think about Kris’ suspicions.  Was it possible she had been altered to live nearly as long as Trigonh?  Was the fatigue and bodily aches more just a product of becoming a mother, and not at all related to her age?  The fact that so many people constantly told her that she didn’t look older than about twenty-five did lead her to wonder.  And then there were the other, smaller signs that most people didn’t even see, such as the scar under her chin where Turillia had nearly split her snout in two.  It was gone just weeks after she’d received it; was that a product of any such boon from Trigonh, or something else entirely? 
 
    There was that pang of guilt that she was thinking of Kris, even though it was something he said.  She had somehow been readier to say goodbye to Grakin than she’d expected.  His death had hit her harder than she could have ever imagined, but she’d come to terms with it and made her peace with it, quickly enough that she had ended up comforting the rest of her family more than they did in return.  She had his echoes in Little Gray and Uldriana, but his final words to her in the letter resonated through her soul.  He’d seen the end coming, and his final thoughts were of Kari – and not just his love for her, but his desire for her to be happy. 
 
    Remember always that I love you, but if you should find the opportunity to remarry, do not hesitate.  I know that you still have feelings for Kris Jir’tana.  Should your paths cross again, know that I want you to be happy, and if that means being with him, then do so. 
 
    The quiet sigh of the evening wind across the hilltop harmonized with Kari’s own as she thought of her selfless husband.  She wasn’t sure others would understand – not even all of her family, though some of them certainly would – but remarrying and giving her children a proper father was one of the ways she could honor Grakin’s memory and final wishes.  He knew of Kari’s feelings for Kris Jir’tana, and not only had that never come between them, but in his last days, he had encouraged Kari to pursue those feelings rather than grieve for the rest of her days. 
 
    Kari couldn’t stop the tears from flowing as she looked around the tent at the sleeping women all around her.  Only Cestriana still had a mate to sleep with; had all of the others lost their husbands and mates to the Overking’s war?  How many of the other tents in this village looked the same way?  Kari knew many females had been conscripted as well, but the majority of those missing now were the males.  She was far from alone in this tent with regard to having lost her husband, and she found yet another thread that bound her to these people. 
 
    I will avenge your lost daughter, she thought.  And I will avenge all those the Overking has taken from you.  This is my promise, my vow to you: though it cost me my life or take me to the end of my days, I will not stop until I’ve brought down the Overking. 
 
    And Kris will be by my side as I do. 
 
    Kari woke the next morning and stretched in the more spacious area she was afforded.  On her first visit, the tent had been incredibly crowded once everyone bedded down for the night.  Now, she had plenty of room with all the missing mallasti sent off to war.  It was still warm, the spring night cooling off but not enough to overcome the warmth of the furred mallasti.  As the first one up, Kari slipped quietly from the tent to go see to her needs, and was hardly surprised to find King Morduri already doing so in the apportioned place. 
 
    The elestram as a whole were rather prudish about nudity and such, but Morduri shared none of their concerns from what Kari had seen.  “Shall we leave after breakfast?” he asked her, turning a bit so they each had some semblance of privacy. 
 
    “Well, Your Majesty, the sooner we get this done, the sooner I can get home to my kids.  So as much as I actually enjoy it here now, I’m ready to go when you are.” 
 
    “You didn’t meet with Emanitar on your last visit, did you?” 
 
    Kari shook her head, then realized he wouldn’t see it.  “No, though I did see him briefly at the first meeting of that Council session.  We passed through Rulaj, but we weren’t there for long, and he never sent a summons or anything of the sort to stop us from leaving.” 
 
    “No, I suspect he wouldn’t.  I think he will take a great interest in you, though.  One thing you should try to keep in mind is that Emanitar may be the oldest being you’ll ever meet.  Some say he’s even older than King Koursturaux.” 
 
    “Some also say that he’s long since given up resisting the Overking,” Kari said quietly. 
 
    “What?” the elestram king blurted, his ears twitching as he turned to face her. 
 
    Kari stood and got fully dressed again.  She looked around at the hillside, devoid of any other life at this early hour.  They were far from earshot of the guards.  “Tell me, honestly, what you think of the Overking.” 
 
    Morduri held her under that amethyst gaze for some time before he let forth a humorless laugh.  “Are we getting delusions of grandeur already?  You will be hard-pressed enough to kill a being like Prince Amnastru, Lady Vanador.  Do not make the mistake of thinking you represent any sort of threat to the Overking.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she returned.  She recalled her conversations with King Koursturaux, and the implications of the Crimson Huntresses’ words.  “Not on my own.  But I think I’m far from the only person who’d like to see him deposed.” 
 
    “What you are speaking is treason, and suicide,” he returned evenly, doing up the front of his trousers.  “You know that by the Overking’s law, I am expected to kill you where you stand and deliver your corpse to him along with a report on what you were planning?” 
 
    Kari chuckled and shook her head.  “By the Overking’s law, what you’re planning with me carries the same sentence, doesn’t it?”  His ears went back, his brow coming low.  “I know you don’t think I’m stupid, Morduri, so can we just be honest with each other?  I think we want a lot of the same things, but neither of us is going to be much help to the other without honesty.” 
 
    The demon king shook his head and sighed.  “You want honesty?  I should have just bedded you and left it at that.  Working with you will turn my fur grey, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Except I don’t sleep with other peoples’ mates, so the answer would’ve been No, not even considering the fact that I was mated at the time,” she returned. 
 
    “Indeed,” he grunted, and walked past her back up the hill toward the village.  “If you want the whole truth of things, we will speak more on the way to Rulaj.  I am uncomfortable speaking of treason amongst my people, both for fear of them being brought to harm for it, and because too many ears may overhear.  Particularly here, where everyone is bound to come when they awaken.” 
 
    Kari followed him back to the village, where they had a communal breakfast so the people of Moskarre could see their king and his guest off.  Cestriana and her family sat near Kari during breakfast.  Once the conversations directed toward Morduri dried up, the demonhunter sighed and turned to the mallasti female.  “I have something I need to tell you,” she said. 
 
    She had the attention of most of the village with those words, as quiet as the air had grown while everyone ate.  “I failed you, and I failed your daughter.  I made a promise that I’d bring her back home after we went to see Sekassus.  At the time, I didn’t know that her life was the payment I was bringing Sekassus, but when I found out, I wanted to escape with her and bring her back here.  And in hindsight, I should have.” 
 
    “Please, Karian, do not trouble yourself with such thoughts,” Cestriana insisted.  “You did what you could, far more than what was expected.  Neither of us understood at the time, but you are not to blame.” 
 
    Kari nodded but continued her train of thought.  “My husband died just a few moons ago,” she managed without a sob or breaking down in tears.  “I don’t know what it’s like to lose a child, but I’ve lost my mate, and I understand how many of you feel with your children or mates being sent off to war.  While I don’t know what you feel, Cestriana, I understand just how much it must hurt.  So to you, I make a new promise.” 
 
    The demonhunter paused and looked to King Morduri, who sat silently, waiting for her next words.  “Though it may take me the rest of my life, Sekassus will pay for what he’s done not just to your daughter, but all the other vulkinastras he’s killed.”  As she’d hoped, the blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol cut through her clothes and armor.  “I make this promise before you, before your people and king, and before my deity, Zalkar the Unyielding.  And though it may not ease your pain at all, know that the woman whose life your daughter ransomed will play a large part in bringing about Sekassus’ downfall.” 
 
    The mallasti woman looked down for a couple of minutes before meeting Kari’s gaze again.  “I appreciate your sentiments, but do not throw your life away seeking revenge for our daughter.  The power of the kings is something I do not think you truly understand yet.  King Morduri is gracious and even-handed, but the elder kings are vicious and merciless.  King Sekassus would not hesitate to murder you.” 
 
    Kari bobbed her head in agreement.  “That’s why I said it may take me the rest of my life.  I don’t plan on doing anything foolish or suicidal.  Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    There were scattered chuckles.  Morduri rose to his feet.  “Come along, Lady Vanador, we have things we must see to.” 
 
    Cestriana rose at the same time as Kari.  “Please take care!  Make certain our daughter’s namesake has a mother to return home to her.” 
 
    The two embraced, and though he kept his distance, her husband Amalikor graciously bowed his head toward Kari when she looked to him.  The village gave a polite and respectful farewell to their monarch, and he promised to visit them again when time permitted.  No words were exchanged about what he and Kari were planning, and the demonhunter was glad she had the presence of mind to keep her mouth shut.  She had very nearly told Cestriana that Sekassus was soon to know the pain of losing a child, but such might have ruined everything. 
 
    She and Morduri departed north, covering their true destination of Rulaj, Tess’Vorg, which lay some days to the northwest.  Kari was certain her endurance was about to be put to the test, trying to keep pace with the elestram king.  The jackal-folk had stamina that lasted for days, allowing them to cover vast distances in less than half the time it might take a human or rir.  When she’d first met him, Morduri had kept a slower pace, but Kari was determined to try to keep up with him as much as possible to make this visit to Mehr’Durillia as brief as she could. 
 
    Morduri was quiet while they walked the hills of western Pataria, but Kari caught him looking at her every so often.  He was likely disappointed in her promise to Cestriana, one he probably doubted Kari could ever fulfill.  He had said no words to interrupt her promise, though, and Kari wondered if he might be considering taking things one step further than simply killing Amnastru.  The very thought of resisting the Overking might terrify Morduri now, but if Kari could show him the wisdom of taking one’s enemies a piece at a time, it might sway him. 
 
    She had a feeling about Morduri after their first encounter.  He may have considered himself too weak to be of any concern to the Overking, but he didn’t see the whole picture just yet.  Alone, he was insignificant to someone as powerful as the Overking, but he was potentially quite far from alone.  Kari was intent on gauging the intent and feelings of many of the other kings to see where they stood – just not during a Council session, when word of such rumblings would likely spread. 
 
    King Koursturaux had hinted at deposing the Overking.  Was she powerful enough?  It certainly seemed so to Kari.  And if Kari could align her Order, a sizeable army from her home world, and a number of the younger or “weaker” kings toward that same end, it might yield the result they all wanted.  Mehr’Durillia might never know the freedom it once did, but deposing the Overking might spare Irrathmor and Citaria the same fate.  As she’d said when speaking with Kris and Corbanis, she would much rather fight the Overking and his loyalists on his world than on her own.  And that could all start with one malcontent – Morduri. 
 
    Emanitar was one of the oldest kings, and therefore almost assuredly the oldest living mallasti.  Based on what Uldriana told Kari on her first visit to Mehr’Durillia, Emanitar had betrayed his own deity, Be’shatha, when the Overking conquered Mehr’Durillia.  Or, at the very least, he hadn’t been able to stop the invasion.  Kari was intent on meeting King Emanitar; if he had opposed the Overking but simply been too weak to stop the invasion, how much effort would it really take to stoke his anger into a rebellious flame? 
 
    That, of course, opened up other issues.  There was something between King Emanitar and Koursturaux.  Despite the fact that Koursturaux had helped destroy Be’shatha, she and King Emanitar had become kast’wasi – mates, for lack of a better term, even though it wasn’t all that accurate.  And then something had happened to sour that relationship.  Kari was left to wonder what the relationship was like between the two; it was cordial, based on the way they greeted each other at the Council session, at least.  Were they enemies outside of Anthraxis, though?  Or could Kari convince them to work together to depose the Overking? 
 
    What if this is all a giant trap? Kari wondered.  These demons – or people, or however one wanted to refer to them – were so incredibly devious.  The image of Evanja’s golden eyes boring into her stuck in Kari’s memory, constantly reminding her that the duplicity of the people of Mehr’Durillia was comparable, if not more impressive than the best work Aeligos or Eryn had ever done.  The Ashen Fangs had planted not one, but two of their agents so close to Koursturaux that they could probably tell Kari what the demon king’s breath smelled like. 
 
    “So, when are you planning to yell at me?” Kari asked as they walked. 
 
    Morduri turned that amethyst gaze on her.  “Why would I yell at you?” 
 
    “To tell me I’m crazy, or putting you in danger, or anything of that sort.” 
 
    The elestram snorted.  “Honestly, Lady Vanador–” 
 
    “Kari,” she corrected. 
 
    He considered her briefly.  “Honestly, Kari, I’m still not sure what to make of you.  Your bravery is without question, I’m just not sure if it stems from ability or arrogance.  I worry that your successes against my peers are lending you far too much confidence for any one individual to possess.  You are of no use to anyone, most especially your family, if you are killed.” 
 
    She knew that.  She wanted to explain it all to him, of her relationship with Sakkrass and the war raging on Irrathmor.  She reminded herself not to wear her emotions on her sleeve or “think too loudly” as Koursturaux might say.  There would be a time to reveal such things to her allies on Mehr’Durillia, but this was certainly not it.  For one thing, she still wasn’t sure if Morduri was or would be her ally, and even if he was, such a fact being common knowledge could bring her entire set of goals to ruin before she ever got started. 
 
    “Like I told your people in Moskarre, this is something that may take the rest of my life.  I’m not planning anything quick or foolish – well, no more foolish than it seems on the surface, anyway,” she assured him, and he chuckled.  “I’ve only been here to your world a couple of times, but I know how to read people, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You may call me Morduri when we are not in the presence of others.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  There was something to that permission, but she didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.  “The people here aren’t happy – not with the overall state of things, anyway.  Your people seem to be happy, as do the people of Tess’Vorg, but there’s undertones of fear everywhere else, and the Overking’s war isn’t helping with that.”  He agreed with a nod, but didn’t interrupt.  Kari stopped, and Morduri turned to face her.  “You and King Emanitar aren’t happy; it doesn’t take a genius to see that.  But what it does take is someone who sees you as a person, and not some servant or puppet.” 
 
    The demon king nodded again.  “And you want us to join you in some future uprising against the Overking?” 
 
    “And anyone else that’s tired of the way he runs things.  I know, you don’t have to say it, this entire conversation is treasonous.  But I’ve heard things about you, Morduri.  Things about your father, and what the two of you had in common.  You’re well-respected among your peers, even some of those above you in station, and you may be able to gain their ear without having to worry about being turned in, as it were.” 
 
    “You realize the risk that would entail for me?” 
 
    Kari gave one slow, deliberate nod.  “I do.  I also realize the risk you’re currently taking to avenge your mate’s sister.  How much more are you willing to risk to avenge your people, your father, and even Be’shatha?” 
 
    Morduri closed his eyes and blew out a long, calming sigh.  “Kari, I am only going to say this to you once.  Do not speak that name openly here.  There will be no warnings and no second chances should you make that mistake before the Overking or any loyalist, whether they be a king or a peasant.  Your life will come to a swift and certain end.” 
 
    “Celestial Queen.  Great Mother.  Lifegiver.  Holy Sibling,” Kari said, the demon king flinching with each utterance of one of Be’shatha’s nicknames.  “What did she mean to you, Morduri?  Or are you too young to even know who she was?” 
 
    “Failure,” was all he offered, and he turned and continued northwest toward Tess’Vorg. 
 
    Kari considered him for a minute, but then rushed to catch up to him.  She could see in his eyes that he was finished talking for the time being, so she let the matter lie.  They still had a few days until they reached Rulaj, and in that time she could judge whether to bring it up with him again.  Of just as much interest was whether he’d want to bring it up with Emanitar.  If they could convince the eldest of mallasti to take up such a cause, it might inspire all of the hyena-folk across Mehr’Durillia.  And what a sight that would be. 
 
    For the briefest time, Kari forgot what she was even here to do for Morduri. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter IV – The Spotted Lion 
 
      
 
    The nights in Pataria were cool but comfortable.  Kari wondered what winter was like in Morduri’s realm, or whether they had winters at all.  As she recalled her previous stop before she went to see Koursturaux, she realized it hadn’t been cold then, either.  It pointed to Anthraxis and the nearby realms being somewhere near the tropics, or close enough to them.  Kari supposed it would take a trip to one of the southern realms to find out for sure, but everything she’d heard and her friends had discovered said that would be a bad idea. 
 
    The primary realms of the south were Antumorgh, Vistarra, and Teradda, the homes of Kings Baal, Abaddon, and Baphomet, respectively.  Where Kari could travel somewhat freely through the realms of Morduri and Emanitar without worry of being killed on sight, all indications were that the same would not be true in the southern realms.  As a demonhunter, particularly of the rank of Avatar, Kari’s life would likely be in danger the minute she crossed the border into any of those kings’ territories.   
 
    It was safest to assume she was to be killed on sight in any of those realms.  She wasn’t welcome in Sorelizar, obviously, or Arku’s realm of Si’Dorra.  The realms of the kings who were also deities of Koryon – Sheila Darkstorm and Augrus Tiveron – were completely out of the question.  She had to imagine she was probably unwelcome in most of the realms of the weaker kings as well, at least officially.  Zaphatar, the realm of Baphomet’s son Garrivokt, was surely a bad destination, and Kalrossus, the realm of Xafastu, presented too many possibilities, most of them bad.  Xafastu was believed to be the son of Koursturaux and the Overking, and if the Crimson Prince was as loyal to his father as Kari suspected, he couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    That left a few other realms, primarily the residences of the younger or weaker kings.  Kari wanted to ask Morduri about his relationships with Lestanaek and Ouraggra, an elder erestram and an elder valiras, but bided her time.  She had met with Koursturaux and knew Celigus personally, and suspected she’d at least be able to meet civilly with Arlerase if Celigus was truly his father.  It was a decent list of prospects, all told, if she could meet with some of the lower kings on the Council.  They might not represent much strength as individuals, but all together, they might give Kari’s plan a chance, however slim.  It really all depended on how serious Koursturaux was with her comments about replacing the Overking, and whether those weaker kings would welcome a change in leadership. 
 
    And Koursturaux’s participation, Kari knew, depended on one thing: the Temple of Archons.  Or, more specifically, on Kari letting her in.  Kari was the final key to opening the ancient temple, but even after exhaustive research, it seemed no one knew where the other six keys were.  Legend told of them being guarded by “powerful beings,” whatever that meant, but if anyone knew where even a single key was located or what guarded it, they weren’t talking.  The only information had come from Kaelariel, and all he could say was that the seals would turn up when they needed to, and that his father had said nothing more on the subject. 
 
    Kari looked over at Morduri’s sleeping form and wondered if it was as easy as it seemed to simply creep over and kill him.  Almost as soon as the thought crossed her mind, his eyes popped open, and he sat up and stretched.  He didn’t give her a dirty look or say anything.  He got to his feet and rubbed down his fur, ruffled from his sleeping position.  Morduri padded away from their minimal camp to relieve himself, and Kari looked eastward toward the horizon, where pre-dawn was just beginning to lighten the sky. 
 
    Had he sensed what she was thinking, and perhaps just knew she wasn’t serious?  Or was it purely coincidence that he’d woken up at that exact moment?  Kari was putting less and less faith in coincidences these days, and considered whether it might be some supernatural defense mechanism that alerted a king to danger.  They might not recognize that was what set off their nerves all of a sudden, but it might make them hyperaware of their surroundings. 
 
    Morduri still said nothing when he returned, merely gesturing for Kari to go see to her needs while he prepared breakfast.  When Kari came back, he handed her some cooked meat he brought from Moskarre, and she added some trail rations to it for energy.  It was amazing that as many differences as there were between them, they did have quite a bit in common.  They were both hunters and outdoorsmen – at least at heart, for Kari.  Their camp was efficient, they did what needed to be done in tandem without much direction, and they were ready to go before the sun ever crested the horizon. 
 
    Tess’Vorg opened up before them as they crossed the border, a broad extension of the golden plains that began along Pataria’s western edge.  This was beautiful country: wildlands where what people resided there were sparse and lived off the land.  The route Kari and her friends had taken on their previous visit to Tess’Vorg had shown only a few mallasti villages, clusters of huts where they could balance agriculture with foraging and hunting.  The only major city they’d come across was Rulaj itself, though the urban center was impressive even compared to the cities back home on Citaria. 
 
    That was their destination now, but as expected, they were approached when they crossed the border.  A pair of harmauths made to intercept them, and Morduri and Kari waited for the ram-folk.  Their demeanor, which wasn’t hostile to begin with, turned immediately respectful when they got fairly close.  Kari wondered if it was the purple eyes that gave Morduri away, but it was clear the harmauths recognized him, for whatever reason. 
 
    They didn’t bow to him – he wasn’t their king, after all – but they gave respectful nods as they drew up before him.  “Lord Irrasitus,” one of them said in infernal.  “Do you go to meet with His Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes, and I bring a guest, someone I believe King Emanitar will be very much interested in meeting,” Morduri said cordially. 
 
    The ram-folk turned to Kari.  “I remember her,” the other harmauth said. 
 
    Kari was glad they didn’t ask if the reverse was true.  She still wasn’t very familiar with the ram-folk – or any of the people of Mehr’Durillia, to be honest – and so they still all looked too much alike to her eyes.  She couldn’t even tell if the ones before her were male or female, which really underscored how little she knew about them.  That, she mused, was something she was going to have to correct if she wanted to rally these peoples against the Overking. 
 
    “You are the one that caused all that ruckus in Sorelizar last year, are you not?” asked the first ram.  Kari didn’t get a chance to answer.  “Did you honestly spit at Sekassus’ feet?” 
 
    “And call his son a kaeshmor?” 
 
    “And kill an entire squad of his elite hunters by dropping a mountain on them?” 
 
    “And shake your rear end at them from across the border in Si’Dorra?” 
 
    “Um…,” Kari stuttered, not even sure what they were talking about.  Had she spat at Sekassus?  She doubted she’d still be alive if she’d done so.  All she could remember of that day was the smell and sight of blood, so much blood, and a scream that still gave her chills. 
 
    “You are being modest, we understand.  You may want to avoid Sorelizar for a few lifetimes, though.” 
 
    The harmauths shared a hearty, deep, rumbling chuckle.  Morduri’s snout was tilted downward, and it was obvious he was trying not to laugh.  He hadn’t said anything about Kari’s exploits, and she wondered if these tall tales spread further than just Tess’Vorg.  Did the other kings hear these exaggerations of her work in Sorelizar?  Did they maybe expect that she might do the same to them?  What sort of effect would all of this have on her attempts to align them against the Overking? 
 
    The harmauths laughed again, bowed their heads respectfully to the visiting neighboring monarch, and then went on their way.  Morduri finally let out the airy chuckle through his nose that he’d been holding onto.  He proceeded west into Tess’Vorg toward the city of Rulaj, and Kari fell into step behind him after watching the harmauths depart. 
 
    “My memory may be a bit hazy on this, but I’m pretty sure I didn’t do any of those things,” Kari said once she was walking abreast of him again. 
 
    “The details of your daring foray into Sorelizar grow more and more outrageous with every telling,” Morduri agreed with a nod.  “Though the part about dropping a mountain on his hunters does have merit to it, from everything I heard at the winter Council session.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me.  That was because of an arcane duel between my sister-in-law and The Vandrasse.” 
 
    “Try explaining that to the people here.” 
 
    “And what exactly is a kaeshmor?  My education on the infernal tongue didn’t include that word.” 
 
    Morduri snorted.  “It’s beshathan, not infernal.  And it’s something better left unsaid.” 
 
    “It’s not the same as what Celigus calls you, is it?” 
 
    The demon king considered her, but then recognition hit.  “Ah, no.  No, it’s something far worse and more insulting than that.  Suffice to say it’s bad enough that it would insult the king who sired him even more than Amnastru himself.  To have called him that in front of his father would have been just shy of a declaration of war, but had the same ultimate effect.” 
 
    Kari huffed.  “Great, now I’m going to be wondering about this until I get home.” 
 
    “I suspect more important matters will soon dominate your thoughts.  And it’s also likely you’ll be asked the same question by others you meet, some of whom may bother to translate the term for you.” 
 
    They continued onward.  Tess’Vorg was warm and sunny, and Kari wondered once again where on the world these realms were located that it always seemed to be summer.  There was a consistent breeze across the open grasslands, and the warmth and scent of the wildlands appealed to her senses, so long dulled by winter.  Spring was blossoming back home, and the sights and scents of the vineyards and orchards was intoxicating, but Tess’Vorg held a different, consistent charm.  Kari couldn’t help but wonder what Mehr’Durillia had been like before the Overking conquered it. 
 
    That thought led her to wonder about the longevity of this place.  The various peoples of Mehr’Durillia could live for millennia, and Kari had difficulty putting such long years into the proper context.  If the Overking had conquered Mehr’Durillia some eleven thousand years ago, how old was the world?  How long had the beshathans and other races of Mehr’Durillia walked its bountiful lands?  How long had these people peacefully served Be’shatha before all of that was ripped away from them by the despotic demon kings? 
 
    Kari considered Morduri, his simple response of “failure” echoing in her thoughts.  He was still young, and yet his response to Kari’s badgering seemed to indicate he felt responsible for Be’shatha’s death on some level.  Even eleven thousand years later, many of these beshathan people still clung to their “sleeping” goddess, however covertly.  And when Kari considered Koursturaux’ reaction to seeing Be’shatha’s pendant, she could understand why. 
 
    “You said Emanitar–” 
 
    “King Emanitar, Kari,” Morduri interrupted.  “Don’t get too casual with the other kings.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.  You said King Emanitar is the oldest mallasti, right?  Possibly the oldest being I’ll ever meet?” she continued.  The demon king nodded.  “Did he serve Be’shatha before the Overking came?  I know he was once King Koursturaux’ kast’wa, so I was left to wonder.” 
 
    Morduri stopped and sighed, and turned that same somber stare on her as when she’d badgered him before.  “Kari, Emanitar…is Be’shatha’s son.” 
 
    Kari was pretty sure her heart had stopped, at least until she felt and heard the rush of blood in her ears, which seemed to be on fire all of a sudden.  She glanced left and right, acutely aware that she had, as she suspected, been pulled into a giant trap.  Morduri and some of his peers may have been personable, but it now seemed obvious they were all part of the corruption, and not truly opposed to it.  The memory of him saying her very name brought the word “failure” to mind did seem to go counter to that, but Kari felt suddenly trapped. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Morduri asked as Kari turned and walked back eastward. 
 
    “Home.  I’ve no interest in seeing or helping Emanitar if he killed his own mother.” 
 
    “What?  No, Kari…you misunderstand.” 
 
    She turned and marched straight back to him.  She jabbed a clawed finger right into his leather hunter’s vest.  “No, you misunderstand.” 
 
    Morduri caught Kari’s wrist and snapped downward, dropping her to her knees.  He grabbed her by the snout and brought his face level with hers to look her in the eye.  “Close your mouth and listen.  First, don’t ever touch me like that.  Second, don’t mistake my kindness for weakness, or I’ll break your arm and shove it in your mouth.  And third, if I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t bother leading you into a trap.  You’d be lying on the side of that hill where the people of Moskarre drop their dung.  Now, get on your feet and don’t say another word until I give you leave to do so.” 
 
    Kari rose to her feet, doing her best not to let the weakness in her legs show.  He had dislocated her wrist at best; she didn’t think it was broken, but it was possible.  Much like with Koursturaux, the lean builds of these people truly belied their strength, and it left Kari shocked whenever she felt or witnessed it.  She wasn’t certain it was just raw physical strength, either; it was just as likely their power as demon kings flashed through when they committed violence. 
 
    The demon king stared at her, but only the slightest trace of anger managed to reach his face or his eyes.  After a short span, he folded his arms across his chest and sighed.  “Maybe you should just go home.  You’re still far too impetuous.  If you want to survive this plan of ours, much less the greater plans you seem to have, you need to learn to keep your emotions under control and your mouth closed.  You still know so very little about our world, our people, or the Ancient Ones.  Kari, the missteps you continue to make with me – calling me by name casually, leaving off the title King, or even, for pity’s sake, jabbing your finger in my chest – any of them would get you killed instantly if you did them to most of my peers.  Even the ones that might otherwise respect you or be willing to listen to your ideas.  Go jab your finger into Lestanaek’s chest and you’ll be picking your teeth up from the ground at best.” 
 
    “I see no reason not to tell you the whole of this, because Emanitar is likely to, anyway.  He is Be’shatha’s son, but the Overking’s conquest was not what you might think of when it comes to war.  Emanitar had no choice but to surrender, and the Overking really only spared him because it made it easier to subjugate the mallasti and the rest of the beshathans.  He’s not a god, not a demigod or deity in any form, so it was safer to subordinate him and make him a king than to kill him and risk the population of Mehr’Durillia fighting to the death.  At least, that’s how I understand it.  Oh, would you stop fuming?  Go ahead and speak.” 
 
    “He got in bed with the woman that killed his mother!  This world’s creator!” Kari spat. 
 
    “You think that was by choice?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kari replied, and the demon king tilted his head to the side.  “I’ve met with King Koursturaux, Morduri.  Their relationship wasn’t one of master and servant.  They were lovers.  I’m still not even sure what drove them apart.” 
 
    “Of course you’re not.  And you only have one side’s perspective on things.  Perhaps I should just let Emanitar explain it to you himself.  It is his love life, after all.  Just trust me for the time being: Emanitar was not a party to his mother’s death, and still owes no true loyalty to the Overking or the other Ancient Ones.” 
 
    “Fine.  Though I think you broke my wrist, you moron.”  There was a flash of anger in his eyes.  Kari added, “I won’t be any good to you if I can’t fight.” 
 
    He gave her a dirty look but gestured for her to hold out her arm.  He took hold of her hand and her forearm and turned, and there was a pop and sharp pain.  Her wrist seemed all right after that, just overextended and sore. 
 
    “Dislocated,” he said. 
 
    Kari fell into step beside him once her legs were solidly under her again, and they continued onward.  “I still can’t believe he had sex with Koursturaux.” 
 
    Morduri snorted.  “Kari, you’ve seen her…are you sure you can’t believe it?” 
 
    She wanted to be miffed at the suggestion, but chuckled; she hadn’t really looked at it from such a base perspective.  “Is that all it was, then?  Just lust?” 
 
    “No, it’s far more complicated than that.  I think it had more to do with trying to turn her against the Overking, though that obviously failed miserably.” 
 
    Maybe not as much as you think, Kari mused.  “And you don’t know what it was that split them apart?” 
 
    “If I were to speculate, it was their love.  I know, that sounds absurd, but they split apart after Emanitar was believed to have been murdered by King Sekassus.  Nobody knew the truth of things until Emanitar arrived – late – to the Council session.  But the news of his death had shaken King Koursturaux, as much as she held it inside.  I suspect she was afraid of ever feeling that again, and cut him off.  Yes, I know you’re going to say she’s kast’wa to King Celigus now, but their relationship is wholly different.” 
 
    “And Arlerase is their son?” 
 
    Morduri’s ears angled back, but his expression was one of shock.  “Not that I’m aware of.  He is King Celigus’ son, certainly, but he doesn’t look anything like King Koursturaux at all.  I suspect his mother may have been erestram, or some derivative of erestram like King Celigus’ father was.” 
 
    “Do you think King Arlerase or Celigus might be interested in my idea?” 
 
    “I honestly can’t say.  Though they may be your two easiest parties to ask without risk of being exposed or killed.” 
 
    “Something to look into, then.” 
 
    Morduri remained silent, and they made the most of the day putting miles under their feet to reach Rulaj as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Rulaj had a lot more charm to it when Kari arrived with Morduri.  She remembered well how impressed she’d been the first time she and her friends had approached, but now, with what she knew of its coliseum and the football squad that played there, she was excited.  There would be plenty of time to worry about her coming attempt to kill Prince Amnastru, and she’d decided to enjoy what she could along the way.  If she was lucky, she hoped she’d be able to take in a match involving the Rulaj Reds while she was here. 
 
    Morduri had been a bit withdrawn and distant during the last few days.  It was amusing in a way, as Kari realized he might actually be more nervous about their plan than she was.  It was one thing to send someone else to their possible death in an assassination attempt, and quite another to be involved personally.  Kari found she liked Morduri on some levels, but the way he acted left her confused about how much experience he actually had fighting – either in the field or even just on the chessboard. 
 
    Perhaps she was about to find out while they visited Emanitar… 
 
    All thoughts of either football or chess were swept aside as Kari noted the reactions her elestram escort was getting from the people of Rulaj.  While most of the stares were respectful for the visiting monarch, there were many that were less formal and much more suggestive.  Morduri received more than a typical amount of attention from the women here, most of whom were elestram, but he still got the attention of a number of mallasti.  His responses were polite bows of the head, but he didn’t reciprocate any of the suggestive stares or gestures he received.  Kari understood that well enough: he considered Emma his mate, and though that wasn’t common knowledge, neither did he take advantage of that fact. 
 
    Kari still enjoyed witnessing all the attention he drew.  He was certainly handsome – regardless of his being an elestram – and Kari could appreciate the reactions.  According to the older Council Codex her Order had, in the words of Turik Jalar, Morduri was considered “one of the underworld’s most eligible bachelors.”  Kari wasn’t sure he was the same way with his own people or with females that sought his attention, but she found him personable and pleasant, especially for a demon king. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Kari prompted him. 
 
    “Lord Irrasitus,” he corrected.  “We are not in my realm.” 
 
    “Ah, right.  Lord Irrasitus, those jewels the elestram females wear…the tasseled ones that go between their brows…those mark them as married?” 
 
    Morduri stopped, and Kari turned to see what had gotten his attention.  Apparently, it was her comment, and she got nervous that she may have misspoken.  She wasn’t sure why such an inquiry might cause trouble, but then he smiled at her and shook his head.  “You may be one of the most perceptive people I’ve ever met.  What made you deduce that?” 
 
    “The females with them have been eyeing you, but not as closely or, well, lustily as the ones without them,” Kari answered as they continued toward the palace.  Morduri chuckled and nodded again.  “Do the males wear jewelry to mark their marriage?” 
 
    “Not in a place you’re likely to see.” 
 
    Kari whipped her gaze to him, and they shared a laugh.  “Sorry I asked.” 
 
    “My people have some other traditions you would find equally strange.  For example, we are married in the nude.” 
 
    Kari narrowed her eyes to see if he was toying with her.  “Why would you do that?  I thought your people were more prudish about nudity?” 
 
    “We are, and that is part of the reason.  It has to do with education and breeding among my kind.  Males who consistently fail at their education are branded to mark them as inferior mates.  Our people value intelligence above all else, and those deemed dimwitted are marked so that females who court them will not be caught unawares.  On the off chance a male is able to hide it throughout a courtship cycle, they are married in the nude to demonstrate to all that they are both free of blemish or marking.” 
 
    “So the females are sometimes marked as well for being badly educated?  Glad my people don’t do any such thing,” Kari commented, drawing a curious gaze from the demon king.  “I didn’t get much of an education growing up.  People still think I’m pretty dumb when I don’t know what a word means or I can’t pronounce it right.” 
 
    Morduri made a semi-apologetic gesture.  “Well, with due respect, you’d be considered fairly stupid among my people.  That’s not to say, however, that you’re stupid.  You are quite clever and might easily be underestimated by one of my kind in a contest of wits.  But to get to answering your question, no, females are not subjected to the same standards as males when it comes to education.  They receive the same teaching and testing, but the stigma of passing on inferior intelligence to children falls to the male, so they are held to higher standards.” 
 
    “But your women are just as sharp as the men?” 
 
    “Oh, certainly.  Never gamble with an elestram woman with children.  Trust me on this.  Back to the subject at hand, a female is normally marked by wearing a red band about her upper left arm if she is found to be barren, and not for any other reason that I’m aware of.  Some males will take a barren woman as a mate, but they wear the marking so there is no surprise after a marriage is made official.” 
 
    “Interesting.”  Kari began looking at the elestram males and females more closely to see if she could detect any such markings. 
 
    “Don’t bother looking for marked males,” he said, and she hoped it wasn’t as obvious to those they were passing.  “Most of them leave the cities, some to find a mate in the more rural areas, while some others seek mates among the mallasti.” 
 
    “And sire mallestrem, right?” Kari asked, and the demon king nodded.  “So the mallasti don’t care so much about the dumb ones?” 
 
    “Well, they don’t hold to our standards, and even a male that fails his testing is hardly dumb by your standards, Kari.” 
 
    “But how do your people feel about mallestrem because of that?” 
 
    Morduri shrugged.  “There’s no stigma attached to the mallestrem as far as I’m aware.  Their births don’t always have to do with inferior intelligence or that sort of thing.  It’s not all that uncommon for our peoples to interbreed.” 
 
    “Just not with the erestram?” 
 
    He gave a non-committal half-shrug, half-nod.  “The erestram are a very proud and traditional people as well.  And their larger sizes make inter-racial relationships more than a little unusual.  But it is possible, more easily so for my people than the mallasti.” 
 
    They were nearly at the palace, but Kari was enjoying the personable conversation and lesson on the beshathans.  “Oh?  Why’s that?”  
 
    Morduri considered her, something strange in his expression.  “Well, to put it delicately, the mallasti have smaller genitals than my people.  Males and females.  Ours are more suited to crossbreeding with either, but…” 
 
    “No need to explain further,” Kari said with an upraised hand.  “This conversation just got weird.” 
 
    The demon king laughed.  “I suppose it did at that.  Still, these are things you should be at least somewhat familiar with as you spend more and more time here on Mehr’Durillia.  You never know when being aware of something – even if it seems improper on the surface – might prevent a misstep or misunderstanding.” 
 
    Kari agreed with a nod.  “Tell me why they call King Emanitar The Spotted Lion.” 
 
    “Because contrary to so-called common knowledge or what the Overking would have you believe, Emanitar is far from a coward.  He’s been labeled such for surrendering to the Overking and becoming a vassal, but there really was little choice.  The fight was lost, but that’s not to say he never fought.  As for the spots, well, that should be obvious.” 
 
    At last they reached the entrance to the palace.  Morduri didn’t even have to identify himself: the guards greeted him by his Lord Irrasitus title and opened the doors for him.  Kari was still a bit surprised that he was given such free rein in a realm that wasn’t his own.  Clearly his relationship with Emanitar was as genuine as Kari had heard.  Emanitar had been like an uncle to Morduri when the elestram king was growing up, and now it made Kari really wonder what Morduri’s father had been like, and what his relationship with Emanitar entailed. 
 
    They received no escort as they entered the palace, but it was apparently unnecessary.  Morduri knew where he was going, and led Kari down a side passage and then through a wide double-door into the audience chamber.  He walked around like he was the prince and not just a visiting king, but no one reacted poorly to it that Kari could see.  When they entered the audience chamber, the guards just inside the door – the only pair of erestram Kari had seen in the city thus far – nodded respectfully to the elestram king. 
 
    The throne room was much cozier than Koursturaux’, large enough for a few dozen people to meet before King Emanitar.  Kari suspected he had a larger state room somewhere else where he held more public meetings.  At present, he was holding court, much like Koursturaux had been doing when Kari arrived at the female demon king’s home.  Unlike King Koursturaux, however, Emanitar held a hand up to stop the proceedings when he noticed the visitors. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Irrasitus has graced us with a visit,” he said in infernal with a welcoming gesture toward the elestram king.  “Please, my friend, have a seat, and I will be with you and your guest as soon as I have resolved this issue.” 
 
    Morduri nudged Kari and gestured off to the side, and they took seats among the gallery of people watching and listening to the proceedings.  Kari’s mouth twitched with a suppressed smile as she considered them people.  On her first visit, she had still believed all of the people of Mehr’Durillia were demons of various kinds.  Her perceptions had and continued to change, but at the same time, she did warn herself not to become too familiar with them.  While some of them were not her enemies in a straightforward sense, she had to treat them with at least a touch of skepticism to avoid being duped or drawn into a web of lies. 
 
    Kari couldn’t understand much of what was being said.  She knew certain phrases and a few complete sentences in beshathan, but had otherwise no knowledge of the language.  Those few things she knew, however, pointed to the current issue before the king being a dispute over hunting territories, or something to that effect.  The two mallasti males petitioning before the king were cordial to each other and certainly to their monarch, but they had clearly brought some dispute before him.  After a few minutes, Kari turned to Morduri. 
 
    “Any idea what they’re arguing about?” she asked quietly, doing her best to not interrupt the proceedings. 
 
    “An inter-realm marriage, if I’m not mistaken,” he answered in hushed tones.  “It’s not something that happens often, but with the more nomadic nature of the mallasti, sometimes it’s unavoidable.  The one with the lighter fur is from my own realm, actually, and his daughter has apparently taken to the other fellow’s son here in Tess’Vorg.” 
 
    “But they can’t migrate across borders, can they?” 
 
    “Oh, for the sake of a marriage it is usually allowed.  Certainly, I would have little input on the subject as long as both families are well-satisfied.  If this was an obvious attempt by one family or the other to slip wholly into another realm, it would face stiff resistance and possibly civil or even criminal penalties under the Overking’s law.  But for one child or the other to go and be with their new spouse’s family, it is often allowable.” 
 
    Whatever the outcome, a decision was soon reached and the mallasti were escorted from the audience chamber.  The two mallasti males who’d been petitioning continued to speak as they left the chamber, and seemed satisfied with the outcome.  With a gesture, King Emanitar cleared the room, whether by sending the other petitioners away permanently or just for a short while, Kari couldn’t say.  Once it was just the three of them in the throne room – even the two erestram guards had left – the mallasti king gestured his two guests forward.  Kari let Morduri go first, and she followed him to stand before the throne.  To her surprise, Emanitar didn’t stay seated. 
 
    Once on his feet, the mallasti king opened his arms, and after only a brief pause to bow politely, Morduri embraced his “uncle.”  Morduri was taller than Emanitar, but the mallasti king was pretty tall for one of his kind so far as Kari could tell.  They spoke for a minute in beshathan, leaving Kari out of the loop.  When they split apart, Morduri turned and gestured toward Kari. 
 
    “This is Lady Karian Vanador, the Avatar of Vengeance.” 
 
    Emanitar took Kari in silently, but she bowed respectfully toward him while he inspected her.  “Yes, I remember seeing her at the Council session several times when you first worked with her,” the mallasti king said in the Citarian common tongue with only a slight accent.  “I understand she also passed through the city here on her way to treat with Sekassus, though she was not here long enough for us to be introduced.  I welcome you to my court, hunter.  I am King Emanitar Te’Mordrin, lord of Tess’Vorg.” 
 
    “Son of Be’shatha?” Kari prodded. 
 
    Emanitar grimaced.  “This one is going to be a problem, Morduri.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been trying to impress upon her the necessity of keeping such matters quiet, but she does take a bit to learn, clever as she may be.” 
 
    “I just need to know who I’m dealing with,” Kari offered with a semi-apologetic gesture. 
 
    “Speaking of things that would get you killed most anywhere here on Mehr’Durillia will serve no one’s purpose,” Emanitar said with a stern gaze.  “To answer your question: yes, I am Be’shatha’s son, but that status means next to nothing in this age.  Now, I am a vassal of the Overking, one who would be expected to turn you over for judgment for even speaking of the Great Mother openly.” 
 
    He approached and began to walk a slow circle around Kari, but she kept facing forward while he completed his inspection.  “It should be no mystery to anyone, especially our peers, what you are about when you come here.  Still, there is being covert, and there is being openly rebellious.  One will get you watched and threatened, the other will get you killed.  Or, perhaps, simply stretched out on a stone bed in the dungeon of my former kast’wa.” 
 
    Kari shuddered at that.  There was facing death bravely, and then there was the prospect of being sliced up and hurt, endlessly, at the hands of Koursturaux or her surgeon.  “Can I ask you one question about her, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “Is there any hope of ever bringing her back?” Kari asked, turning to meet the golden-eyed stare of the mallasti king. 
 
    Emanitar tilted his head to the side.  “Are we speaking of Koursturaux or my mother?” 
 
    Kari made an effort not to scoff.  “Your mother.” 
 
    The mallasti turned to Morduri.  “What exactly did you bring her here for, my friend?” 
 
    “To talk about the unrest among the mallasti after Sekassus’ latest vulkinastra murder.  But I’d advise you not to talk about her as though she’s not here.  She is headstrong, but she is honest, and when she asks blunt questions, it’s because she is truly curious about our world and its workings.” 
 
    “Hopefully not as headstrong as her Order’s Turik Jalar,” Emanitar said, turning back to Kari.  “I do not expect the Overking would suffer the indignity of Jalar’s Folly a second time.  The first time, it was a curiosity and somewhat amusing.  Follow not too closely in his footsteps, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “Please, call me Kari, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Be’shatha is dead and has been for more than ten eras.  It is best to look forward and not back, Kari.  As it stands, we have much of a mountain to climb to ever claim back even a portion of what we had before the Overking’s conquest.  To sit and pray for a miracle, to be saved by a goddess long dead, is pointless.” 
 
    So he has just about given up, Kari thought, keeping the emotions from her face.  “Well, if you want to look forward, let’s talk about what Morduri called me here for.” 
 
    Emanitar turned to his “nephew” and smirked, and Morduri gave Kari a cool gaze.  She had called him by his first name casually again, something she thought wouldn’t be a problem in front of his “uncle.” 
 
    “King Morduri.  No, Lord Irrasitus.  Sorry.” 
 
    “She’s learning,” Morduri offered, and Emanitar laughed.  “I brought her here because I see an opportunity in the wake of what Sekassus has done.” 
 
    “This will be best addressed in the state room,” Emanitar said, and he gestured for them to stop speaking and follow him. 
 
    He led them deeper through the castle, and Kari was impressed with the design and décor.  Surely if this palace was anywhere near as old as the being who ruled from it, the fact that it wasn’t dilapidated or at least in need of constant repair was surprising.  But its stone walls were smooth and reflected a portion of the scattered torch- and brazier-light to keep the shadows at bay, even away from the windows.  It smelled lived-in, but in a good way, lacking in any of the musty or decrepit scents that marked old places.  The scent of the beshathan people was present in the air, but it was pleasant even to Kari’s nose, which wasn’t used to it just yet. 
 
    The state room was more of a wide, open study with a fireplace and large, south-facing windows that let in a great deal of warm sunlight.  The walls were lined with paintings, mostly of mallasti, and Kari suspected they might be old acquaintances or family of Emanitar’s, likely long passed.  There were well-stocked bookshelves, and a few deep, cushioned chairs in front of the fire.  It was such a familiar scene to her, and yet a bit alien and odd in light of where she was.  It was just one more thing that pointed to the Mehr’Durillians having much in common with her, no matter how different they might be from her own people. 
 
    Emanitar had Kari and Morduri take seats by the hearth, unlit in the warmth of the day.  He had the good grace to pour and serve something alcoholic to his guests, which was quite a gesture coming from a king, especially one of his age and power.  Kari sniffed the contents of her crystal cup, and was pretty sure it was something akin to bourbon.  A short sip confirmed it, and she sat back, held the drink up, and nodded to the king in thanks. 
 
    Emanitar smiled and sat down with his guests.  He took a short sip of his own drink and settled that golden stare on Morduri.  “So, tell me, my friend, what you have in mind.” 
 
    “Well, as you know, Sekassus recently killed another vulkinastra.  What I’m hearing suggests there’s been a great deal of unrest, and that it is escalating toward open rioting,” the elestram king answered, and Emanitar nodded.  “I have also heard that Prince Amnastru has been sent forward to quash any rebellion, and I brought Kari here to take advantage of the opportunity to leave Sekassus without his crown prince.” 
 
    Emanitar sat forward in his seat.  “You have my full attention.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter V – Considerations 
 
      
 
    “I am not certain this scheme of yours will work,” Emanitar said.  “With the relationship I have with Sekassus, I cannot imagine his children would be anything less than hyperaware of the exact location of our border.  It seems more likely to me that Amnastru would simply cease pursuing you at the border, and then turn his anger on the mallasti people – a result none of us want, if I understand your intentions.” 
 
    “No, that’s certainly not what I want, Your Majesty,” Kari confirmed.  It felt odd for her to be sitting in a stately room having a discussion with two demon kings, but she tried not to dwell on that now.  “I just thought that after my final words to Amnastru when I met him, and the fact that people think I called him whatever a kaeshmor is, he might be tempted to chase me even to the gates of Anthraxis.” 
 
    The mallasti king laughed grimly, glancing at Morduri.  “This is the first I have heard of that tall tale.  The initial reports I received from Sorelizar have been embellished more and more with each retelling that circulated.  I suspect you were surprised at how thoroughly Sekassus combed his lands for you?  You should not have been; it was doubtless his intention from the moment he began to barter with you.” 
 
    “Wasn’t he risking trouble with the Overking by violating the Seven Days’ Grace?” 
 
    Emanitar made a dismissive gesture and took another sip of his spirits.  “Trouble?  Only of the most minor kind.  His hunters likely were ordered to delay you without causing any actual harm.  As you got closer to escaping and then when you reached the border of Si’Dorra, they became panicked, and very nearly brought more damning consequences upon their king.” 
 
    “So you know what happened at the border?” Kari asked, and the mallasti nodded.  “So those elestram that tried to help me…were those your spies?” 
 
    There was a glint in those golden eyes, and the faintest trace of a smile on that hyena-like countenance as he sipped slowly at his drink again.  “I know nothing of what you speak.” 
 
    Kari was expecting such an answer, but not the reaction that marked it as false.  She wondered how many spies each king had in each of the other realms, and just how much influence they could exert in each other’s holds.  “Of course you don’t, Your Majesty.  What can you tell me about The Vandrasse?  If you know what happened at the border, then you know I had a run-in with her, and that she tried to kill me as vengeance for killing the White Serpent.” 
 
    Emanitar put down his crystal glass and stared at Kari for the better part of a minute.  “So you truly did kill the White Serpent?” he asked rhetorically, sparing Morduri a glance.  “We had heard as much at the Council session after her death, but there seemed to be skepticism whether you had killed her, or if the Overking’s slave did so and used you as a scapegoat.” 
 
    “Well, I beat her in combat, Your Majesty, and a friend of mine killed her because she thought Turillia was too dangerous to take captive.” 
 
    “That could complicate matters, certainly.  The Vandrasse on her own would be a bit of a challenge for one such as yourself, but one you could likely handle.  Together with Amnastru, though, you would face daunting odds.” 
 
    He trailed off when Kari turned her gaze to Morduri.  “Care to speculate?” 
 
    The elestram’s ears perked up.  “On what?” 
 
    “The odds I could kill the two of them.” 
 
    Morduri shook his head.  “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Kari chuckled and turned back to Emanitar, and the mallasti king continued his thoughts.  “I have to confess, this whole situation reeks of a trap to me.  Sekassus is too crafty and devious to send his son out to quash a rebellion without considering the consequences.  He must know that grinding the mallasti along his southeastern border would agitate my own subjects, and be trying to draw our two realms into a war.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to say he suspected I’d come hunt his son,” Kari said. 
 
    “No.  That, I expect, is something he will not see coming.  Still, this is not to say that his son will be alone or unprotected.  If you are to make a strike at Amnastru, you will need to pass among the mallasti of Sorelizar and learn as much as you can in preparation to attack.  As a rir, you will stand out among them, but if your intentions are made clear, they will likely shield you from Sekassus’ eyes, and help you to make your strike.  And then there is always the possibility you receive other help.” 
 
    “From the Ashen Fangs?” 
 
    Emanitar bobbed his head.  “Indeed.  It has been ages since they have taken the initiative to strike against a noble or royal.  This may be the chance they have been awaiting.  Such a kill would bring them great prestige among the malcontents of the realms, and would leave Sekassus in a precarious position.” 
 
    “Losing his crown prince, you mean?” 
 
    “Not just his crown prince, but his firstborn son, his most important progeny, and a prince old enough that he has been considered for a position as a king himself before.” 
 
    Kari felt her gut cramp at that.  If Amnastru was strong enough that he was considered fit to become a king, then she wasn’t sure how powerful he might be.  Kari knew how hard he could hit after he slapped her in Sekassus’ throne room, but that said nothing of his supernatural power.  If he was considered nearly ready to be crowned and given his own realm, attacking him might not even come down to a contest of physical prowess.  Kari could find herself torn in half like Uldriana was on that fateful day she visited King Sekassus. 
 
    “And you two think I could best him in battle?” 
 
    “You’re the Avatar of Vengeance now,” Morduri said. 
 
    “What do you know about that, though?” Kari prodded. 
 
    “You are no longer just an incredibly proficient fighter, Kari,” Emanitar explained.  “You now have the power of a deity flowing through you, such that you should be able to counteract the power of a prince or even a minor king.  Your spiritual strength might not be sufficient to stand against someone like myself or my former kast’wa, but against Prince Amnastru?  I think you will find that your strength more than matches his.  You might even be strong enough to give my nephew trouble.” 
 
    Morduri’s ears twitched, but he actually smiled. 
 
    “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that I can’t beat him.  If I can get him to cross the border, you’d be free to kill him, right?” Kari asked the mallasti king. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  He and his father would expect nothing less, and they would get nothing less.  In fact, I think I would have his carcass dragged behind my coach when I went to the upcoming Council session.  Then I would hang it from the terrace of my personal chambers, and leave it for the valirasi to pick at if they happened to fly by.” 
 
    Kari blinked a few times.  “I take it you don’t like him very much.” 
 
    “Prince Vassiras is the sole member of that family I can tolerate on any level,” Emanitar said, his voice a little colder than it had been.  “I suspect he is just as vicious and spiteful at heart, but he plays the game of politics much better than his siblings or sire, and at least he has the decency to be respectful when we meet.  The rest of that family would be best utilized by being disemboweled and used as latrines.” 
 
    Kari laughed; she couldn’t help it.  Morduri cracked that quiet smile again, but there was no laughter from Emanitar, and no amusement showed in his eyes.  It was a brief glimpse into how he really thought and felt, and Kari wondered at it, but only for a few moments.  She then recalled that Sekassus had tried to murder Emanitar years – centuries?  Millennia? – ago, and many thought he had succeeded.  That had to mean Sekassus physically wounded Emanitar to such a degree that he thought he’d killed the mallasti king, only to learn the truth later.  In that light, Kari could understand Emanitar’s feelings, whether he was a demon king or the son of a goddess. 
 
    “Well, Your Majesty, I’ll plan to head to the southwestern villages of your realm in the morning.  I was hoping to see your city’s football team play a match, but there’s more important things to take care of.” 
 
    Emanitar cocked his head.  “You want to watch the Reds play a match?  I can have a friendly organized against one of the other teams for tomorrow.  It would be no trouble at all, if you want a little distraction before you move on.” 
 
    “I’d really appreciate that,” she said, then turned to Morduri.  “And you’ll be staying here until you receive news from the south?” 
 
    “Yes.  We can’t approach the contested area too soon without drawing too much attention or making our intentions obvious.  You’ll be on your own at first, but as we discussed, I think the Ashen Fangs may take you into their confidence, and the mallasti people should shelter you and help you along.  If not, come back here immediately, and we will simply scuttle the plan.  Above all else, Kari, your goal is to stay alive.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that twice,” she agreed. 
 
    Emanitar rose to his feet.  “Excellent.  Well, I shall go arrange for a match tomorrow, and have the cooks begin preparing a meal.  Morduri, if you like, escort Kari to the baths and get the dust of the road off.  I will see you two in the dining hall in an hour or so.” 
 
    Kari rose and bowed politely to their host.  Emanitar dipped his head in response and made his egress.  Kari followed Morduri as he led her from the chamber.  He walked the halls as if it was his own castle, intimately familiar with its layout and most of its staff, and apparently given full leave to do as he pleased by the ruling king.  For someone who spent the greater part of his days wandering his own realm and sleeping under the stars, Morduri was still strangely adaptable to this more urban lifestyle. 
 
    The bath chamber wasn’t as expansive or impressive as the one in Koursturaux’ palace, but it consisted of a marble tub sunk into the floor, large enough for several people to use all at once.  It seemed to be both a spa and for washing, and a quick glimpse revealed the knobs and pipes that indicated it had indoor plumbing.  Morduri turned the knobs and tested the water a few times, and soon the tub was filling with steamy water.  It was strange to Kari that there were no servants in the chamber to assist the guests, but she did appreciate the fact that these two kings didn’t have servants waiting on them hand and foot for every little detail of life. 
 
    That thought was dashed a few moments later when a pair of mallasti women came in and gestured for the two guests to get undressed.  Kari thought perhaps they were there to assist with the bath itself, but instead, they began piling her and Morduri’s clothing, armor, and weapons to take with them.  The two females stared at Kari and had a whispered conversation in beshathan.  Kari was hopeful they were simply discussing finding a robe or similar garment that would fit around her wings.  Soon, she and Morduri were nude, and Kari was surprised when the mallasti servants left without even letting their stares linger on the visiting elestram king. 
 
    Once they were gone, Morduri turned and stepped down into the tub.  Kari, unlike the two apparently well-disciplined mallasti women, admired his athletic physique.  He was taller than Kris and appeared slightly lankier on account of it, but Morduri was a fine specimen of man, and his being elestram did nothing to diminish that.  The lonely part of Kari wanted to reach out and grope his rump, but the better part of her understood he was simply there and naked; what she really wanted lay elsewhere.  Or, more precisely, who. 
 
    Kris… 
 
    Kari followed the elestram king into the tub and sat down on a sculpted seat within.  The water was steamy, and the heat soaked into her skin in moments, relaxing sore muscles and her tensions.  She flexed her wrist a couple of times in the warm water, but any pain from Morduri having dislocated it days before was gone.  Morduri sat across from her and spread his arms out sideways along the edge, and he leaned his head back, took in a deep breath, and sighed through his nose.  Kari had no trouble imagining what it must be like to soak in a steamy tub after weeks, or possibly even months of walking the plains and hills of his realm. 
 
    “So what are your plans now that your mate has passed?” 
 
    Kari snapped to attention.  “What?” 
 
    He tilted his head back down so he could look her in the eyes.  “As I said a few days ago, you wear your emotions for all to see much of the time.  After what you said to Cestriana in Moskarre, I better understand why you keep staring at me the way you do when you think I’m not paying attention.  Are you required to remain a widow for some specified period?” 
 
    Am I staring at him that much? she wondered.  She hadn’t even realized it if it was so.  Her mind was a jumbled mess at times, still sorting through her emotions, her future, whether or not she wanted to enter another relationship.  She was ready to be intimate with someone, that was no mystery, but was she so obvious about it that even an elestram was getting uncomfortable under her constant scrutiny?  She just wasn’t sure what she really wanted at all.  Her children were the most important thing on her mind, and all other considerations fell subordinate to that.  Kris would make a good lover, probably even a good mate.  But a good father?  That had to be her first concern. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” she answered after thinking about it.  “I think I’m just afraid of hurting my family or making them think I’ve forgotten about my husband too quickly.  If you don’t mind my asking, what are such matters like among your people?” 
 
    “My people mate for life, which is a long time, as you should understand.  It is permitted for a widow or widower to seek another mate after a year, but grief is different from person to person.  Most typically, a widow or widower will seek another who has lost their mate.  Our lifetimes are far too long to spend alone.”  He sat up straighter and tilted his head slightly to the side.  “I suspect you’ve already got someone on your mind, so I want you to listen to me.  Take it from someone who can’t be with the one they love: when you return home – and I implore you to make every effort to do so – you go and you find that man, and you take him as a mate.  Go and spend your life with him, and be happy, and don’t worry about what anyone else thinks.” 
 
    “I think I will,” Kari answered with a nod.  She had to blink back tears at first, thinking of her departed husband and how much he had meant to her.  But then she thought of his letter, of his own request that she find a new mate and happiness, and she realized she was beating herself up for all the wrong reasons.  She wanted her family to be happy, but she now understood that to make them happy, she had to start with herself.  The first thing she would do when she got back would be to share Grakin’s letter with Kyrie, and then talk to her mother-in-law about Kris. 
 
    Morduri grabbed up a bar of soap and began washing his face and those long, pointed ears.  Kari watched him for a minute, and when he was able to meet her gaze again through the lather, he chuckled through his nose and shook his head. 
 
    “You know, I can’t help but think Emma would be a sweet girl if she wasn’t enslaved to the Overking,” Kari mused. 
 
    Morduri’s brow knitted.  “Girl?” 
 
    “Oh, I know she’s probably a lot older than I think, but she still seems like a girl to me.” 
 
    “She’s older than I am by a good deal.  Nearly as old as King Celigus, actually.” 
 
    “How did you end up involved with her?” Kari prodded while she had him talking openly about his mallasti lover. 
 
    Morduri stood up to continue washing, and Kari found something else to look at while he did so.  “I drew a portrait of her standing beside the Overking’s throne during one of the Council sessions,” he answered.  “I gave it to her, and soon after, we both ended up being summoned to the Overking’s throne room.  I thought I had violated some rule, and that one or both of us was going to be punished, but the Overking offered her to me as a bedmate.” 
 
    “And she just obeyed, I assume?” 
 
    “Of course she did.  But I never forced myself on her.  The first few times I brought her up to my chambers, we shared a bath, sat out on the balcony and enjoyed a drink, or I drew more portraits of her to hang on my wall.  You have to understand something about her, Kari: when she says this one or refers to herself as though speaking of someone else, that’s not an act.  It’s not something she does to seem humble and meek.  She has no social standing except that she is a servant of the Overking.  When she was in my presence, it took a while to get her personality to show.  But when it did…” 
 
    “You fell in love with her.” 
 
    Morduri nodded.  “She has mated with others, I know this.  But these are things she does as part of her duties, not her desires.  She wants to be with me, and when I dream of taking her as my wife, I am not alone in that feeling.  But when I made my intentions known to the Overking, he simply laughed at me.  And after that day, she was no longer allowed to stand beside his throne during the Council sessions.  She wasn’t even allowed to appear on the meeting hall floor unless specifically summoned.  I was still allowed to take her to my chambers, but the Overking made his judgment of our feelings well known.” 
 
    Kari frowned and looked back at him, and she blushed.  Whatever the elestram feelings on nudity, he displayed none of it as he bathed in front of her.  But at the same time, she found some odd sense of respect there.  He was naked before her, and yet he wasn’t interested in her or trying to seduce her.  He had given her the advice to find and declare her feelings for Kris, when he could’ve tried to take advantage of this situation.  She broke free of the thoughts to add, “I remember she looked a little bit embarrassed when I saw her going up to your chambers with you, though.” 
 
    “She thought you found her weakness…that you might try to use our relationship against one or both of us.  I think both of us understand now that such is not in your nature.” 
 
    Good thing he doesn’t know about my implied threat to Koursturaux, Kari thought.  In truth, she wasn’t really willing to harm someone to get at their friends or family, but when she dealt with the kings, she thought it was better if they didn’t know that.  She felt differently about Morduri; he was still not her friend, but she felt comfortable around him, and she wasn’t sure it was a bad thing from what she’d seen and heard. 
 
    She met his gaze again.  “Can I ask you one other personal question?” 
 
    Morduri’s mouth tightened a little.  “You may, but reconsider if it’s something you know is going to irritate me.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “Just getting back to what we were talking about a minute ago, I was wondering if your mother is allowed and would look for another mate?” 
 
    The elestram was clearly surprised by the question, his jaw dropping open slightly.  “She may legally, and certainly she’d have my blessing to do so.  Now that you mention it, though, I have never said as much to her.  I imagine she takes her duties to me too seriously to consider abandoning them to seek another mate.  Hmph…perhaps I should go see her and make my feelings known.” 
 
    Kari smiled.  “So we both have someone to go speak with when this is all done.” 
 
    He nodded and sighed.  “I wasn’t wrong: you’re going to turn my fur grey one way or another.  So, do you need help washing those wings?” 
 
    Kari rose to her feet and stretched them out, and Morduri was clearly impressed with the more imposing figure she cut that way.  “That would actually be very helpful,” she answered. 
 
    He gestured for her to turn around.  “Well, let’s get to it, then.  We don’t want to be late for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As he’d offered, the next day, Kari and Morduri accompanied King Emanitar to the city’s coliseum, where a crowd was gathering to watch the coming match.  Kari felt a little guilty going to watch a football match when her friends and family were all back home worrying about her.  She cut herself some slack, though: this would be the last time she got to relax in the coming days, and she honestly had no idea how stressful an undertaking this scheme was going to be. 
 
    After the match, she would head southwest toward the border of Sorelizar.  Once they were comfortable in the coliseum, with Kari and Morduri on either side of Emanitar’s throne-like seat, Emanitar leaned over and spoke quietly to Kari.  “When you reach the village of Ewuaswi, among the Te’Dastra lands, you need only show them the pendant of the Great Mother that you wear.  That should earn you their trust immediately.  Be aware, however, that showing it to anyone else – particularly in Sorelizar – will see you killed without question.” 
 
    Kari recalled taking off the Great Mother’s pendant when she and Morduri bathed, and realized she had committed a very serious error.  She’d gotten so used to wearing Be’shatha’s symbol on Citaria that it never occurred to her that she still had it on here.  “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.  I shouldn’t have worn it in your home and caused you any trouble.” 
 
    Emanitar nodded and graciously waved off the apology.  “Hand-carved as it is, it will convince the Te’Dastras that you are welcome among the mallasti of Pataria.  Once you have their trust, at least to some extent, you may begin gathering information to figure out how to slip across the border into Te’Montasi territory.  As I believe Morduri explained to you, though they don’t share the same surname, the two clans are mallasti first and foremost, and remain close, even across the border.” 
 
    Kari had some direction, at least.  After two lifetimes of hunting “demons” of one type or another, Kari was pretty used to walking into situations somewhat unprepared.  Doing so here on Mehr’Durillia, though, was something completely different.  Here, the laws were stacked against her rather than her enemies, and one misstep – even something as simple as showing the pendant she wore – could cost her everything.  At the very least, she had the blessing of Emanitar and Morduri to walk their realms virtually free, and that meant that if things looked hopeless or just too risky, she could stay in the safer realms and seek alternatives. 
 
    She turned back to the pitch as the Rulaj Reds took the field to raucous cheers.  Emanitar took no small amount of pride in them, confiding in Kari over dinner the prior night that he put considerable effort into forming a team that could best all of his peers’ teams.  Named for their reddish-brown coats, which every single one of his players had, the Rulaj Reds were the single most successful football team on Mehr’Durillia.  And per his own words, since Emanitar had little else to do when his duties as monarch were fulfilled, he had a lot of time and energy to put toward assembling the most talented players he could. 
 
    Kari had asked about the war on Irrathmor, and though it was an obviously sore subject, Emanitar told her that the better teams were usually exempted from serving.  That gave them even greater incentive to hone their craft and win, because losing teams were apparently stripped of any such exemptions.  That, Kari knew, caused a lot of stress when Emanitar’s players went to another realm and bested his peers’ teams.  Kari was pretty sure the mallasti and elestram kings weren’t pleased with the prospect of players being sent off to war, but rather with the anger it no doubt stoked in their rival kings.  She wondered briefly about the Crimson Starlets of Maurinoth, and how good King Koursturaux’ home team was overall. 
 
    The other team took the field to a similar cheer from the crowd.  As Kari understood it, this was a youth-league team, one who had little chance of actually beating the Reds, but whose players would be called up to replace injured or older members of the Reds as needed.  Just how young members of a mallasti “youth” team would be was an amusing mystery for people who could live well over four millennia.  And that gave rise to the question of how old they could be before considering retirement from the team. 
 
    The match got underway, and it took little time for the excitement to begin.  The skill of the Reds was well-known to Kari even after just the one match in Mas’tolinor.  The youth team, called what translated to the Junior Reds, quickly showed Kari that they were nearly as skilled and trained.  While the Reds put pressure on them immediately, the Juniors pushed back, and it turned into a tightly-contested, low-scoring affair through the first half.  The Reds managed a single goal on their youth counterparts, who threatened several times but failed to score. 
 
    “So, what did you think of my former kast’wa?” Emanitar asked at the halftime break. 
 
    “She was pleasant enough, Your Majesty,” Kari said tactfully.  “I’m honestly still at a loss as to what to make of her.  Her interest in me seems to go beyond…that thing that makes all your peers keep an eye on me.  There’s things I’ve found out about her that just don’t seem to fit into what I know and what I’ve seen.  She’s quite the enigma.” 
 
    Emanitar laughed openly.  “I cannot disagree with that.  Despite all the time we spent together, there are still so many things about her I do not know or understand.  Just as I am certain you do not understand how we even came to be together, or what drove us apart.  Suffice to say it is a long and complicated tale, one you would not believe or understand at this point.  The truth will come to you in due time if you continue the work you have begun here, though.  So be patient for the time being.” 
 
    “Are you two still intimate at all?  Or at least friendly?” 
 
    “Oh, we are still very friendly.  Our affair lasted a long time, and was not simply based around siring children.  As to still being intimate, though?  Not with each other, no.  Koursturaux has moved on and is kast’wa to Celigus Chinchala, as you know, and as for me, well, I take my comfort in my mistresses and leave affairs of the heart out of politics now.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  It seemed like the most sensible plan under any circumstances, especially here on Mehr’Durillia.  The whole concept of kast’wasi was as much of a mystery to her as the kings that engaged in it.  If the princes eventually grew into kings, why did anyone sire or give birth to potential competition?  The whole notion was absurd, which suggested there was some other facet Kari was still unaware of. 
 
    “Is there anything you know about Salvation’s Dawn that your peers are ignorant to?” she asked him, wondering if Morduri would overhear with the crowd noise. 
 
    Emanitar stared at her for a minute, then turned his gaze back over the field as halftime came to an end.  “Only that you are not the first.  Will you be the last?  I cannot say.  What part you may play in all this remains to be seen, but I am certainly impressed with your efforts thus far.  You are both a great prize and a great threat to the kings, the former giving me cause to think you have a greater chance of success in this endeavor than might normally be the case.” 
 
    “You mean Amnastru will hesitate to kill me, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I cannot speak to that with certainty.  He is volatile and lacks the more tempered hand of his father.  I would advise you, should you find yourself on the verge of being slain, to remind him of the Overking’s desires.  He may not heed your warning, but it may be the one thing that can save you should you fall before him.” 
 
    Kari would have to keep that in mind.  “If he captured me and took me back to his father, do you think King Sekassus would kill me?” 
 
    Emanitar nodded.  “Yes, without question.  He can likely do so and escape punishment by the Overking.  His son, on the other hand, would have no protections from our lord.” 
 
    “So don’t get caught, got it,” Kari muttered, eliciting a chuckle from both of the kings with her.  She had suspected Morduri could likely overhear everything they said, but now she had to wonder if one of the other kings might have spies among Emanitar’s people here. 
 
    The second half of the match got started.  Now Kari could see that the Reds were warmed up and ready.  They trounced their youth team in the second half, setting up offensive schemes and using free kicks to devastating effect.  Though the Reds surrendered a goal to the Juniors on a brilliant corner play, they scored five times themselves in the second half.  Even with a margin of five goals separating victor and loser, the match still pleased the crowd and the king, and both teams received rowdy applause at the match’s conclusion. 
 
    “Do your people play?” Emanitar asked, staying in his seat while the crowd began to disperse.  The teams both came by and bowed before him, and the king sent them off to relax with a gracious nod of his head. 
 
    “Here and there, but I’m honestly not sure if my home city has a league or even a team.  I’m sure the children probably play, but there aren’t a lot of organized sports in DarkWind that I know of, and I’ve been living there for about four years.” 
 
    “How dreadfully boring.  What do your people do for entertainment?” 
 
    “Kill each other, mostly,” Kari muttered.  Emanitar’s ears perked up in shock along with Morduri’s, and Kari chuckled.  “I’m kidding.  I used to go out for drinks and to listen to the bard troupes before my mate and I had children.  I’m not much of a social person, though.  I find most of my entertainment at home, with my family and my children.  Though I spend so much of my life on the road, entertainment isn’t ever really much of a consideration.” 
 
    “Hmph.  Perhaps you should prod those in charge of your home city to look into putting together some sports to entertain their people.  As long as the matches are never taken seriously, it is a good diversion from the stresses and fatigue of a busy day.” 
 
    “Sure, and maybe I can invite your team to come beat the stuffing out of whatever team we could put together,” Kari quipped. 
 
    “I find that extraordinarily unlikely,” the demon king returned.  “Are you certain you wish to leave now?  Or would you like to stay one more night and begin your journey at dawn?” 
 
    Kari glanced at Morduri and shook her head.  “No, the sooner I leave, the better.  I’ve got things I need to see to at home, so I should get to work.  It should only take me a couple of days to reach the Te’Dastras, so if you and Lord Irrasitus wait about a week, that should give me time to put our plan into effect, Your Majesty, and you should hear something in the way of news.” 
 
    Emanitar smirked at Morduri.  “I told you she’s learning,” the elestram king said. 
 
    “Take this,” the mallasti monarch said, removing a thick gold band from his finger.  “If anyone halts you – most probably a harmauth or erestram patrol – you need only show them this signet ring, and they will let you pass without question.  I would wish you luck, Lady Vanador, but I do not believe in it, and my nephew would only counter such a wish with odds.” 
 
    “Go into Sorelizar and paint it red with the blood of Sekassus’ son,” Morduri said.  “If you can’t do it yourself, lure him to us as planned, and we’ll all take our vengeance on that whore’s son together.” 
 
    Kari blinked.  It was strange enough to hear the contempt behind Emanitar’s words regarding Sekassus and his family.  It seemed out of place to hear such vehemence coming from Morduri, but then she had to remind herself that Amnastru had killed Emma’s sister.  Morduri was taking that personally, despite Emma’s sister not being family or a lover to him.  In the end, Kari simply nodded; she wanted to kill Amnastru for reasons of her own, and anything it gave Emanitar or Morduri in terms of satisfaction would only help accomplish her other goals. 
 
    After a brief stop at the palace to collect her things, Kari set off southwest toward the mallasti village of Ewuaswi.  Freshly provisioned, she walked the streets of Rulaj, attracting many a stare, but she reminded herself that it was no different than a mallasti or elestram would receive walking the streets of DarkWind.  She had seen that enough times when she walked anywhere with Liria, Se’sasha, or Seanada.  The stares here were not hostile or unwelcoming, just curious above all.  A rir was so vastly different than a beshathan or even the odd valiras that populated Rulaj and Tess’Vorg in general.  And, Kari mused, whenever a rir comes through, trouble probably isn’t far behind. 
 
    The city soon gave way to countryside, and Kari used the remaining daylight to put as many miles behind her as she could.  She felt mostly prepared: she didn’t know what to expect once she crossed the border into Sorelizar, but nowadays she could speak infernal and a few phrases of beshathan to introduce herself.  She had the pendant of the Great Mother, hand-carved by a mallasti.  She had King Emanitar’s signet ring to prove her rights to walk these lands and interact with his people.  And, above all, she had the strength of her god flowing through her. 
 
    The night cooled off nicely, and as Kari lay on her bedroll beside a petite fire, she looked up at the stars.  It was so reminiscent of her past life, walking back and forth across the continent of Terrassia, and usually alone.  She was rarely alone these days, serving as head of the Order, traveling with the Silver Blades, and spending most of her nights in bed with a husband.  The last few months had been a difficult change, and Kari found it was hard to transition back to the solo, wandering type she had been for most of her prior life. 
 
    Grakin dominated her thoughts as she stared up at the heavens.  Tears made their escape from her eyes, but she was somehow content even in the minute resurgence of grief.  Somewhere up there, beyond the stars in the celestial domain of the gods, Grakin was enjoying the desserts of one who spent their life serving others.  He was happy, warm, and at peace; Kari remembered at least that much from her own time there, blocked though the memories might be.  He was being spared the anguish of longing, content in the knowledge that one day, he and his wife would be together again in some capacity. 
 
    Kari had to console herself with that.  She would never hold Grakin again, never lie with him in the throes of passion again in this life.  Perhaps the next life would remedy that – that seemed to be a point of contention among the faithful, but one Kari never bothered paying much attention to.  She had to live this life, one day at a time, and Morduri’s advice to her rang loudly in her ears.  Grakin was gone, but their love would abide forever.  In the here and now, she had the opportunity to build a similar yet unique bond with Kris Jir’tana, and she would be a fool to let that opportunity pass a second time. 
 
    What the afterlife would hold for a woman married to two men was a mystery, but one Kari didn’t need or want to bother thinking about now.  When she returned home, she would make her feelings known to Kris more succinctly than even opening her robes to him nearly a week before.  If his feelings were the same, she would see where their courtship led.  And in all of this, she would yet keep that space in her heart reserved only for Grakin, that his spirit would never leave her. 
 
    Though I’d desperately like to see you again, my love, Kari thought.  She hadn’t seen that little hovering ball of light since the day she’d buried Grakin, but a deep part of her soul knew that it was him.  He had watched over her in battle, guided her, saved her life even.  Their love transcended time and space, and he had remained behind on Citaria even after death until his love was safe again.  Now she wondered if he could do the same here on Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    A wolf loped into the edge of her firelight, slowing and then standing at attention across the flames from her.  Kari turned and looked behind her into the darkness for any signs of an approaching pack, attempting to catch her unawares.  There were no reflections of other eyes in the night, and she turned back to the apparently lone wolf.  She nodded absently to it, and the scrawny male dipped his own head before laying down close to the fire’s warmth, and yet a respectful distance away. 
 
    “If you’re a werewolf, you can change forms; it won’t surprise me,” Kari offered, but the wolf simply lifted his head and regarded her curiously.  Once she stopped speaking to him, he laid his head back down on his front paws and watched her through the flames. 
 
    You certainly draw all the right people to your side, one way or another. 
 
    Kari recalled Aeligos’ words from their hunt on Terrassia, when he accompanied her to put a stop to Annabelle and Zaliskower’s reign of terror.  It seemed as though this wolf was just a wolf, but was it simply the fire that drew it to her?  Was there something about her that made Morduri and Emanitar act so congenial and give her so much leeway when she erred in how she addressed them?  By all rights, her position as Avatar of Vengeance should set all of the kings, great and small, on edge, and yet she was finding more and more of them wanted to work with her on some level.  Certainly, most simply saw her as a tool, but she didn’t get that feeling from Morduri and Emanitar.  They seemed to be testing her for bigger and better things, and part of her hoped it was a return to the way things were, once upon a time under Be’shatha. 
 
    Either way, that was a very long-term goal.  Even if Kris was right and Kari had been altered to live nearly as long as an erestram, it might take her all of four thousand years to see the Overking deposed and Mehr’Durillia returned to some semblance of freedom and prosperity.  For the time being, she had to concentrate on her immediate goals, and hope that with each new victory she achieved, more would be drawn to her just as the wolf lying across from her was drawn to the warmth of a fire. 
 
    Kari was no longer here for vengeance, nor to satisfy a debt to Morduri.  She was here to lay the next brick in the foundation of a strategy.  She was here to achieve one more victory, and with that draw more allies to her side, whether here on Mehr’Durillia or back home.  If the tales that had spread after her meeting with Sekassus had become so far-fetched and embellished, she could only imagine what would happen to tales of her slaying Amnastru. 
 
    Kari looked down at the signet ring she wore, and touched her hand to her breastplate over the spot where Be’shatha’s pendant had settled.  She wasn’t here for vengeance or to spite Sekassus.  She was here to do something righteous, to defend the weak, to leave one dent in the armor of the kings.  She had made Cestriana and the other mallasti of Moskarre a promise, and she was on her way to take care of the first step toward fulfilling that promise. 
 
    She was going to rid Sorelizar of its crown prince. 
 
    She was going to paint it red. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VI – Civil Unrest 
 
      
 
    A day and a half’s travel brought Kari to the city of Kaatherai, another impressive work of the elestram.  She received a cool welcome at first, surrounded by distrustful looks and those cold, impassive stares that the beshathans were known for.  Armed with her new ability to speak the infernal tongue, Kari was able to make her way around the city and find out what she needed.  She learned its name, where to buy provisions, and even that it was ruled by a three-thousand-year-old erestram named Sharexi. 
 
    It didn’t take much of Kari’s considerable experience to realize that the city was agitated by the rumors of trouble across the border.  Kaatherai was close to Sorelizar, enough so that the city had a few syrinthians living in it.  That surprised Kari; she didn’t think they were allowed to leave Sorelizar, but then perhaps they had always lived here.  Kari was able to pick up tidbits of news despite the fact that most conversations took place in beshathan.  There was the occasional chatter in infernal, allowing her to glean some insights, incomplete and out of context as they may have been.  She was picking up more and more words in beshathan as well, but without someone to properly translate, she wasn’t certain she knew what the new words meant. 
 
    From the conversations in infernal she was able to eavesdrop on, the mallasti of Ewuaswi were particularly agitated because there was a vulkinastra among their populace.  Speculation pointed to King Sekassus making an effort to lure or coerce her across the border, and so soon after his latest murder, it had tensions running high.  Kari wondered if vulkinastra were always female, as every one she’d heard of had been.  She found it strange that Sekassus had such a vendetta against hyena-folk who were born with an albino coat, but then there was more to it. 
 
    She recalled there was some prophecy he was given regarding a vulkinastra bringing death to his doorstep, leading to his deposition.  Aeligos and Typhonix had a discussion some time ago about prophecies coming true because people worked to make them not come to pass, and the irony of the nature of prophecy in general.  Kari wasn’t sure she understood what they’d been talking about, but looking at what Sekassus was doing now gave her context to figure it out.  The demon king was murdering vulkinastra in the hopes of avoiding his own deposition, when the fact that he kept murdering these girls was likely to cause a rebellion.  If that rebellion in turn brought about his deposition, then what Aeligos and Ty had talked about made perfect sense. 
 
    You fool, Kari said.  You’re going to bring about your own demise by trying to avoid it. 
 
    With daylight failing, Kari found a hostel in the city to spend the night.  She didn’t have much in the way of marks, but she found that things were reasonably priced wherever she went on Mehr’Durillia.  She was slowly learning economics thanks to owning a vineyard estate, but she wasn’t sure if the low prices pointed to prosperity or poverty.  The engraving beside the hostel’s open front archway stated that it was only 2 marks per night with meals included, and that was fairly cheap to Kari’s thinking. 
 
    There was a mallasti male sweeping out the foyer when Kari entered, and he gave her a cool look when he straightened up.  Kari took off her helmet and deliberately scratched at the side of her snout to show off the king’s signet ring.  It had exactly the intended effect, as the mallasti’s eyes widened momentarily before his features became much more welcoming.  At first, he began speaking in beshathan, but Kari interrupted as politely as she could to tell him that she wasn’t fluent enough to converse in that tongue. 
 
    “You speak infernal, then?” the innkeeper prompted. 
 
    “Yes, please.  I only know a few phrases in beshathan so far.” 
 
    “If you will forgive my saying so, it is odd that King Emanitar would have a rir among his staff.  What brings you to Kaatherai, emissary?” 
 
    “Just passing through,” Kari answered.  “I’d like a room for the night.” 
 
    “You are headed toward Ewuaswi, yes?  There were rumors of an assassin from across the border attacking the village.” 
 
    “Trying to get at the vulkinastra that lives there?” 
 
    The mallasti nodded and took the offered marks from Kari.  “Yes.  There have been no reports of casualties, and I believe the assassin was driven off without reaching their quarry.  It has only exacerbated the unrest here and across the border.” 
 
    Kari played her hand.  “The king has sent me to Ewuaswi to calm the people and also to defend them from further attacks.  What do you figure, it’ll take me another day or two to reach the village?” 
 
    The innkeeper nodded again.  “Come, let me show you to your room, and I will fix you a hot supper and bring it up when you are settled.” 
 
    “Does the room have a bath chamber?” 
 
    “A small one, but yes.  We have running water here, you should be well pleased with it.”  He led her to one of the upstairs dormitories and gave her the key after letting her in and showing her around a bit.  Once she dropped her pack on a chair, the mallasti left her alone. 
 
    Kari realized she never got the innkeeper’s name, but she didn’t pay it much mind.  She looked around her temporary abode, set up like the one she and her friends had shared in Rulaj on their first visit.  This one was much smaller in scale, but still had a sitting area, a separate bed chamber, and a bath chamber.  In almost any other circumstance, Kari would have immediately taken the opportunity to have a bath, but something felt out of place to her, and she was leery about shedding her armor and weapons. 
 
    The innkeeper returned half an hour later with a tray of food and hot tea.  “If there is anything else I can do for you, do not hesitate to ask,” he said. 
 
    “What are relations like with the syrinthians?” Kari asked.  The mallasti’s ears twitched, and she elaborated, “Have the people here taken to distrusting them with what’s going on further south and across the border?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of.  The syrinthians here hold no loyalty to King Sekassus; they have always lived here, and are loyal to King Emanitar.” 
 
    That eased Kari’s nerves a bit.  She may have become friends with Liria and Se’sasha, but the syrinthians as a whole remained a mystery to her.  She still had to look at them primarily as enemies and servants of Sekassus, even here in Emanitar’s realm.  She couldn’t afford to take them at face value when she didn’t have the luxury of being on her own world.  “What’s your name?  I’m sorry I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Todaas,” he answered with a bow of his head.  “You need not tell me your name unless you wish it.” 
 
    “Karian Vanador,” she returned with a similar bow of the head.  “I’m just going to take my meal, have a bath, and turn in for the night.  If I need anything else, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Then a pleasant evening to you, lady,” Todaas said, and he left and shut the door firmly behind him. 
 
    Kari enjoyed her dinner, a venison stew or something like it.  The tea was herbal and sweetened with honey.  Kari smirked and wondered whether they had lemons on Mehr’Durillia, or where they might grow.  Most of what she’d seen of the world was land-locked, and Kari considered there might be tropical beaches and even islands somewhere out there.  From the layout of the realms according to the atlases, it would be some journey to reach the outer edges of the continent from here. 
 
    Relaxed and with a full belly, Kari went to the bath chamber and undressed.  She filled the tub with steamy water but set her swords beside it just in case.  Once she climbed in, her body began to completely relax, and she let out a purr.  All the tension drained from her in moments.  Soon, her fingers and toes began to feel fuzzy, and her eyes snapped open.  She hadn’t drunk anything alcoholic, but her nerves were reacting as though she had. 
 
    Damnit, she screamed in her mind, and she tried to haul herself out of the tub.  She felt as though she suddenly weighed about five times what she usually did, and her muscles refused to do as she asked.  She fell back to her rump in the tub, trying to keep her eyes open as she lost all feeling in her arms and legs.  Her heart was beating wildly, and her head started to become too heavy to keep upright.  As her eyelids threatened to shut out her sight altogether, she saw the silhouettes of the innkeeper and a syrinthian in the doorway, and then she had to hold her breath as she sank under the water and lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari awoke in darkness.  It took a minute for the grogginess to dissipate completely.  It was quiet but for the rolling thunder of hooves and cart wheels, and she recognized she was in the back of a covered wagon.  Surrounded by crates and barrels on all sides and covered with a blanket, she was well-concealed from any casual viewer, inside or out.  Voices spoke in whispers behind her, and Kari craned her neck to try to see out the front of the wagon bed from between the barrels.  She could just make out the silhouette of a syrinthian woman, but not whoever she was speaking with. 
 
    Kari didn’t have her weapons with her, but she had been wrapped in a heavy robe to ward off any chill, even in the normally warm realm of Tess’Vorg.  At least, she hoped she was still in Tess’Vorg.  She’d been close enough to the border of Sorelizar that it was entirely possible she’d been abducted and was on her way to Sekassus.  She glanced around for her armor or swords, but saw no sign of them.  That left her only the option of knocking her two – or possibly more – kidnappers from the cart and then making her getaway. 
 
    She tried to take stock of her person without moving too much.  She wasn’t injured so far as she could tell, and whatever they’d poisoned her with had worn off completely.  Her hands and feet weren’t bound, and Kari wondered if the poison had worn off well before they expected.  She noticed a trend toward healing and even recovering from inebriation much faster than usual in the last couple of years, and suspected her captors wouldn’t know that. 
 
    Kari settled on a tentative plan of action: move enough to make a bit of noise but pretend to still be unconscious.  If it drew one of her captors close enough, she’d try to subdue them using the martial arts techniques she learned from Aeligos.  From there, she could try to arm herself and kill her other abductor, or else try to subdue him in similar fashion or force him from the side of the cart.  She closed her eyes and relaxed, trying to calm her heartbeat and look as naturally unconscious as possible. 
 
    She let forth a short grunt as though in her sleep.  It seemed to work: though her captors spoke in beshathan, she caught the word waking. 
 
    Kari kept her breathing steady as one of the drivers got up and climbed into the back with her.  By the light steps and more muted scent, she guessed it was the syrinthian.  They turned and crouched beside Kari, but just as Kari was about to spring her trap, the woman began to chant something in a low voice.  Kari opened her eyes and reached for her captor, but was blinded by a sudden burst of arcane light.  When her eyes adjusted, she turned back, ready to fight. 
 
    “Seanada!” Kari barked as recognition hit her.  The half-syrinthian smiled, and Kari sat up so the two could share an embrace.  “Gods, you scared the hell out of me!  What’s going on?” 
 
    “Shhhh, keep your voice down,” the assassin whispered.  “Your presence in Kaatherai drew more attention than even the king expected.  You had suspected agents of King Sekassus watching you from the minute you entered the city.  It became necessary to smuggle you out, but worry not: a decoy has been sent south toward Ewuaswi to draw their eyes off of you.” 
 
    “Where are we going, then?  And who else is with you?” 
 
    A mallasti head poked through the opening and smiled briefly.  Seanada gestured toward the driver and said, “This is my brother, Aedrien.  He is smuggling us across the border and into southern Sorelizar.  We will take you to where my family lives, and update you on things there.” 
 
    “Won’t they suspect I crossed the border once they realize they followed a decoy?” 
 
    “Suspect, yes, but they will not be able to confirm it without provoking the people further – which, you may understand, is what we are hoping for.” 
 
    “Sit down and tell me everything.  Starting with where my armor and weapons are.” 
 
    There was the trace of a smile, something so often lacking on the half-syrinthian.  “Right here beside you in this crate.  We had to slip you out of the city quietly.  Fortunately, Todaas, the mallasti innkeeper, was very easy to convince,” she said, and Kari’s eyes instinctually went to the hilts of the woman’s swords.  “No, not coerced.  The signet ring King Emanitar gave you means a lot more to some than others.  He put you to sleep, stashed you in a crate, and placed you out on the street where we could exchange you for a routine delivery.  We have not been followed, so I suspect our ruse worked.” 
 
    “Damn kings have too many spies in each other’s realms,” Kari muttered, lifting the lid of the indicated crate and pulling forth her clothes and armor. 
 
    “That is an unfortunate but pervasive truth,” Seanada agreed, getting seated once Kari was no longer taking up all the available space.  “The fortunate truth is that King Sekassus is unable to infiltrate his mallasti villages or coerce their people to help.  He has slain another vulkinastra, as you know, and is attempting to abduct or purchase yet another from Tess’Vorg.  My people have, as you should well understand, had enough of his murderous ways.” 
 
    “What are they planning?” 
 
    “Planning might be the wrong word.  There are no true plans, Lady Vanador, other than a general disruption of things in Sorelizar.  King Sekassus is extremely organized and does not appreciate chaos of any kind in his realm.  As my people grow agitated in the south, it disrupts the flow of goods to other parts, which in turn interrupts production, trade, and thereby, the king’s economic strength.  However, a unique opportunity may soon present itself.” 
 
    “Amnastru is coming to take charge of things,” Kari offered to save the woman the time explaining things. 
 
    “Indeed.  The Wraith has deemed this may be the time to strike, depending on how well-protected the prince is, and what we can muster for a strike.  Certainly, your presence is going to be of great interest to him, particularly if you join us.  Your fighting prowess may tip the balance in our favor, even with Amnastru’s considerable power.  I am curious exactly why you are here, though; clearly your having met with King Emanitar points to some collusion.” 
 
    Kari considered the words only briefly.  “Can I speak freely in front of Aedrien?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m here to settle a debt with King Morduri.  He suspected Amnastru would be sent to put an end to any uprising, and he asked me to kill the prince if I could.  He also expected the Ashen Fangs might get involved.  But I talked him into something else: trying to get Amnastru to cross the border into Tess’Vorg, where he and King Emanitar would be free to kill the prince.” 
 
    “Hmmm, an amusing scenario, but Amnastru would never cross the border without just cause, not even to capture or kill you,” the woman said with a hand to her chin.  “He is far too canny for that.  His father is likely expecting the Ashen Fangs to make some move against his son, and now, if they are aware of your presence, they may be expecting something bigger.  We will have a great many things to take into consideration when we meet with the Wraith.” 
 
    Kari stopped donning her things.  “The Wraith is seeing to this personally?” 
 
    “This undertaking will require all of our best resources to achieve.  The Wraith may not intercede personally, but if that is what is required, he likely will.  Prince Amnastru is not to be underestimated or trifled with: he is several thousand years old, old enough to be a king himself if he stopped disappointing the Overking.  He is not as strong as a king of his age would be, but he will be a force to be reckoned with for certain.” 
 
    Kari got back to work and finished putting on her armor.  “Are your people ready to die for this cause?” 
 
    Seanada frowned momentarily.  “Sentiment points to the hope that King Emanitar will invade Sorelizar if King Sekassus and his crown prince are caught completely unawares.  This does not seem likely to me, but the people are grasping at hope.  There is also the possibility that King Emanitar simply annexes the lands of the Te’Montasi clan, and King Sekassus deems it not worth the effort to recapture.  This, too, seems unlikely, but far more likely than the other hope.” 
 
    “Seanada, is your family all right?” 
 
    The half-syrinthian’s golden eyes reflected the arcane light in beautiful metallic sparkles, and she met Kari’s gaze evenly.  “They are fine, thank you for asking.  I was considering coming back to your service once I was assured of their safety, but the Wraith had other plans.  I owe my loyalty to him first and foremost, you understand.” 
 
    “I do,” Kari agreed.  “I just hope your family stays safe.  I know what it’s like to have to fight for a cause and not be able to defend your loved ones at the same time.” 
 
    “Fighting will not be the primary focus of this uprising,” Seanada said with a gesture.  “We aim to misdirect and run Amnastru ragged, with uprisings quickly sputtering out when he is present, only to resurge in other places, forcing him to constantly move from city to city.  If he has a retinue with him, he will grow frustrated by their weight, as they will doubtless slow him down.  The worst consideration is that he may bring a number of sylinths with him – some of them possibly princes themselves – and the mental domination of the sylinths could cause all manner of problems.” 
 
    “Well, if the Wraith truly is an elestram, I’m sure he’ll have calculated the odds of each and every possibility,” Kari mused, and Seanada chuckled.  “Hmm, if we’re crossing the border, should I put away King Emanitar’s signet ring?” 
 
    “That would be the wisest choice.  My people will not take offense to it, but it will not hold the same weight with them that it would in Ewuaswi.  They will extend their hospitality and trust to you by your association with me, and with the Wraith.”  Kari nodded.  Seanada cocked her head to the side.  “How are you, Kari?  It cannot be easy to be away from your children in the wake of your husband’s passing.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “No, it’s not.  I’m holding up as best I can.  That man you met just before I released you from service to come home…I may end up courting him.  I’m just not sure how the rest of the family may feel about it.” 
 
    “Whatever helps your healing process,” the half-syrinthian said, laying a hand on Kari’s shoulder.  “As close as you are, your family cannot understand your emotions the way you do.  They will understand in time, if they do not initially.” 
 
    Kari thought of Erik and the way he’d initially reacted to her relationship with Grakin.  It was partially because he didn’t believe she really was resurrected – and looking back, Kari had to admit it was hard to blame him completely.  Over time, when he realized she really was who she claimed to be, he softened up a bit, but the majority of his changed attitude was because he could see their love was true.  If the entire family reacted poorly to Kari courting Kris, Seanada was probably right: they’d change their thinking when they saw how happy the two were. 
 
    But that was a consideration for later.  There would be no courting of Kris, no reunion with her children, and no consideration of her family’s feelings if she lost focus and botched this plan.  There might not be a tangible plan yet, but there was a basic one: kill Amnastru and don’t get killed in the process.  Just as when she’d left family and friends behind to hunt Annabelle with no distractions, Kari had to push Kris from her mind, at least until she was safely home.  Then she could fantasize about his red stripes, muscular arms, and shapely rump all she liked. 
 
    Kari flicked her gaze back to Seanada, and the half-syrinthian actually started laughing.  Kari laughed with her.  It was amazing how much her life and her views of other peoples had changed over the last few years.  Here she was putting her life into the hands of a half-syrinthian, half-succubus, and joking about her love life.  Just in the wake of Kari’s deadly hunt of Turillia, she would’ve never expected to trust a half-syrinthian again, much less become close friends with one. 
 
    Is she my friend? Kari wondered, but only briefly.  Just like Makauric, Seanada had come into Kari’s life as an unknown, even a tentative enemy, but she had become a friend.  Seanada had watched over and protected Kari’s children for weeks while she hunted Annabelle.  She had gone above and beyond what Kari could imagine anyone not in her family doing for her, and she had forged a special relationship with Kari’s children in the process.  Seanada was a friend to her, no matter how atypical it might look to an outsider. 
 
    Kari now had two syrinthians and a half-syrinthian as friends, and she couldn’t help but wonder how much that might help her stir up unrest among the syrinthians of Sorelizar as well.  Their high priestess was safe under Kari’s protection, and Kari had defied their king – and was about to do so again, much more vehemently.  Would the syrinthians see this as a weakness in their monarch and rally to Kari’s side?  Such might give her a solid foothold on Mehr’Durillia from which to begin fighting the war she was certain was coming. 
 
    Kari glanced at the hovering globe of arcane light.  “I didn’t know you were familiar with the arcane.  Don’t think I’ve ever seen you use it before.” 
 
    Seanada frowned, but then shrugged.  “You do not grow up among the mallasti without learning something of the arcane.  The ability to use it is one of the few positives that come from being half-demon.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Kari protested. 
 
    The assassin shook her head.  “Kari, I am half-demon.  My mother was a succubus.  It is not simply a misnomer, as when people call your husband or your family half-demons.  I am the daughter of a succubus; I am half-demon.” 
 
    “That only means what you make of it, though,” Kari insisted. 
 
    Seanada nodded.  “This is true, I suppose, for myself.  For others, though, it can take a great deal of effort to convince them of my trustworthiness.  You, I should say, were strangely one of the easiest to convince.” 
 
    “Well, what can I say?  Marracir Vakt being honest with me about everything gave me good reason to trust you.” 
 
    Aedrien said something in beshathan, and Seanada rose to her knees and straightened up.  “What is it?” she asked in infernal, likely so Kari could understand. 
 
    “Border patrol,” he replied. 
 
    An arrow ripped through the wagon’s cover a moment later, narrowly missing Seanada’s light source to lodge itself into the side of a barrel.  Seanada had her blades in hand in a moment, and her arcane light winked out with barely a thought.  “This is no border patrol!  How many are there?” she hissed as her brother dove into the back with them to get out of the line of fire. 
 
    “Looks to just be a trio,” he answered. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kari asked.  The question sounded stupid to her ears, and she half-expected a condescending answer. 
 
    “A border patrol would not attack without first questioning our identity and destination,” Seanada whispered.  “These must be assassins tracking us from Kaatherai.  Kari, none of them can survive to tell anyone of our whereabouts.  We must kill them, and quickly.” 
 
    Kari nodded and belted on her swords, then drew them and motioned out the back with her head.  She paused only to pull her helmet securely on again, and then followed Seanada as the half-syrinthian jumped from the rear of the wagon.  The snake-like agility of the assassin left Kari in awe for a few moments as Seanada deftly dodged an arrow she could scarcely see, and then she was off.  Kari hit the ground, crouched low, and tilted her head down so any projectiles would bounce off of her armor.  Nothing hit her immediately, so she turned and followed after Seanada’s swift and deadly shadow. 
 
    There were three people out among the trees, and it took Kari a few moments to get her bearings when she realized they had crossed the border into the forested hills of Sorelizar.  Her night vision kicked in quickly without the arcane light source, the woods dark and deep even under the light of the stars somewhere above the canopy.  There were exclamations in beshathan – more than one utterance of the not-swear ketava – and Kari split off from Seanada to confront one of their attackers. 
 
    Kari barely reached her target before she heard the sounds of blades slicing flesh and a panicked scream.  It was cut off a moment later, and the demonhunter had no doubt one of their attackers was dead.  The elestram before her balked when Kari bore down on him with her twin scimitars, and he dropped his bow to pull out a short blade.  He glanced at his weapon, then at Kari, and turned to run.  She hardly began to pick up her pace again before three streams of wispy gray smoke shot through the trees and sent the bowman sprawling, unmoving, into the undergrowth. 
 
    A quick check revealed he was dead, his neck twisted at a horrid angle from his short flight and unprotected crash.  Kari followed the wispy trails through the trees and could see Aedrien standing on the driver’s bench of the cart.  They really are all arcanists, Kari thought, and she turned to get back to Seanada. 
 
    The demonhunter paused in shock when she found the half-syrinthian.  Seanada had an elestram in her lap, her fangs sunk into his neck.  Her eyes were closed, but his were open and glassy, a look of elation on his face as though she was giving him a sensual massage instead of draining the life from him.  Kari had never been bitten by a succubus or even a half-succubus, but looking at the elestram, she thought he looked to be enjoying it, as deadly as it was. 
 
    After a minute, Seanada withdrew her bite and stabbed him through the top of his skull.  “I cannot believe this.  These were not even assassins, just common bandits that thought our wagon would be easy prey with only a single mallasti driver.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Kari asked. 
 
    Seanada used the dead elestram’s shirt to wipe the blood from her mouth.  “I was reading his memories while I had him enthralled,” the assassin answered.  She hefted up the body and gestured back toward the cart with her head.  “I had to be certain there were not more of them waiting for us or already on their way to report us.  The fools…what a waste.” 
 
    “Where are you taking him?” 
 
    “We should double back and dump these bodies across the border, so our crossing point and presence are not discovered,” Seanada said.  “It will cost us some time, but if the bodies are found, it will give any border or realm patrols cause to charge us with a crime even if they have no other reason to question us.” 
 
    They returned to the cart with the gathered bodies.  Kari helped Seanada wrap them with linen to keep them from spoiling the back of the cart with blood, and then they were stacked behind some barrels and crates.  It left Kari with little room to sit in the rear, but they would be gone soon enough. 
 
    Kari nodded to Aedrien when he came around the back, and the mallasti male returned the gesture.  He helped the demonhunter scramble up into the bed of the cart, and then he got back to the driver’s seat with Seanada.  They turned the draft animals – the same kind that had pulled the coach to Mas’tolinor – and got the cart headed back to the border. 
 
    The demonhunter looked over the barrels at the linen-wrapped bodies and sighed.  It was the first real glimpse she’d had into Mehr’Durillia having many of the same issues as her own world.  Simple banditry wouldn’t have really occurred to her here, not with how severely the kings punished the slightest transgression.  It pointed to the instability the civil unrest caused, and Kari imagined it was just going to get worse. 
 
    She wasn’t pleased with having to kill people, but the implications of this encounter did point to another minor success in her grand plan to sow unrest among the kings. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari woke well before dawn the next day, the sun coming up a bit later this far west.  Aedrien was asleep on the driver’s bench while Seanada perched delicately atop one of the metal loops that framed the wagon’s cover.  Kari wasn’t sure whether the half-syrinthian had slept; she sometimes did when she lived with Kari, but not always.  She was a bit like Kari’s half-guardian relatives, who could sometimes go days without sleeping if the situation demanded it. 
 
    Watching over her brother while he slept certainly seemed to fit Seanada’s definition of the situation demanding it. 
 
    “How far to the village?” Kari asked in hushed tones, trying not to disturb the mallasti. 
 
    Seanada looked down at Kari.  “We should reach it by midday.  Dawn is still a couple of hours away, should you like to get some more sleep.” 
 
    Kari waved off the suggestion.  “I’d rather stay as close to my schedule back home as I can.  Gods know the children won’t get up later to accommodate me.” 
 
    Seanada laughed, the sound pleasant and wonderful for its rarity.  “Your son still speaks a fair amount of beshathan from when the Wraith stayed among you.” 
 
    Kari had completely forgotten about that.  Little Gray did speak with the Wraith in the beshathan tongue, though at the time, Kari didn’t recognize the language.  Looking back now, she recalled that they had done so, and it made more sense in context.  Kari wondered how much her son could teach her about the language, and the irony of it made her smile. 
 
    Seanada let Aedrien sleep a little longer before she hopped down and landed lightly as a cat on the driver’s bench.  “Wake up, lazy.  We should get underway.” 
 
    The mallasti male got up and folded his blanket, then got dressed.  Kari was surprised he had bothered to take off and fold his clothes to avoid them getting too wrinkled while he slept.  It was a curiosity for the mallasti, who weren’t all that fond of wearing clothes to begin with.  He got their animals fed and watered, and once they were ready, the cart got underway again.  Kari returned to her hidden spot in the rear, while Seanada and Aedrien drove. 
 
    Kari could hear the sounds and smell the scents of the village before they arrived.  Based on the hub-bub – not as raucous as DarkWind’s streets, but considerable – she guessed it was quite a bit larger than Moskarre. It smelled like the mallasti people, but also like farmland.  She caught the scent of livestock and the worked earth, the smell of growing things mixing with the sounds of insects and chatter in the lively air.  At last her curiosity got the better of her, and she knelt on the edge behind the driver’s seat to get her first glimpse of the Te’Montasi home. 
 
    “Welcome to the village of Gaeshokk,” Aedrien said. 
 
    Village was definitely a misnomer; this was a town.  While many of its homes and other structures were the teepees and huts that were the staple of the nomadic mallasti, there were more permanent buildings as well.  At first glance, Kari suspected Gaeshokk was home to a few thousand, depending on how densely populated the homes were.  The forest gave way on the west and south to more open land that was either grazing fields for livestock, or managed rows of crops.  Above all, the place looked self-sufficient. 
 
    As expected, the majority of those living here were mallasti.  As Kari looked around, though, even majority failed to properly contextualize things: the populace was almost entirely mallasti.  There was the occasional elestram or even cross-bred mallestrem, but no sign of any of the other races of Mehr’Durillia.  Kari had expected there might be some syrinthians among the town, but as she thought about it, she figured it might be too hard to trust them in light of them possibly being spies. 
 
    “So, these are all your family?” Kari asked in infernal to include Aedrien. 
 
    “Clan,” the mallasti male corrected. 
 
    Seanada nodded.  “Extended family, technically.  Aedrien’s family that took me in bear the surname Te’Montasi, which is the dominant and most populous surname among the clan.  Many of these are distantly related by blood to Aedrien and his family, but not all.  Some have only clan ties, which can be narrow or nonexistent when speaking of blood.” 
 
    “Seanada is not my sister by blood, but she is my sister by adoption, and therefore a part of our clan, our extended family,” Aedrien explained.  “She is just as much a member of the Te’Montasi clan as I am.”  He brought the wagon to a halt and spoke quickly in beshathan to a couple of others who approached.  When he turned back to Kari, he said, “We walk from here; the cart and the goods go with these fellows.” 
 
    Kari gathered up her things and hopped down from the cart.  She received a whole host more of those impassive stares than she had even in Rulaj.  Seanada and Aedrien gestured for Kari to follow, either ignorant to the stares or simply unconcerned by them.  Kari reached down under her breastplate, pulled forth the symbol of the Great Mother, and laid it out for all to see.  Within moments, pulsing behind it in light blue, came the answering affirmation of Zalkar.  The impassive stares quickly turned to incredulity, punctuated by rapid, excited chatter among the hyena-folk. 
 
    When Kari began to follow Seanada and her brother home, she quickly built up a crowd in her wake.  By the time they reached the cottage house that was Aedrien’s family’s abode, it appeared the entire village was gathered outside.  Apparently, it seemed that way to the family as well, because a female mallasti opened the door, stepped onto the porch, and said what had to be, “What is all this?” in beshathan. 
 
    “Seanada?” the woman asked before she received any sort of response. 
 
    Seanada bowed respectfully to the mallasti female, then shared a short but warm hug.  The assassin stepped back and gestured toward Kari.  “Mother, this is Karian Vanador, the one the Wraith assigned me to protect,” she said in infernal.  “She has come here to help deal a blow to King Sekassus if we can.” 
 
    The mallasti woman asked Kari if she could speak beshathan, but the demonhunter shook her head in response.  The woman then spat on the ground.  “That is something we will need to rectify, as I hate speaking this infernal tongue,” she said.  “For your sake, however, we will take things as we need to.  Now, that being said, young lady, do you have a death wish to be walking around with that pendant out for all to see?” 
 
    “I suppose I do,” Kari answered.  “But I wear it to show your people that I am a friend.” 
 
    “Not all of our people would return that sentiment, especially in light of you wearing an outlawed symbol.  But I’m sure you don’t need me explaining all of this to you,” she said with a sigh.  Something just short of a smile made its way to her hyena-like countenance, her tan fur speckled here and there with grey.  It was so hard to know how old these people were from a glance, considering how much longer they lived than Kari’s people, but she got the impression that this woman had seen millennia.  “I am Ilsara Te’Montasi, and I welcome you to my home, friend of Be’shatha.” 
 
    Kari bowed again, waiting only for Aedrien to greet his mother with a hug before she followed the family inside.  Ilsara shooed the crowd away playfully before she came in behind them and shut the door.  The inside was cozy yet spacious, with an open floor plan.  There was a cooking area, a dining area, and a depressed sitting area near wide windows.  Only a door that led to what Kari suspected was a privy or bath chamber, and a staircase leading to an upper level were separate from the open arrangements. 
 
    “You must be hungry after your travels.  Go wash up and I will fix you something to sate those appetites,” Ilsara said, waving them toward that separate back room. 
 
    Seanada and Aedrien entered together, so Kari followed.  There was no indoor plumbing here, but there was a wash trough with a hand pump, which Aedrien quickly filled.  They all washed their hands and faces, and Aedrien showed Kari a sliding panel that led to the privy.  It was efficient, if not as fancy as her own home or the palaces of the kings. 
 
    Ilsara fixed them some meat and potatoes, and Kari sat with the family.  She waited for them to sing the blessing over dinner first, and then ate slowly.  “So, you’ve come to help us rise up against the king?” Ilsara asked Kari squarely once the meal was underway. 
 
    “To strike directly at Prince Amnastru if possible,” Kari confirmed, unsure if it might be foolish to do so.  There was no reaction from either Seanada or Aedrien, so she suspected many of the villagers might know what was going on. 
 
    “Is the Wraith coming?” 
 
    “I expect we will see him this evening,” Seanada answered. 
 
    “Perhaps our prayers are finally being answered,” Ilsara said.  “Perhaps the Great Mother, even in her sleep, is not deaf to – or powerless to answer – our prayers.” 
 
    “King Morduri is actually the one who asked that I come here and do what I can,” Kari said.  “Though you’ll obviously want to keep that quiet.  We don’t want him getting into any trouble with the Overking.” 
 
    “No, we certainly don’t,” the mallasti matriarch said.  “He is good to our people, and we owe him that favor in return, at least.” 
 
    “Have your people here been attacked by Amnastru yet?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No, but our sister villages to the north have seen people dragged from their homes and beaten, their domiciles set ablaze, or their possessions broken or confiscated.  Amnastru has, thus far, been careful not to seriously injure or kill anyone, but the more he grinds our people, the more we rise up against him.  Eventually, things are going to reach a breaking point, and he is going to have a riot on his hands.  From there, the killings will likely begin.  Whether things escalate or calm after that, I cannot say.” 
 
    Kari jumped to her feet as a black mass seeped through the front door.  It looked like the wraith she had engaged on Terrassia, the one that had killed a necromancer and nearly done the same to Aeligos.  She drew her swords, but Seanada was on her feet only a moment later, and she put her hand to Kari’s elbow to stop her.  The demonhunter regarded Seanada, but then turned back to stare down the black, roiling mass as it approached the table.  It formed up into a humanoid shape, and glowing orange eyes appeared where its head should be. 
 
    “Master,” Seanada said with a bow. 
 
    “Silent Fang,” came the whispered voice from the shadowy mass.  “Lady Vanador.” 
 
    Kari stared at the thing.  “So this is what you look like?” 
 
    “I was not given the moniker The Wraith without cause,” he responded. 
 
    Kari nodded and sat back down.  “So, do you want to go over what you expect us to do?” 
 
    “Not at this time.  For now, I came only to tell you that I am here, and that the time to put our plan in motion is nearly upon us.  Rest you well, for tomorrow, we begin the greatest feat the Ashen Fangs have ever attempted.  Tomorrow, we strike directly at the heart of the Council by destroying the first of many progenies.” 
 
    “Where is Amnastru now, my lord?” Seanada asked. 
 
    “He is headed to Saovonn,” he answered, elaborating for Kari’s sake, “to the west of here.  Our first test will be to draw him here, and attempt to strike out at him on the road between the two villages.  We will speak more of this on the morrow.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Kari assured him, and with a hissing laugh of approval, the orange eyes disappeared and the black mass receded back out through the cracks around the door.  Ilsara and Aedrien both looked mystified by what they’d just seen, but Seanada seemed confident.  “At least, I hope we will.” 
 
    Seanada regarded Kari and half-smiled.  “We will.  The Wraith is a great tactical mind; we will not be attempting this blindly or on a slim hope.” 
 
    Kari nodded, and the conversation around the table returned to normal.  Ilsara was a widow like Kari, and they shared their feelings and memories of their husbands, each finding a bit of comfort in a kindred spirit.  Of her many children, only Aedrien and Seanada still lived with Ilsara, though many of them lived just next door or close by with their own families.  Ilsara was apparently “middle-aged,” though for a mallasti, that was just over two thousand years.  Kari could only imagine the things the woman had seen and experienced, good and bad.  Whatever the case, she didn’t delve too deeply into her past, and Kari was happy to do the same in return. 
 
    The exodus of many of her children left several empty rooms in the house, so Kari was afforded a bedroom of her own on the upper floor.  It had a comfortable bed with quilted and fur blankets, and she sank into them and fell asleep easily.  Ilsara’s mention of being a widow and the subsequent conversation brought Grakin to Kari’s dreams, and she remembered the feel of him holding her close as they slept. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VII – Bait 
 
      
 
    When Kari woke, the windows were still dark, and the house was silent.  The fur blankets were exceptional insulation, and she stretched out under them, hesitant to leave their warm confines.  The town outside was quiet in the pre-dawn gloom, and Kari slipped from her bed.  She tiptoed through the upper floor and down the stairs toward the privy.  She paused only to wave a silent and casual good morning to Seanada, who was reading by the fireplace. 
 
    When Kari returned to the open area, there was a bowl of what looked like cereal mixed with nuts and sliced fruit waiting for her on the table.  Seanada gave no indication that she had ever moved, but there was no one else awake, from the sound of things.  Kari grabbed up her breakfast and went to sit by the fire.  Once she took her seat, the half-syrinthian closed her book politely and set it on the end table beside her. 
 
    “What’s that you’re reading?” 
 
    “A book of old mallasti folklore,” the assassin answered.  “There is one fable I always come back to whenever I find the time to return home.  It tells the story of Aegonn Te’Vardris, a travelling merchant who had the odd distinction of being allowed to go from realm to realm as he pleased.  No one seems quite sure if it is a parable, a legend, or a true account of events.” 
 
    She took up the book again and lightly rubbed its cover with her thumb.  “Because he was allowed such freedom, Aegonn was distrusted everywhere he went, despite the fact that he was an upstanding and honest merchant.  He charged fair prices for his goods, offered reasonable recompense for the things he acquired, and made an annual trek to Anthraxis to pay his taxes to the Overking.  But freedom in a land with few freedoms leads to jealousy, suspicion, and even outright hatred.  People dealt with him because they needed his goods, but he was always looked upon as a spy, or at least as a harbinger of trouble.” 
 
    “And you see a bit of yourself in this tale?” Kari guessed. 
 
    Seanada managed a smile, which seemed to be coming more frequently around Kari.  “To an extent, I suppose.  You see, while Aegonn was not a spy, he did trade in information and rumor as much as in physical goods.  Yet despite the fact that his information gathering was essential to the early days of the Ashen Fangs, the people knew him only as a loyalist to the Overking.  He was a champion to the people, unbeknownst to the people – and without ever officially being a part of the Ashen Fangs or openly supporting our ideals.” 
 
    “So the moral of the story is something along the lines of ‘don’t turn away help just because it comes from a source you don’t like’?” 
 
    The assassin shrugged.  “I am not certain there is a moral; it is not written that way.  That is why there is such uncertainty whether it is myth, legend, or historical fact.  What it says to me is a warning not to see what we want to see in others, but what is truly there.  This is why I have found you so fascinating, Kari.  You have syrinthians who were sent to infiltrate your Order now working for you; you have werewolves serving as your eyes and ears across the land; you have forged a bond with the Wraith that few outside the Ashen Fangs – or even within our ranks – ever will; and you have been gracious and kind toward me, despite every reason you had and still have not to be so.” 
 
    “It’s weird, I don’t remember being this way in my…past life.  Though the more I think about it, I think that had more to do with the shame of my past, and not wanting people’s pity for the fact that I was dying.  So I kept most people at arm’s length.  But now…” 
 
    “Now, you are regarded as a hero, and you are the head of the Demonhunter Order, such that you draw more and more people to you every day,” Seanada finished. 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Exactly.” 
 
    “And if what I have heard regarding that man, Kris Jir’tana, is true, that will only become more so the case should you two become mates or spouses.” 
 
    Kari had to think about that for a minute; the half-syrinthian had some true insight there.  With Kris by her side, Kari would only draw more and more people to her.  His status might be a deterrent to those like the werewolves, depending on how they viewed his father or the pantheon.  But he had a rapport with the bah’qitur, an enormous population of fierce warriors.  Kari had to wonder if it was possible that the bah’qitur might join in a war against the Overking.  She didn’t know what their numbers were like, but even Kris’ brief description of the war on Dannumore pointed to the bah’qitur population being much, much larger than anywhere else Kari knew of. 
 
    “Something to think about,” she offered finally.  “If you don’t mind my asking, since you bring up the subject of mates and spouses, anyone you have your eye on in that regard?” 
 
    Seanada sighed, turning back to the fire.  “No.  Keep in mind, Kari, that I am considered an abomination among the syrinthian people.  I am not around humans enough to gauge whether or not I would be interested in one, or they in me.  My choices are limited, and my time to seek out a potential mate is even more limited.” 
 
    “Beshathans don’t interest you at all?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Not as a mate.  It is difficult to explain, but given your profession, perhaps you will more easily understand.  If I give myself over to casual relationships, I will lose what…humanity I possess, for lack of a better term.  The succubus is always there, Kari, below the surface, waiting for me to embrace the evils of my mother and her kind.  There is a reason the syrinthian people see me as an abomination, and this is why I do not take offense to their views.  If I am to lie with a man, it must be under the bonds of love, family, and trust.” 
 
    Kari put her hand to her chin.  She wanted to pity Seanada, but all she could muster up was admiration.  She thought of all the times people had explained to her that Turillia had chosen to be rotten, and that Kari shouldn’t have felt bad killing her.  She had pitied Turillia; the woman had been dealt such a raw hand, starting at a disadvantage without the love of parents, and with the heart of a succubus to exacerbate things.  Kari knew that killing Turillia was the only real way to deal with a being so unrepentantly evil, but she still pitied her for the lumps life had dealt her, if not for the choices she made. 
 
    Seanada, on the other hand, was dealt almost the exact same hand.  She had the bonds of family and neighbors to hold on to growing up, but Kari wasn’t certain Turillia didn’t have the same thing to some degree.  Seanada had beaten down the demon within her, and despite what her profession as an assassin might otherwise say, she had done her best to grow up honorable, loving, and kind.  The woman had a muted personality for the most part, but being around family seemed to loosen that over time, even when that family was not her own.  Like when Kari was compared to Eryn Olgaryn, Seanada represented one who had overcome, and in that, Kari found the half-syrinthian was even more of a kindred spirit than she’d realized. 
 
    “You’re a good woman, Seanada.  Someone good will come along eventually.  Just don’t miss the opportunity when he does,” Kari said. 
 
    “You are very kind,” the assassin replied with a bow of her head.  “And I might offer the same advice to you when you return home.” 
 
    There was that trace of a smile on her face again, and Kari had to laugh.  She had some of her breakfast, and Seanada made tea and brought over cups.  Once she was comfortably seated again, and Kari had eaten some of her cereal mix, the demonhunter asked, “So how did you end up finding and working for the Wraith and the Ashen Fangs?” 
 
    “He found us,” Seanada corrected.  She sat back and sighed wistfully. 
 
    Kari got the impression the assassin might have had a crush on the Wraith on some level.  Was it his demon-like appearance that called to her inner succubus?  Kari didn’t understand her friend enough to know; not yet, anyway.  She waited for Seanada to continue, and made an effort not to prod the half-syrinthian, instead letting her speak when – or if – she was ready. 
 
    “He came to us when she was but a little girl,” came the voice of Ilsara in infernal.  The mallasti woman was wearing a light nightrobe, and she made her way to the kitchen area to fix herself some breakfast.  It still wasn’t quite dawn, and Kari suddenly felt guilty that their voices might have woken the mallasti matriarch up.  Ilsara continued, “He said that he could train her and prepare her for the life of an outsider.  At first, I wouldn’t listen to him; I insisted she would always be welcome in our home and our village.” 
 
    “And then the fighting started,” Seanada put in, also switching to the infernal tongue. 
 
    Ilsara let forth a joyless laugh.  She came and sat with Kari and her daughter by the fire, a bowl of dried meat, fruits, and nuts in her clawed hand.  “Yes, then the fighting started.  At first it was subtle: she was excluded from playing ball with the other youths.  Then she was no longer welcome to play with them at all.  Then came the final insult, when one of the other children had the audacity to call her an abomination.  I saw then that as open and welcoming as our people and especially our clan normally are, Seanada was not receiving those same courtesies.  Then it was as if the Wraith had been watching all along, because he returned and made his offer once again.  This time, we accepted his proposal.” 
 
    “Her lessons began here, at home.  Suddenly it was the other youths who felt excluded, as they watched her train day after day with the Wraith, learning strength conditioning, martial arts, and swordplay.  She also began to learn to control arcane force just as our children do, so I was able to supplement the Wraith’s training with some basic arcane skills.  Soon, Seanada was the envy of all the other children in the clan.” 
 
    Ilsara’s features melted into that contented mallasti smile the more she explained.  “When she became a young woman, the Wraith took Seanada away for a time, saying that there were lessons he could not teach her in the presence of family.  When she returned, she was a full-fledged woman, upstanding, intelligent, wise, and with the fresh tattoos of the Ashen Fangs upon her breasts.  I was a little fearful at first, but immensely proud of the woman she had become.” 
 
    Mother and daughter exchanged a smile, and Kari found the differences between them just made the relationship that much more special. 
 
    “The Master had to separate me from family to teach me the truth of emotion and how to properly control it.  It was only then that I discovered I had a twin sister, but quickly found that we had little in common other than blood and appearance.  Turillia was sadistic: she enjoyed inflicting pain, and despite the Master’s efforts to curtail that, she never truly changed.  Over those few years, he taught us a great many things, from his fighting style, to remaining impartial and calm when faced with a crisis, to how to properly respond to an amorous suitor.  They were at times confusing and frustrating years, but he gave us purpose, and I realized I had potential to play a pivotal role in history, if I chose the right course and held fast to it despite any and all tribulations.” 
 
    “Just like Aegonn,” Ilsara said, gesturing toward the book. 
 
    Kari let out a hmph as she glanced at the folklore tome.  Seanada’s tale had come around full circle, just as she’d suggested when she summed up the story for Kari.  “It’s just a shame your sister didn’t make the same good choices you did,” she offered. 
 
    “She embraced the succubus,” Seanada said, shaking her head.  “It is difficult to resist the lure of power, especially when you are wounded and seek to stop the pain.  The succubus is always there, promising power instead of weakness, comfort instead of pain, and if one does not recognize the inherent falsehood, it is easy to become the problem rather than the solution.  I do not excuse any of the things my sister did, but I understand why she fell so easily into the trap.” 
 
    Kari tilted her head to the side, pondering.  “Yet you bit the bandit that attacked us.” 
 
    “Out of necessity, not spite,” Seanada said.  “That is a power I am loath to use, but when the situation demands it, and I can keep the temptation at bay, it is a useful ability.” 
 
    “How tempting is it, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    Ilsara watched her daughter closely while Kari prodded her, but there was no judgment in the woman’s gaze.  Seanada took a short sip of tea and gripped the cup tightly in her hands.  “Extremely.  The demon says to keep drinking, draining them of their vitality and their power to add it to her own.  The urge to try what Turillia did can be maddening at times, and I must often remind myself what it is I fight for.  Be thankful you do not share the same temptations.” 
 
    “Sure I do,” Kari returned.  The other two women turned surprised gazes on her.  “Every time I’m out in the field, there’s the temptation to just solve every problem with violence.  A lot of people think – heck, sometimes even I think – that all I’m good for is putting people to the sword.  But Zalkar’s primary tenet is Love justice, but do mercy for exactly that reason – we can’t just kill everyone that disagrees with us or our way of life.  Sometimes, we have to set the example and hope those we think are wrong realize it and change.  It’s not always an easy thing to practice.” 
 
    Seanada smiled at her mother, and the two chuckled.  “Not every problem can be solved with a knife, but I try that first anyway,” the assassin said. 
 
    “What?” Kari blurted, unable to stop a somewhat uncomfortable laugh from escaping. 
 
    Ilsara explained, “Seanada was a very different woman when she returned from her training with the Wraith.  As muted as her emotions can be, she still has that impish sense of humor that she lets slip from time to time.  She used to tease the rest of the youths she grew up with by telling them that.” 
 
    “These days, it is quite often the truth of things,” the assassin mused.  “Like you, I often feel that I am only useful for putting people to the sword.  But then I remind myself that even if such is true, it is for a cause, and not out of spite or hatred.  We have a goal, one that will take us some time to accomplish, if we ever can.  But we only fail if we give up trying.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kari agreed.  “So, what do you think the Wraith is planning?” 
 
    “I am not certain, but I expect he will be planning what he calls the lackadaisical strike.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “I’m not familiar with that word.” 
 
    Seanada translated it into the Citarian common tongue, but it still did little to alleviate Kari’s confusion.  “It is a feint.  Essentially, we commit a considerable front to a false attack, to see what defenses the enemy has in place.  The object is to push just hard enough to get our enemies to reveal their hands, and then withdraw, with the primary objective being survival and retreat.  Most canny generals would see through such a feint, but the demon princes tend to be more arrogant even than their fathers.  Amnastru may sense and press an advantage that lies in our hands, not his.” 
 
    “So we draw him to us, off-guard?” Kari asked, and Seanada nodded.  “And we’ll likely find out if he has The Vandrasse with him, or any of those sylinths we were concerned about.” 
 
    The half-syrinthian certainly reacted when she heard her mother’s name, as muted as it was.  “Yes, the presence of The Vandrasse could certainly alter things, though I believe she will find her arcane power neutralized by our clan should she attack us directly.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Kari startled a bit.  For some reason, it wasn’t a sound she expected to hear in this place.  Ilsara went and opened the door, and a young elestram came running over to Seanada after a brief greeting with the mallasti matriarch.  He pulled down the neck of his tunic far enough for both women to see the marks of the Ashen Fangs standing out in contrast to his tan fur.  He spoke quickly in the beshathan tongue, and Seanada sat up and then sprang to her feet.  She sent the elestram male on his way with a gesture, and he bowed his head to her and then departed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Plans have changed.  The Wraith wants us to intercept a small group of King Sekassus’ hunters who snuck across the border into Tess’Vorg.  The vulkinastra of Ewuaswi was abducted, and we are tasked with rescuing her and slaying anyone involved in her abduction.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready in ten minutes,” Kari said, dashing from her chair and up to the bedroom to get her armor and weapons.  She shed her leisure clothes and put on her padded armor, then strapped her paluric armor on top of it.  She belted on her blades and then pulled on her cloak despite the warm temperatures: it was likely she’d need the hood up to keep her features hidden while traversing Sorelizar.  That might mark her as conspicuous in itself, but there was risk and then there was being irresponsible. 
 
    When she returned downstairs, Seanada was armed and ready.  She shared a warm hug with her mother, and then another with Aedrien, who had finally joined the family downstairs when he heard the commotion.  Kari wasn’t sure what to expect when the mallasti matriarch turned to her. 
 
    “Be safe, and may the Great Mother watch over you, even in her dreams,” Ilsara said. 
 
    “You as well,” Kari returned.  “I don’t want to think about what King Sekassus will do to you if he finds out you’ve sheltered me here.” 
 
    “Well, return quickly, and you can help counter whatever it is,” Aedrien said, offering a casual handshake which Kari accepted. 
 
    “I will.  You have my word on that,” Kari promised.  After exchanging a glance with Seanada, the two women left the home. 
 
    The streets of Gaeshokk were clear, but those people up with the dawn for farming and other work lined the streets, offering encouraging nods and what had to be well-wishes in the beshathan tongue.  Kari wondered where the Wraith was.  Was he going to perform the strike against Amnastru himself while Kari and Seanada saw to this rescue?  Would he be considered enough of a threat to Amnastru for the prince to reveal all of his defenses?  Or would the prince manage to crush the Wraith single-handedly, and inadvertently put an end to the entire rebellion? 
 
    “Do you know the way to Ewuaswi?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Yes, I traveled there a great many times during my training with the Wraith,” Seanada answered.  “We will go on foot to avoid as much notice as we can, and aim to intercept our enemies either just before or just after they cross the border.  They should be forced to take a more roundabout route than normal to avoid easy capture by Tess’Vorg border patrols.  We will aim to capture them within Tess’Vorg, where we may deal with them however we please.” 
 
    “Can you track them with your arcane power?” 
 
    Seanada glanced at Kari.  “That is one method, yes.  I am also a skilled tracker, and there are several other benefits to being half-succubus aside from the affinity for the arcane.  We will find them, rest assured; it just may not be within Tess’Vorg as we hope.  Are you prepared to violate the law of Sorelizar before we even engage Amnastru?” 
 
    “Let’s go save a vulkinastra,” Kari answered, and Seanada nodded confidently. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The trek back through the woodlands was vastly different.  Sorelizar was hilly terrain in its southern reaches, but the forests were bountiful regardless.  The sights and smells here, much more pronounced when Kari wasn’t riding in the back of a wagon, almost allowed her to imagine she was back home.  The training she’d undergone among the elves in her prior life came to the surface stronger now.  This was beautiful country, no matter how despotic its ruler might be, and Kari felt partly at home here in the deepening woods. 
 
    Each sound found a place in her mind, from the soft scampering of rodents akin to squirrels to the angry caws of ravens or jay-like birds.  The animals were only marginally different than those back home, but seemed to serve the same function regardless of the minor variations in form and color.  Tracks became more obvious to Kari the longer she walked with Seanada, and she absently noted things like toe configuration and length of stride to determine what left them and at what speed.  Hoofprints marked the recent passing of deer or their equivalent, and as Kari realized she and Seanada hadn’t packed much in the way of provisions, she looked forward to the hunt to keep them fed. 
 
    A sidelong glance at Seanada revealed the half-syrinthian deep in thought, or at least completely focused on what was to come.  Her moniker of Silent Fang seemed fitting now, as compared to how talkative she could be among her family.  And, of course, that was to say nothing of her combat prowess.  When this Silent Fang struck at you, Kari knew, death was a near-certainty.  Seanada didn’t require the imposing physique or intimidating presence or voice to shake her enemies; anyone who saw her with her blades drawn knew what was coming. 
 
    “So, I understand the prophecy he was given, but what’s so special about vulkinastras that Sekassus is so afraid of them?” Kari asked as they walked. 
 
    Seanada didn’t answer right away, though her brief glance told Kari she had heard the question.  The half-syrinthian gave it some thought.  Kari used the silent minutes to study her under the guise of waiting for an answer.  Seanada seemed much more in her element here than back on Citaria.  While she served well and without question as Kari’s bodyguard and a defender of Kari’s household, she was an outsider there, and obviously so.  Here on Mehr’Durillia, the half-syrinthian seemed less out of place, despite being called an abomination by many of the people.  This was her home, and she moved with the familiarity and grace of one who has lived a long time in a particular place. 
 
    “The vulkinastra have long been held as the blessed of Be’shatha,” Seanada said at last.  “While many argue that they are simply albino, or at least partially so, the more faithful hold them as sacred among the Great Mother’s people.  Every time King Sekassus murders one, he is spitting in the face of the elder goddess, sleeping though she may be.  It is a direct blow to the faith of the people, and now you are seeing the results of that.  The mallasti people as a whole have had enough of their sacred daughters being slain.  How much and how far back they can push, I cannot say – though I suppose we will both have a great deal of say in the matter come the Wraith’s plans.” 
 
    “So the vulkinastra are always female?” 
 
    The half-syrinthian nodded.  “Always female.  That is one of the primary arguments against the possibility that they are simply albino.  I do not understand such things to any true degree, so I cannot speak to which side has the right of it.  In short, I do not care.  I was taken in by the mallasti and raised among them, and so they are my people.  What harms them harms me by extension, and I share their grief and their anger.  It is time to put an end to both, though there is a distinct possibility that even the death of his crown prince will not change King Sekassus.” 
 
    “Well, then we’ll have to look into taking the next step,” Kari said, drawing the woman’s gaze to her own finally.  “At some point, we’re going to have to strike at the kings themselves.” 
 
    “I do not think us strong enough for that; certainly the Wraith has never seen fit to try.” 
 
    “Not on our own, but all together?  I think we have a chance,” Kari said.  “Especially if I can pull off what I’m hoping to with some of the lesser kings.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning we try to turn as many of the kings against the Overking as possible.”  Kari held up a hand to stave off any interruption, though she wasn’t sure why she bothered when it was Seanada.  She was so used to being contradicted that it was pretty much instinct to do so nowadays, though.  “Many of the younger kings despise him.  And as to the Ancient Ones, I have to wonder if many of them would sit back and let us kill the Overking if it meant they had a chance of capturing his crown.” 
 
    Seanada remained quiet for a minute, but then offered, “And you think this has never been tried before?” 
 
    The demonhunter shrugged.  “Well, you know what they say: if at first you don’t succeed…”  Seanada’s expression remained blank.  “Try, try again.” 
 
    “Corpses rarely put in a second effort,” the half-syrinthian countered, but then she let out one of those rare but heartwarming laughs.  “I suppose you are correct.  We shall see how we do in combat with Amnastru, and then we can better gauge if we stand any chance against a king.  I expect that the Wraith has long considered these things before us, though.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    The question, as intended, didn’t strike Seanada as non-sequitur.  “We celebrate the anniversary of my delivery to the Te’Montasi to mark the years of my life,” she answered.  “It has been thirty-one years since, and I was but a babe when I was given to my mother to raise.” 
 
    “And Aedrien?” 
 
    “He is the same age as I.” 
 
    Kari chuckled, considering some of her in-laws.  “And he still hasn’t left home?  Or does he stay to keep your mother company?” 
 
    “He is waiting until his betrothed reaches the proper age for taking a mate.  She has only seen twenty-eight summers, so they will be wed in a couple of years.  My suspicion is that they will move in with my mother to, as you say, keep her company.  Certainly some new pups in the house will liven things up for my mother.” 
 
    Seanada ducked down to the ground then, and Kari crouched and found cover.  When she turned back, the half-syrinthian was examining tracks.  “Trouble?” 
 
    “Dinner,” Seanada corrected.  “It will be dark soon.  Let us fell a small animal for food and then find a place to bed down.” 
 
    The hunt took no time at all.  As she’d suggested, Seanada was a skilled tracker, and she revealed that her succubus side could sense life-forces from a distance.  Her quarry had no way of escaping her notice without the use of arcane trickery, which she could detect with the gifts her mallasti family had taught her to use.  Kari considered herself a proficient hunter, and she thought Eryn Olgaryn was a gifted assassin, but Seanada was like the two of them combined, and then on another level altogether.  And that was to say nothing of her swordplay, which was as technically sound as Kari’s own, but with the stamina of a supernatural being.  Seanada truly was something else. 
 
    They made camp and slept under the stars, and got ready to continue the next day.  The two women put their hoods up to approach the border of Tess’Vorg, wary of attracting the attention of a border patrol here in Sorelizar.  Once they returned to King Emanitar’s realm, Kari would be free to wear his signet ring again, allowing them plenty of leeway with their coming and going.  But if they got in a fight here in Sorelizar first, it would complicate things, warning their quarry of their coming and also alerting Sekassus that there was more trouble about than Amnastru might be expecting. 
 
    Kari tucked her pendant of the Great Mother under her breastplate, and marked Seanada’s stare as she did so.  “I know, I shouldn’t keep wearing this here on Mehr’Durillia.  I just feel like it’s a subtle way to take a jab at the kings and let the people who see it know where I stand.  I don’t want your people to get the feeling that I’m working for or with the kings aside from when our interests line up.”  The half-syrinthian nodded but offered neither approval nor any criticism.  “Do you worship the Great Mother?” 
 
    Seanada looked up suddenly and gathered her things.  “We should go.” 
 
    Kari watched after her in shock.  Seanada had been open with her about so many things since they’d gone to visit her family.  This was the first time the demonhunter felt as though she’d crossed a line.  The subject of the Great Mother might be taboo in the open, but they were out in the woods, far from any listening ears.  It was possible Seanada served Sakkrass-Ashakku, but he and Be’shatha were siblings by all accounts, so Kari didn’t quite understand why Seanada would take such offense to the question. 
 
    She sighed and followed the assassin as they attempted to reach the border of Tess’Vorg.  Kari didn’t press the issue any further, but neither did she offer any apologies.  She wasn’t sure she’d actually offended Seanada, so much as possibly asked her something far too personal for her to answer.  The half-syrinthian’s expression was impassive, not surprising since she had been raised by the mallasti.  But she offered no words for the better part of an hour. 
 
    “I thought I explained this to you before, but perhaps you failed to understand.  I am half-demon, Kari,” she said after a while. 
 
    “And I told you, that only means what you make of it.” 
 
    “For me, not for others.  I am still finding my way and my place in a world I do not truly belong in,” Seanada continued.  “The Great Mother did not create this world and its peoples to share them with demons.  Neither did Lord Ashakku create the syrinthian people for them to mate and reproduce with demons.  I am an abomination, Kari, such that you may never truly know what it is to be me.  What I think, what I feel, and what I do may define who I am to you, to myself, and to those with an open mind.  But to the creators of these worlds?  That, I cannot say.  But I cannot imagine they would look favorably upon me.  My goal is to simply earn my place and my keep, and stay out of their way.” 
 
    “Sakkrass doesn’t see you as an abomination,” Kari countered.  “The gods look at our hearts and the choices we make, Seanada, not the ones our parents made.  They can’t hold you responsible for who birthed you any more than someone could hold me responsible for being born to a molester.  All they can really judge us on is what we’ve done since then.  And I may not know you all that well in the grand scheme of things, but I think the two of us have both done pretty well for ourselves.” 
 
    “Are you not angry with them for what they allowed to befall you at the hands of your father?  How did you come to serve them despite the cruelty that was dealt unto you?” 
 
    Kari started walking toward the border again with a sigh.  She shrugged.  “I was angry for a long time, but I think what I came to realize is I can’t hold them responsible for what my father did any more than what we were just talking about.  I think we all have to take our own responsibilities, and not assign them to others.  But I don’t know, Seanada, I’ve never really been all that devout or theological.  But I’ve felt the power of the gods enough times to know that they’re benevolent, that they do care for us, no matter what may happen to us and how mad we may get at them.” 
 
    “I am not angry with the gods, I am simply unsure how or whether to approach them,” the half-syrinthian said.  “By my very nature, I am an enemy to their existence.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Kari said, waving off the comment.  “There’s plenty of people out there that aren’t half-demon who go through their entire lives not caring one wit about the gods or their desires.  I don’t think the gods see those people as enemies.  So to say that you’re an enemy to the gods despite all you do to fight their enemies would be unfair at best.” 
 
    “I wish I had your faith.” 
 
    “Don’t.  Wish you had the faith of a faithful person.  My faith is still always in myself first and foremost, but that’s something I’m working on.  Fortunately, Zalkar and Sakkrass make it pretty easy to learn.” 
 
    Seanada regarded her curiously, but answered only with that muted smile.  Kari returned it and they fell silent as they walked.  Whatever the half-syrinthian might think currently, Kari was pretty sure Seanada was wrong where the gods were concerned.  Hopefully, she’d given the assassin something to think about at least.  Kari’s faith was getting stronger with every passing year, but she didn’t feel like all that great an example, especially not for someone struggling with it as acutely as Seanada. 
 
    Ultimately, Kari was satisfied with where she was at in her relationships with her deity and her adoptive father.  The only thing that still nagged at her was how overtly they had to act in her life before she understood those relationships.  As she’d explained to Seanada, she had wielded their power many times, and yet it still took her a while to realize just why she even could.  Now they considered her their champion – Kari was the Avatar of Vengeance, after all – but she still held herself accountable for her earlier skepticism.  She felt she owed it to them to guide others not to be the same way, and in Seanada, she had found such an opportunity. 
 
    There was a droning rumble in the distance, and Seanada crouched low.  Kari took cover once again, but this time she knew they weren’t about to hunt for dinner.  Seanada was looking around through the trees.  There was a road somewhere close by, Kari surmised; that had to be the sound of the hooves of mousivas, those equine-bovine beasts of burden that pulled carts here on Mehr’Durillia.  She stayed silent, though, waiting for Seanada to give some indication of what she wanted to do. 
 
    “There is a cart passing by on the road,” the half-syrinthian said.  “By its speed and the direction, it is in a hurry.  Let us move to intercept and see what passengers or cargo it carries.” 
 
    “You mean act like the bandits that attacked us on our way through?” 
 
    Seanada snorted.  “I suppose.  But we are in enemy territory, Kari.  Remember that.  It is possible we will find commoners or even friends, but if this is the abduction party, we must stop them from reaching the capital city.” 
 
    “Right, let’s go see who it is.” 
 
    They made their way stealthily through the trees, cutting across areas where there were bends in the road to keep pace without having to confront the travelers too soon.  Seanada had been on point with her observation about the wagon’s speed; they were pushing their animals almost as much as the ones that had delivered Kari to King Koursturaux months before.  It was all Kari and Seanada could do to try to keep up with the wagon, and if not for the meandering nature of the road in some places, they would have lost their mark quickly. 
 
    Fortunately, after nearly half an hour of trying to keep up with the wagon, its driver brought it to a halt.  A pair of armed elestram climbed down out of the covered back and moved just into the woods to relieve themselves.  The driver, a syrinthian male, kept looking up and down the road warily, and called for the others to get back inside often.  Kari waited with Seanada, the two crouched down by the base of a gnarled old tree that was nearly six feet wide. 
 
    “There is a mallasti in the rear, but I cannot tell if it is our missing vulkinastra,” Seanada said after concentrating.  “It is not alone, either.  There are two other elestram in the back, plus the syrinthian driver.” 
 
    “Large group for guarding a merchant or messenger,” Kari mused. 
 
    “Indeed,” the assassin said.  “Kari, I must make an attempt on these men.  You may stay here if you like; I will not hold it against you should you be unwilling to attack possibly innocent men without cause.” 
 
    “Won’t they attack us on sight if they are who we think they are?” 
 
    “That would be most probable, yes.” 
 
    “Then let’s just reveal ourselves and see what happens,” Kari suggested.  “Keep your blades away in case they are just a random group of soldiers or a merchant and his guards.” 
 
    Seanada agreed, and they stepped out onto the road and began walking toward the wagon.  As soon as the syrinthian driver saw them, he called out to the others.  Two elestram jumped down from the back of the wagon, and the other pair came out of the woods, their hands to the hilts of their weapons.  Kari remained calm; it was possible they just saw her and Seanada as a general threat.  That possibility was removed a moment later when the syrinthian shouted in the infernal tongue. 
 
    “It’s them!” 
 
    Seanada didn’t even bother glancing at Kari.  In the span of a breath, her twin straight blades were in her hands, and she dashed forward.  The driver spurred the beasts forward to try to run them down, but Kari ran up the embankment on the edge of the road and hopped onto the side of the wagon.  The syrinthian driver tried to kick her in the face and connected solidly with her shoulder, but she used a heavy flap of her wings to give herself better leverage and get up onto the seat beside him. 
 
    The snake-man back-fisted Kari in the chest stiffly, but between her paluric armor and the padded clothes beneath, she hardly felt it.  By contrast, she grabbed at him and yanked a good handful of his hair, bringing that handsome face down into her rising armored knee.  There was a crack and a spurt of blood, but Kari hardly paused.  Whoever these men were, they knew who Kari and Seanada were and had been waiting for them.  How deep and deadly this feint would prove to be was yet to be seen, but Kari was going to make them pay in as much of a body count as she could. 
 
    The syrinthian’s hands went to his face and his crushed slender nose, but Kari didn’t wait for him to recover.  She turned and heaved with all of her strength, launching him clear of the driver’s bench to fall between two of the animals.  A braying cry like the sound of all the wind being blasted from someone’s lungs shortly preceded the wagon lurching as it barreled over the fallen body.  Kari barely kept her perch on the bench, but realized that with the driver had gone the reins and any chance of getting the mousivas under control. 
 
    That became a secondary concern as elestram mounted the cart on either side of her, and Kari drew her blades.  The first one lost his head before he even clambered into the seat, but Kari took a stab to the unarmored underside of her tail from the other.  He had that preternatural dexterity of the jackal-folk, finishing his ascent and balancing easily on the driver’s seat beside her.  They faced off in their jerky, limited space.  He backed Kari up half a step with a feint, but then he made for his true purpose: he dropped down where the wagon was hitched to the animals and split the cart from its beasts of burden. 
 
    Kari turned her sword over in her right hand and cleaved his skull clean in half with an overhand chop before he could recover his balance.  The body fell between the wagon and departing animals and disappeared in the wake of the slowing cart.  With the wagon skidding to a halt thanks to its harnesses digging into the dirt road, Kari hopped down and put some distance between her and the two other elestram fighters.  When she wasn’t immediately attacked, Kari moved to the side to look back down the road.  Off in the distance, she spotted Seanada fighting one of the other elestram, but the fourth was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    An odd sensation fluttered through Kari’s gut, and she instinctively pushed out with her faith.  When the lightning strike came, it was deflected harmlessly to the side, where it only set a nearby tree aflame.  Forest fire was a definite concern, but not at that moment.  Kari located her arcane attacker, who was wide-eyed and suddenly far from confident when he saw his attack had failed.  Kari sprinted after him, and he turned and ran. 
 
    When she reached the back of the cart and he gave no indication he was going to stop and fight, Kari turned and hopped up into the back of the wagon.  She wouldn’t be able to keep up with an elestram, either in speed or stamina.  The next thing she knew, she was picking herself up from the ground and trying to shake off the shock of being slammed with a heavy, bladed weapon.  Thanking the gods for her paluric armor, she got her wits about her just in time to see a sylinth slither out of the wagon’s rear and bear down upon her. 
 
    And not just any sylinth, but another abnormally large one, as though it was a prince… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VIII – Snag 
 
      
 
    “Well, isn’t this a surprise?” the sylinth hissed in infernal.  “Father suspected this ruse would bring the Ashen Cowards out of their holes, but to find you here?  This represents a turn of fortune even my elestram servants would never have properly accounted for.” 
 
    Kari folded her legs and kicked up onto her feet.  The sylinth didn’t seem particularly impressed.  He was massive, similar in body styling to Ressallk, but much larger.  Kari guessed he might be closer to twenty feet from nose to tail, his arms were more muscular, and his scales and their diamondback pattern indicated longevity.  This prince might not be Sekassus’ firstborn or heir apparent, but he was no whelp like Ressallk was.  Even the weapon he held spoke of his power and prestige, its intricate haft of intertwining snakes made of some precious metal, rather than the cheap wood of Ressallk’s that Kari had split with a sundering strike sequence. 
 
    The demonhunter considered her options.  The cry of a wounded elestram behind her opened up more of them.  With Seanada by her side, Kari might be able to best this impressive creature, prince or not.  The likelihood of finding aid nearby seemed small, but with a prince exposed and alone out in the wilds, Kari was reminded of the bandits that attacked.  It was possible, however improbable, that disgruntled subjects of Sekassus might show up and lend Kari their aid.  The final option would be difficult, but represented her best hope of surviving at the least and slaying him at best: drawing him east into Tess’Vorg. 
 
    Where Emanitar and Morduri would be at this point was anyone’s guess.  Kari couldn’t count on their aid, even if she could draw this sylinthian prince across the border.  But if she killed him in Tess’Vorg, there would only be so much Sekassus could do.  Unfortunately, they had chased the cart quite a distance back into Sorelizar, and Kari figured it would be several miles just to reach the border of Tess’Vorg.  Would the prince be that intent on capturing or killing her that he’d risk entering enemy territory?  And could Kari and Seanada outpace him for long enough that it wasn’t a moot point? 
 
    “That you’re looking at the two of us and calling it a turn of fortune is something your elestram servants would probably never account for,” Kari returned.  She took up her scorpion-like pose and readied herself for battle.  It might come down to running – or, more appropriately, leading him into a trap – but first she would have to convince him that he had put them to rout. 
 
    The sylinth stood his weapon up on end and laughed.  “Oh, this is precious.  You think because you killed my brother that you pose some credible threat to me?  It’s interesting; I had expected father’s thoughts on your arrogance and bravado to be overstated, and yet here I find they might just be understated.  Did you…did you honestly think the two of you were going to pose some threat to my elder brother?  Oh, that is rich.” 
 
    He slithered to the side, holding his weapon casually but in a position where he would obviously be ready to defend at a moment’s notice.  He glanced at Seanada as she approached, but then turned his slit-pupiled gaze back to Kari.  “I will give credit to your resourcefulness and courage on escaping my father’s realm on your first visit, Vanador, but if you think you stand a chance against a prince, let alone our patriarch, you are sadly mistaken.” 
 
    “Your brother said the same thing, shortly before I separated his head from his body.” 
 
    “Pah.  Ressallk was a whelp!  You killed one of my father’s youngest, weakest children.  Did you think he would send another weakling with the mallasti on the verge of open rebellion?  You are about to get a very slow, painful lesson in arrogance, Vanador.  You may take comfort in knowing that while this traitorous companion of yours will die, you will yet live for a long time – in my father’s dungeon.” 
 
    “Did you know your brother never landed a single blow on me?” Kari asked evenly.  The sylinth’s brow lowered in a slight scowl, but he was fighting the urge to let his anger show.  “For all his talk and threats – oh, and crying out to your father to save him – I cut him apart piece by piece, and whether he really was a whelp or not, that’s what he looked like when I was done humiliating him.” 
 
    Those reptilian eyes blinked only once, and suddenly the scowl turned to a fang-filled grin.  “You don’t even realize it, do you?  You fought Ressallk on your world, Vanador.  You now stand in Sorelizar, in my realm, on my world.  And this realm responds not only to the will of its king, but of his princes as well.” 
 
    He held a hand aloft, and Kari barely skipped free of the entangling roots that sprang from the ground, the grasping tendrils reaching hungrily for her and Seanada.  The assassin hacked and slashed at them, giving up ground, but the road was fast becoming a quagmire of mud and lashing roots.  Kari watched in alarm as the dead elestram and syrinthian bodies were wrapped up and pulled into the depths of the suddenly sodden earth.  She glanced at the sides of the road, where the embankments might offer reprieve, and then also at the wagon. 
 
    Watching her wandering eyes, the sylinth set the cart ablaze with a gesture.  The flame started off small, but caught quickly on the canvas covering.  Kari started to run for the high ground, but then she remembered: Seanada had sensed a mallasti in the back of the cart.  None had ever come forth, and Kari had to wonder if it was a hostage, vulkinastra or otherwise.  Even with the immediate threat the road had become, Kari bounded gingerly from stinging grasp to stinging grasp, and hopped up into the rear of the wagon. 
 
    The sylinth’s bladed spear bit into the back of the wagon, narrowly missing Kari’s wings, and she recalled the damage Erik had done when Ressallk forced her to fight him.  A thrust came in through the open rear, but Kari stepped on the weapon’s haft, momentarily jerking it from her enemy’s grasp.  He withdrew it after a startled moment, but seemed hesitant to blindly strike at her again.  Kari held her breath and scooped up the mallasti girl as quickly as she could.  She wasn’t a vulkinastra, but unconscious as she was and lightly bound, Kari figured this wasn’t a servant of Sekassus. 
 
    The sylinth was waiting for Kari when she emerged onto the driver’s seat of the wagon, heavily laden with the densely-muscled mallasti.  The creatures were much heavier than they appeared, even the females, and Kari had to strain to carry her like a child.  Seanada cut off the sylinthian prince, though, drawing his attention long enough for Kari to get off the cart and put the mallasti girl safely on the embankment at the side of the road.  A stray root grasped at Kari’s ankle as she lingered in one spot, but she hacked it off with her blade and found the entangled part quickly withered and fell away. 
 
    The road was still a sticky mess, though it seemed to have no effect on the prince.  His long, serpentine body had to be heavy, yet it floated atop the muddy surface effortlessly, and the grasping weeds and roots paid him no mind.  A shift of the wind sent the pall of smoke toward Kari and Seanada, and they were forced to relocate their battleground once again.  Both moved to the rear of the cart, upwind, and hacked at any roots and snares that got too close. 
 
    The wagon went up in flames in a sudden conflagration, and then it exploded in the direction of the two women.  Seanada deftly turned and rolled out of the way, but Kari was caught in the shoulder and right wing with burning pieces of the wreckage.  Her cloak singed, and a burn on the membrane of her wing throbbed with an increasing ache.  Kari turned and headed further east, escaping the smoky confines of the scattered wreckage.  She glanced briefly at the plumes of smoke reaching skyward, and her earlier thoughts returned: would someone come to see what was going on?  And if so, would they be friend or foe? 
 
    And then it hit her.  She had forgotten just how powerful it was the first time, and now, coming from this much stronger prince, she staggered under its weight.  The concussive force of the sylinth’s mental attack was not so much a wall of wind such as Ressallk’s had felt like, but a crushing weight, as of being buried alive under oppressive earth.  Kari’s senses were rattled, but she shook free of the cobwebs as best she could and tried to focus on her approaching enemy.  She had tunnel vision, and her sight swam with stars, but the confusion and deceit that had been the staple of Ressallk’s mental intrusion was missing. 
 
    Kari staggered to and fro, letting her blades hang limply.  The sylinthian prince slithered toward her, upright, arrogant, so confident in his power and his abilities.  He was strong, to be sure, but with power so often came arrogance, which was ironic, since it was what he had said of her when they first stared each other down.  Now, he was slithering near-heedless of danger right toward her, having already convinced himself that she couldn’t possibly stand against him. 
 
    Whatever he lacked in humility, he made up for in reflexes.  That snake-like agility allowed him to bring his bladed spear up to intercept Kari’s sudden lunge, and he fought her off easily.  Kari instead nearly found herself the one besieged, as he stealthily coiled his tail around her in a circle, forcing her to leap backwards with a flap of her wings to escape his attempt to grasp her.  She was pointedly reminded of the burn on the membrane, but soldiered on. 
 
    Seanada approached again, free of any effects she may have suffered from his mental attack.  In the blink of an eye, the sylinth’s long tail swung the other way and slammed the half-syrinthian woman to the ground.  Seanada looked positively stunned, and Kari could understand all too well: that strike had come quicker than the mind could even register.  But it was that minor precognition and experience that allowed Kari to dodge left and avoid being caught by the return strike of the tail. 
 
    The demonhunter swung at the tip of the tail, off-balance but with true aim.  She sliced into the scaly tip, for all the good that would ultimately do, but she had drawn blood.  Now the fight was truly underway; any senses of taunting or arrogance were going to quickly evaporate at the sight of blood.  The weeds and roots resumed their grasping with renewed vigor, and Kari had to constantly hop and dance about to avoid getting pinned down.  What she really needed was an arcanist to come and counter the sylinth’s magical trickery and bring this back to being a contest of blades. 
 
    The blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol shone through her breastplate then, and she felt his power roil through her blood.  She pushed it outward, extending it the same way she normally did her faith, and the roots and snares withered and sank back into the ground.  What had been muddy roadway just moments before now solidified again into solid ground, and Kari’s clawed toes dug in to find purchase and her center of gravity.  Across the way, Seanada still had to deal with the lingering effects of the sylinth’s will, but Kari’s – synergized with Zalkar’s – was able to overpower her enemy’s. 
 
    The sylinth showed the barest of a fang-filled smile, and lifted his hand.  He made a short gesture, but nothing happened.  Kari smiled back; his arcane power wasn’t strong enough to overpower her will.  But then he pointed westward.  Kari glanced quickly, her blades before her defensively.  A short distance away, the weeds and roots were dragging the mallasti woman down to the road and into the entrapping, entombing mud.  Kari dashed in her direction without a second thought. 
 
    She expected to be attacked, turning to intercept the sylinth’s bladed spear.  But it wasn’t his weapon proper that she needed to worry about.  He was upon her in moments, and that long, serpentine body coiled around her and began to squeeze.  Kari had a flashback to when Triela had gripped her in an arcane fist, thinking she was an enemy, and how she’d barely been able to suck in enough breath to speak.  Here, in the sylinth’s grasp, Kari’s paluric armor was suddenly a liability, its supple form allowing the demon prince to crush her more easily. 
 
    Seanada joined the fray again, but the demon prince’s body was long enough that he could keep Kari coiled up and still fight the half-syrinthian effectively.  With her arms and blades pinned uselessly to her sides, there wasn’t much Kari could do to try to free herself.  The strength of the sylinth was incredible against her own; there was no hope of muscling her way free, not even enough to turn a sword and try to cut him.  It only left her with one option aside from hoping Seanada could save her. 
 
    It was something Kari had never done before, not even in the heat of combat.  She found the choicest spot she could reach, and she buried her small but sharp rir teeth into the scaly flesh of the demon prince.  She couldn’t get very deep or cause any considerable damage, but the bite shocked him enough that Kari soon heard the satisfying squelch of a blade sinking into flesh.  She hoped it was Seanada scoring the strike and not the sylinth, and from the position of his dual-bladed spear, she knew it was the former. 
 
    His coils loosened just enough for Kari to yank her arms free, and he had to throw her to the ground and then slither away a bit to keep her from slicing up his lower body.  Seanada had landed a good stab, leaving an oozing wound behind, but so low on his body as to not be much of a threat to his fighting ability or life just yet.  Kari got back to her feet and made her way toward the mallasti woman again, this time backing up and keeping her blades before her defensively.  It was prudent but unnecessary: having scored a solid hit against him had earned Seanada the demon prince’s full attention. 
 
    Kari wrested the unconscious mallasti woman free of the entrapping bonds not a moment too soon.  She carried the woman safely up into the woods a bit – she hoped – but really had little choice but to leave her there.  If the sylinthian prince wanted to command the woods themselves to kill the woman, there wasn’t much Kari could do.  But she’d done her part to save the woman, and now she had a more pressing matter before her.  She made her way quickly back to the road and the fight. 
 
    Seanada was fighting a mostly defensive battle.  While she could counter much of the sylinth’s power with her own arcane skills, he was more practiced and innately powerful than she was, and it showed.  She was being battered and singed by his trickery, and without Kari nearby, the road, the roots, the weeds, and now even the nearby tree branches were becoming Seanada’s enemies.  She was in danger of being completely overwhelmed even before the sylinth’s martial prowess was taken into account. 
 
    A root caught Seanada, and though she was able to pull free, it tripped her up enough that the sylinth laid her flat with a crushing blow.  Unlike most of the arrogant warriors Kari had ever dealt with before, he wasted no time in thrusting his blade under the half-syrinthian’s ribs.  Kari thought she yelled something, but she never even registered what it was as silence fell over the entirety of her life. 
 
    The sylinth readied his blades for Kari’s charge, but with her sure footing – her willpower continued to neutralize his arcane trickery – and the sinuous grace of her fighting style, Kari slipped inside his defensive range in moments.  He matched her stroke for stroke, but she danced around him, coiling him upon himself and limiting his mobility before he knew what was happening.  Kari then feigned a high chop, slid under his whirling parry, and landed the same double cut on his lower body that she had when she fought Ressallk.  Now, though, with her blades glowing that furious gold, she ripped through scales and flesh, and the first thing she heard through that deafening silence was his scream of pain. 
 
    Something was threatening to come out through that wound; was it intestines?  Whatever the case, it did little to slow his speed, and the prince slithered to the other side of the road, where he assumed a defensive posture as he took stock of his wound.  He scowled fiercely at Kari and reached down to push whatever part of his guts it was back inside, and then it appeared as though he singed the wound closed with his arcane power.  Kari stared him down, wanting to check on Seanada’s still form, but she was unable to take her eyes from him; he was too fast, and far too dangerous to turn her back on again. 
 
    She thought perhaps it was a trick of distance, but even from across the width of the road, she suspected he wasn’t looking directly at her.  Kari turned on instinct, her blade coming around at neck level, and the elestram’s head fell silently to the ground in a spray of blood.  Kari ignored the crumpling body, whipping around quickly to keep the prince in her sights.  He hadn’t moved, but at the same time, the expression on his face betrayed utter surprise.  Now all his servants lay dead, and possibly Seanada with them, leaving only him to face Kari.  And he was wounded. 
 
    “Well now, it seems you are faced with a choice: try to stop me from delivering news of your presence to my father, or try to save the life of your companion,” he hissed. 
 
    Kari backed up a step and dropped to a knee, and she put her hand to Seanada’s chest.  Her heart was still beating, but her breathing was raspy and wet, as though a lung may have been punctured.  Kari stared down the demon prince, but he was correct: if she wanted to aid Seanada – not to mention the mallasti woman – Kari couldn’t waste any more time fighting him if he was going to give her reprieve of any kind.  She got back to her feet, crossed her blades before her chest, and titled her head. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked him. 
 
    He cocked his head in kind.  “Prince Fesarri,” he answered. 
 
    “I’ll remember it.” 
 
    “As I will remember you, Vanador.  Though your fate is ultimately sealed, you have proven yourself capable of justifying your arrogance.  You have my respect for that, at least.” 
 
    He started to slither away.  Though Kari had the urge to chase him down and try to kill him, she hopped over Seanada and crouched beside her instead.  She kept her gaze partially to the west, watching for any return or trickery from the sylinth, but he picked up his speed and disappeared from sight rapidly.  Kari regarded the final elestram lying decapitated beside her friend, and undid the straps of Seanada’s armor to get to work. 
 
    The wound was deep but didn’t seem to have caught anything immediately vital.  He may have nicked her diaphragm or even a lung – things Kari knew just enough about to understand their importance – and Kari wasn’t sure her limited healing power was strong enough to help.  She realized then that Seanada’s eyes were open, and the half-syrinthian was drowsy and in a good deal of pain, no matter how well she tried to hide it. 
 
    “Go,” Seanada said.  “Get back safely to Tess’Vorg, and send word to the Wraith that this entire situation was a ruse.  It may be the only thing that saves my family, and my people.” 
 
    “Not without you,” Kari said, touching her hand to the wound.  She started to channel Zalkar’s power, but as she expected, it did little to even stanch the bleeding. 
 
    “There is no time.  By the time I am healed enough to walk, if we can manage even that, it will be too late.  Save yourself, Kari.  This is a trap, and the Wraith and I…have dragged you right into it with us.” 
 
    “Shush,” Kari replied.  She reached into her breastplate and pulled forth the symbol of the Great Mother.  Zalkar, I know you’re always listening, just as you always are, Father.  I may not know you directly, Be’shatha, but if a part of you is still alive and can still hear me, I could really use your help right now.  If you and your siblings want to take back this world, I’m willing to help, but I’m going to need this woman lying before me.  You heal her through me – even if it takes a part of my own health – and you use us as your instruments. 
 
    She expected something, anything.  Seanada’s blood continued to ooze through her fingers, though, and the half-syrinthian stared up at her in shock and resignation.  Was Seanada right, and Kari was wrong about the gods?  Was their inability to heal her simply a limitation of Kari’s power, or did they honestly not want to heal Seanada because she was half-succubus?  Kari masked her sigh by looking around suspiciously, as if Prince Fesarri might be coming back to challenge her again. 
 
    Kari closed her eyes, trying to concentrate on Be’shatha.  She imagined a majestic and beautiful mallasti female; was Be’shatha herself a vulkinastra?  She bore so many names of respect and power, just that Kari knew of: Great Mother; Lifegiver; Celestial Queen; Holy Sibling.  But the one that was open to interpretation was the most important: was she dead, or merely sleeping?  And how much faith would it take to awaken her if the latter was true? 
 
    If the faith of millions of mallasti and elestram isn’t enough, what will one off-world rir woman do? Kari thought soberly. 
 
    She grasped Seanada’s cloak and pressed it to the wound pitifully.  Applying pressure to the wound was a futile gesture; Seanada was dying beneath her fingers, and there was little Kari could do.  She thought of Makauric’s life slipping away as she watched, and of Damansha lying unconscious in the street as her lifeblood soaked through Aeligos’ cloak.  Damansha survived, thankfully, but Kari was about to lose another friend – yes, friend – the same way, and anger began to well up in her at how helpless she felt. 
 
    “Move aside,” a voice commanded her in infernal.  Kari reached for her swords out of instinct as she was shoved. 
 
    It was the mallasti woman she’d saved.  She was groggy and the fur about her wrists showed how hard she’d struggled to get free of her bonds.  Without hesitation, though, she placed one hand to Seanada’s wound and the other to her forehead.  Now the woman began to speak in beshathan, and despite the vast differences between them, Kari couldn’t help but think of her departed husband.  The woman was clearly praying over Seanada, but the urgency of the words and their tone, despite Kari not understanding much of the language, said that she was trying to heal, not give last rites. 
 
    “The wound is grave, but nothing vital has been damaged beyond repair,” the mallasti woman said, returning to the infernal tongue.  “I have stopped the bleeding, but she will need a great deal of rest and care.  Help me remove her from the road.” 
 
    Kari didn’t need to be told twice.  She lifted Seanada, who felt almost child-like in her weight compared to the mallasti woman, and cradled her to her breast.  She followed the mallasti woman into the woods, walking as far as Kari’s legs could take her to get away from the road.  They would be exposed while they waited for Seanada to heal, but at least in the woods, if anyone found them, it would be mostly by coincidence. 
 
    She didn’t even realize how far they’d walked until the mallasti woman turned and made a gesture for her to set Seanada down and sit herself.  “We have crossed into Tess’Vorg,” she said.  “It will yet be a span or more before we leave the forest, and we may encounter a border patrol here, but we should be safe.” 
 
    Kari set Seanada down.  The half-syrinthian was asleep for a change, and Kari wrapped the woman in both their cloaks to keep her warm.  The demonhunter’s arms were sore from carrying her friend so far, but after stretching, Kari fished in her coin purse and pulled out the signet ring of King Emanitar. 
 
    The mallasti woman regarded her with open wonder instead of the usual impassiveness of the hyena-folk, and she nodded.  “You must be the Karian Vanador I have heard so much about.” 
 
    The demonhunter was surprised by that, but she returned the nod.  “I am.  And you are?” 
 
    “Mastriana Te’Dastra,” she introduced herself with a bow of the head. 
 
    “Te’Dastra…so you were abducted from here?  From Ewuaswi?” 
 
    The mallasti woman bobbed her head.  “I was.  They took several of us in the night, to distract pursuit from recovering Miessa, our vulkinastra sister.” 
 
    “The vulkinastra is your sister?  Was she dragged into Sorelizar?” 
 
    “I am not certain.  The attack seemed well-concerted, and I believe several of us were taken all at once.  But Miessa was well-protected, so I am not certain they were able to abduct her.  If you wish, rest here and then make your way to Ewuaswi, and I will watch over the Silent Fang until you have returned.” 
 
    “You know who she is?” Kari asked with a gesture toward Seanada. 
 
    “Oh yes,” the woman said, rising to her feet.  Kari expected she would open her garment to show tattoos on her breasts, but instead she showed Kari her inner thigh, where the mark of the Ashen Fangs was visible. 
 
    “I can’t leave the two of you alone.” 
 
    “We are in Tess’Vorg, as I said.  We are as safe here as we are likely to ever be here on Mehr’Durillia.  If you are working with us, then go to Ewuaswi and contact the Wraith.  If Miessa has been taken, he must be alerted as soon as possible.” 
 
    Kari knelt beside Seanada and touched her shoulder.  “I’ll see you again, my friend.  Very soon.” 
 
    And then, with a mutual bow of the head between her and Mastriana, Kari began to make her way out of the woods and toward the village of Ewuaswi. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sorelizar was a beautiful realm, but the contrast in tension and the behavior of the people to Tess’Vorg was staggering.  In Tess’Vorg, Kari felt as though she could let her guard down – not completely, but she didn’t find herself looking over her shoulder constantly and listening for sounds of pursuit.  In Tess’Vorg, she felt almost as though she was at home – ever vigilant, but not fearful.  In Sorelizar – outside the village of Gaeshokk, anyway – she had felt like prey, even when she and Seanada were the ones hunting. 
 
    Ewuaswi may have been a mallasti village, but it looked more like a trading post that a village had grown around.  It lacked the architecture and more permanent nature of the elestram cities, but it was far more than the typical mallasti villages Kari had come across, even more so than Gaeshokk.  The center of the village was a market square, and there were carts and their beasts of burden parked on the edges of the town.  While many of the homes were typical of the mallasti, there were permanent buildings and houses as well. 
 
    Kari drew the stares of every person in sight as she approached the town.  It was only then that she realized she had no idea where exactly she was going or who she was looking for.  If the Wraith wasn’t here, Kari didn’t know who she could ask for help or what her next step should be.  She paused in her travels and did three distinct things: she took a deep breath; she made sure King Emanitar’s ring was clearly visible; and she resisted the urge to pull out the symbol of Be’shatha.  With the possible presence of Sekassus’ agents, to show the Lifegiver’s emblem would be inviting total disaster. 
 
    The general state of things told Kari that Morduri and Emanitar weren’t here yet.  There simply wasn’t enough commotion, no signs of any entourage or fancy transportation either on the town’s outer edges or near any of its more obvious hostels.  That was good, to Kari’s mind, as she didn’t want to have to admit failure so soon to her co-conspirators.  As it stood, Prince Fesarri was undoubtedly headed to his father’s palace to alert Sekassus to Kari’s presence.  It was entirely possible that not only was this plan a failure, but they had played directly into Sekassus’ hands in the process. 
 
    Mastriana had suggested that the Wraith should be here in Ewuaswi, but he was quite the secretive fellow, and Kari didn’t expect he would just be breezing about the streets.  She decided heading to a hostel first made the most sense, and from there, she could ask where to find the village elder or whoever was in charge.  The central market square seemed her best option, so she set off in that direction.  As soon as she reached the village’s outer edge, though, she was approached. 
 
    The guards here weren’t like the ones of Moskarre.  These men – a mallasti and one of the rarer mallestrem – wore armored vests and sheathed weapons, and sported decals on their shoulder that suggested law enforcement.  Their demeanor was more curiosity than hostility when they approached, and the signet ring Kari wore explained that easily enough.  On a hunch, she saluted them in the demonhunter manner. 
 
    After the briefest pause, they returned her salute by gripping the hilt of one of their blades with their right hand and crossing the left arm over their chests.  “You wear the signet of our monarch; what has King Emanitar sent you to us for, off-worlder?” the mallestrem managed in infernal without even spitting first. 
 
    “At the moment, I’m looking to find out if the vulkinastra of your village was actually kidnapped,” Kari said.  She wasn’t sure if she should mention the Wraith.  It certainly seemed as though the Ashen Fangs were larger than she initially suspected, but she didn’t want to speak of them openly in front of those who might be opposed to them, even just on the surface. 
 
    The mallasti answered after spitting on the ground.  “The vulkinastra, yes, she was taken in a concerted strike that saw a number of young women abducted.” 
 
    Kari hesitated.  If the Wraith wasn’t here, she wasn’t sure what her next step should be.  It struck her as obvious after that moment.  “I rescued one of your young women, but my friend was gravely injured.  They’re in the woods, just inside Tess’Vorg near the border of Sorelizar.  It was a mallasti woman named Mastriana; she’s taking care of my companion’s injuries.” 
 
    “Mastriana?” they asked in unison.  They turned to each other, and then the mallestrem ran off into the village.  Kari wasn’t sure what the significance was. 
 
    “Can you lead us back to them?” the mallasti asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Kari answered.  She and the mallasti stared at each other while waiting for his companion to return.  She introduced herself after a time.  “I’m Karian Vanador.” 
 
    “Ah, I should have guessed.  There has been a lot of talk about you in the last year.  To find you here, given the kings’ interest in you is…surprising,” the mallasti returned.  “Excuse my manners.  I am called Tashae; my partner is called Jassec.” 
 
    The mallestrem returned after a few minutes with several more armed guards.  At their request, Kari led them back to where she had left Mastriana and Seanada.  After securing the area, they approached the hidden camp, and only then did Mastriana reveal herself.  Kari stood back and watched, shocked, as she was greeted with many hugs by the armed guards.  There was some conversation in beshathan, and several of the guards looked at Kari whenever Mastriana spoke to them.  They took stock of Seanada, and one of the hyena-folk hefted her up to carry her back to the village. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kari asked the mallasti woman. 
 
    “I will explain in detail when we are safely back in Ewuaswi,” Mastriana answered. 
 
    Twilight had painted the sky in dark purples by the time they returned to the village.  Kari was led to what she could only describe as a surgeon’s clinic based on the look of the building and the many beds and sharp implements within.  She tried to stay out of the way while Seanada was put on a table and an elestram with furless hands began to inspect her wounds.  The jackal-man was concerned by what he saw, but at the same time, he looked up and nodded toward Mastriana.  Her healing had to have satisfied him, at least. 
 
    With the elestram at work on Seanada, the many guards gave final hugs to the mallasti woman and then departed.  Mastriana looked out the wide front windows of the building, then closed the drapes, which forced the elestram surgeon to begin lighting chandeliers so he could continue to work.  Mastriana locked the door, then, and spoke back and forth with the elestram in the beshathan tongue. 
 
    Kari thought she should be a little nervous, but something about this situation felt like when she’d first met Seanada and Marracir.  Despite all she’d heard about the Ashen Fangs and their expected refusal to work with her, Kari was finding the exact opposite to be true.  Whatever her relationship with the Wraith was to him, his people treated Kari almost like one of their own, but for a slight hesitance to speak of sensitive matters in front of her. 
 
    Kari twisted Emanitar’s signet ring about her finger.  Might that be the reason they were a little reluctant to speak freely with her?  They might see her as an agent of the kings, when in fact the kings were the Fangs’ ultimate enemies.  Kari had to suppress a laugh at the thought that the Ashen Fangs might see her the exact same way she saw them: potential allies, but ones she wasn’t sure she could trust completely. 
 
    “The Silent Fang’s injuries are unfortunate, but the Wraith will be pleased that the plan has proceeded mostly according to his foresight,” the mallasti woman said, standing before Kari.  She had a mischievous gleam in her eye, and Kari wasn’t sure what to make of it at first. 
 
    “But the vulkinastra was captured,” Kari offered tentatively. 
 
    “So far as our enemies are concerned, yes,” Mastriana said with a gesture.  “And so far as those not privy to our intelligence are concerned as well, which means none should be the wiser as to what has actually taken place.” 
 
    Kari glanced at the surgeon, who was ignoring the conversation while he tended to Seanada’s wounds.  “This is the part where you tell me I was bait, right?” 
 
    The mallasti woman looked confused.  “You, bait?  Not at all.  No, the Wraith used you and the Silent Fang to attempt to capture Prince Amnastru or another of Sekassus’ elder children.  Miessa was the bait.  However, the Wraith did not expect that several of us would be taken all together.  It was expected that Miessa would be abducted, and that you and the Silent Fang would be in place to capture the captors, as it were.” 
 
    Kari reasoned through what she was being told.  The initial reactions of the guards when she spoke to them made more sense.  “So Miessa was bait because she isn’t really a vulkinastra, right?” 
 
    “That is correct.  The vulkinastra is standing before you.  You and the Silent Fang inadvertently saved me, though it is unlikely I would have been brought before King Sekassus.  Still, once my usefulness was exhausted, I would have met a similar fate, regardless.” 
 
    “But now Miessa is headed to Sekassus’ palace, and she’ll be murdered anyway once he figures out she’s not what he thought,” Kari argued. 
 
    Mastriana nodded, then shrugged.  “Miessa is headed right where the Wraith wanted her.  She is an escape artist, a master of explosive alchemy, and quite possibly strong enough with the arcane to overcome even King Sekassus’ protections over his palace.  What’s more, those who were assigned to abduct me will be taken to task by their king, and quite possibly even killed by their enraged monarch.  Do not look so surprised; the Wraith plans his attacks on many levels, with many targets.  Prince Amnastru may have been the ultimate prize, but the repercussions of this failure will shake King Sekassus’ family from top to bottom.” 
 
    “Prince Amnastru was not the one who captured you, though,” Kari said.  “Is it possible he was the one who took Miessa?” 
 
    “That it was a prince at all who abducted me is enough of a shock; the Wraith did not expect one of the princes to cross the border.  It is quite likely none did, and that whatever prince you and the Silent Fang engaged joined the captors when they returned to Sorelizar.  Whatever the truth of the matter, there is no evidence either way, so nothing can be done about the crossing of the border.  The abduction, of course, will be mitigated by the capabilities of our sister agent, Miessa.” 
 
    “What if he just kills her when she arrives?” 
 
    “The Wraith understands the way of things better than you might expect, even given his distance from King Sekassus,” the mallasti woman said with a dismissive gesture.  She glanced at the sleeping form of Seanada being tended by the surgeon.  “Things have not gone entirely according to plan, but our prong aimed at King Sekassus is well on its way.  The tendrils of that strike will ripple through his family.  And the next prong of our attack – Prince Amnastru – can now more easily be applied.” 
 
    “Where am I headed next, then?” Kari asked.  She felt a bit like a pawn, but realized that the Wraith was a master of the game, as it were, so she was satisfied she was at least being put to good use. 
 
    “I am not certain.  Whether or not news of your presence was supposed to spread is not something I was made privy to; for the time being, I recommend you get comfortable here, and await further orders from the Wraith.” 
 
    “Are all the prongs of this attack aimed at Sekassus and Sorelizar?” 
 
    “As far as I am aware, yes.” 
 
    Kari nodded and left the surgeon’s office.  She made her way to one of the hostels, a neat and tidy establishment, if a bit small for an inn.  With Emanitar’s signet ring on her finger, she was accommodated without delay – and without charge.  Her first order of business, as was so often the case after some travel and a battle, was to take a bath and get her body and her clothes clean.  An amused smile touched her face as she thought of the gnolls tracking her and Aeligos by scent on Terrassia a few months before.  Whatever the mallasti and elestram might smell like – which was fairly pleasant to her nose, in honesty – she reminded herself that it did nothing to cover or mask her scent to them. 
 
    She sat in the steamy tub thinking of Seanada.  It was amazing how far their relationship had come in such a relatively short span.  She was concerned for the half-syrinthian, though her being in the care of an elestram surgeon did relieve some of Kari’s tension.  Seanada was so much more than just a bodyguard or acquaintance to Kari now.  She had lived with Kari and her family for months, watched over Kari’s children for weeks after Grakin died, and had become someone Kari could trust with the most important things she had in her life.  It was chilling to think of the half-syrinthian suddenly being gone from her life, but Kari was content with the care she was receiving and the fact that the woman was a fighter, right down to her core. 
 
    Unfortunately, her injuries left Kari alone for the time being.  What exactly would the Wraith expect from Kari now?  The goal was still to get to Prince Amnastru, but if Kari was being honest with herself, that might be beyond her capabilities alone.  With Seanada, it was like having twice the strength she did alone, but by herself… 
 
    Kari straightened up in the tub.  No, she thought.  I shouldn’t be thinking like this.  I have the strength of several gods flowing through me.  No demon prince can match that.  I’ve got to stop doubting myself – and them – and trust that if this is the path they’ve set before me, it’s one I can walk, either with Seanada or on my own. 
 
    Satisfied as she was with the thoughts, she had an unsettling feeling in the pit of her gut.  She turned slowly and looked at the door, and watched as that roiling black substance flowed around its cracks and then congealed on the floor.  It rose into a vaguely humanoid shape again, a black cloud with glowing orange eyes fixed squarely upon her.  It flowed rather than walking, sweeping across the room slowly and deliberately until it was just beside the tub. 
 
    Kari looked up at the Wraith and blinked slowly.  “Don’t you ever knock?” 
 
    A hissing laugh issued forth from the creature, but then it took a more solid form.  Soon, the black mass evaporated, leaving behind a handsome elestram male.  Tall and lean like most of his kind, he wore darkened goggles over his eyes so Kari couldn’t see their glowing color, and he had a set of leather armor that was as much stylish as protective, and yet covered his most vital areas.  He gestured toward the far end of the tub, which was long enough to accommodate two if they weren’t erestram-sized.  “May I join you?” 
 
    The demonhunter leaned on her elbow against the side of the tub, and the elestram laughed.  “I do not recall you being so prudish when I lived in your home for months,” he said. 
 
    Kari sighed and gestured him in.  He got undressed, even taking off the goggles to reveal those glowing orange and yet somehow lifeless-looking eyes.  She gave him an appraising look, but found she was getting used to seeing naked beshathans now as well, especially after being on the road and in the tub with Morduri several times.  Nudity didn’t faze her as a rir, but there was a curiosity factor when it came to other people.  In the end, they were all the same, but it was interesting to see someone different from herself, even just in terms of male and female. 
 
    The Wraith stepped into the tub and settled down, staring across at Kari.  She crossed her legs to keep them out of his lap, and he bent his at the knees, which he rested his hands atop.  “The loss of Seanada is an unfortunate and unforeseen consequence,” he said with no trace of humor or suggestive tones in either his face or speech.  “This will delay my plans considerably, but I have a perfect idea of what to do to fill the time while she recovers from her injuries.” 
 
    Kari hung her wings outside the tub, then spread them in a broad and impressive display.  They needed a thorough washing, and she wondered what his reaction would be if she requested he help her with them.  “What’s that?” she asked, piercing his sudden silence. 
 
    “I will perfect your training.” 
 
    That was a far more enticing thought than what Kari’d been afraid he was thinking, but that made her scrunch her brow.  “How long is it going to take Seanada to heal?” 
 
    “At least a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “And you can…perfect my training that fast?” 
 
    He began clawing at his fur to help the soapy water dig down to the skin.  “You are no novice.  You take orders even better than you give them, and I believe you will be receptive to my instruction.  What it took me years to teach a young Seanada should take me only weeks to teach one of your prowess and ability.” 
 
    “And what’s wrong with my training now?” Kari asked, semi-teasing. 
 
    “Tumureldi taught you well, but he was a defender, a cautious and calculating fighter who sought first to stymie his opponents with his tactical brilliance.  When he trained you, did you ever figure out how to stymie his own style?” 
 
    Kari blinked, considering her sparring with King Koursturaux the prior year.  “If you don’t attack, his style doesn’t lend itself all that well to offense.  If an opponent doesn’t come at me, I have to taunt or heckle them to prod them to attack.” 
 
    “Yes.  When I trained him, he took only the defensive portion of it as his preferred style.” 
 
    “When you trained him?” Kari balked. 
 
    “Through his nightmare, yes.” 
 
    “You…but why?” 
 
    There was so little emotion in the Wraith’s impassive stare or his speech, no clue in his mannerisms that he might be lying or toying with her in some way.  “I now question that as well.  That he trained you, and you died, and were resurrected, and are now sitting in this tub with me, discussing your training…clearly there is a divine omnipotence behind the orders I received so many years ago.” 
 
    “Whose orders?  I thought you were in charge of the Ashen Fangs?  Are you actually working for a demon king?” 
 
    The Wraith shook his head.  “I am lord of the Ashen Fangs, but I take orders as much as I give them.  Though I cannot explain to you the source of those orders any more than I can explain the source of the power that lets me assume the demonic form you have now witnessed several times.” 
 
    “So you’re not taking orders from, say, King Koursturaux?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” he answered, just shy of snapping at her.  “I have long suspected it may be a remnant of the Dreaming Queen, but it lacks in personality or distinctive mannerisms, such that I have had little luck deducing the truth of the matter.  But its omnipotence, as I said, points to something…divine.” 
 
    “You think it may be Be’shatha?” she asked, and the Wraith nodded.  “What does she look like when you see her?” 
 
    “Most often, a being of light that speaks only in basic whispers, directing me here or there to do its will.  I am, however, not a slave by any means.  When I questions its orders, I simply refrain from doing as asked.  I find most often, however, that its interests align with mine and those of my people, and I see them through even when I do not understand – such as when I was told to train Suler Tumureldi.  This present turn of events…I find astonishing, to understate things.” 
 
    “A being of light?  Like a little hovering ball that sometimes takes a winged, humanoid form?” Kari asked hesitantly, and she grimaced when he nodded again.  She looked down and away.  She’d been sure that little ball of light was Grakin, guiding and protecting her even past the threshold of death.  But if the Wraith had been serving it for hundreds of years or more, that clearly wasn’t the case. 
 
    Was it an angel, then? she wondered, looking back to him.  It changed nothing about her feelings regarding either the being or Grakin, though she was a little disappointed that it never corrected her about its identity.  She thought of the vision the kwarrasti oracle, Kimlerin, had given her, specifically the form Gori Sensullu – also called Arakiel – had taken before he came to speak with her.  Could this divine being of light be Arakiel? 
 
    That didn’t make any more sense; Arakiel was technically dead, though a piece of him lived on in Kari as Salvation’s Dawn.  If it had been him, the orders would’ve ceased years ago.  But that still left a few other deities, Be’shatha herself not the least of them.  The thought of the mallasti goddess saving Kari from Zaliskower’s fanged maw and the attacks of the vampires put a warmth in her soul.  These worlds and their peoples were all connected, and it would take a concerted effort to free both worlds – all three, if she counted Irrathmor – from the threat of the demon kings. 
 
    Kari suddenly felt very tired, but wondered how long she had been daydreaming when the Wraith began scrubbing the outsides of her wings.  She hadn’t even noticed him leaving the tub, but she took advantage of his unsolicited help and began washing the insides.  Together they completed the task quickly, and then they got dried off.  Kari washed her undergarments and armor, and hung them all to dry about the room. 
 
    Kari approached the bed, expecting him to get dressed and then assume his wraith-like form to leave, but he stood across the bed from her and pulled down the fur blankets on his side.  She tried not to dwell on it and slipped under the covers.  He got in beside her, though he made no move to touch her. 
 
    “You are disappointed and lonely,” he said quietly.  “I expect you saw the being I spoke of, and incorrectly assumed it might be your departed mate?  You have my condolences, Kari, but likewise I am sorry to tell you that it was not your mate.”  She clutched the blankets a little tighter but didn’t bother to look at him or reply.  “If it is simply comfort and companionship you need, I will mate with you if you wish it.  My wife will not take offense.” 
 
    Kari perked up at that, but she still didn’t turn over to face him.  “Your wife?” 
 
    “Do not be fooled.  The Wraith is a character, a role I play.  I have never been caught or discovered because it is not me, nor even a part of me.  When the kings see me, they see only a weak, unassuming elestram male.  They do not see their potential downfall until I come in the form of the black shadow.” 
 
    Kari turned her head to look at him, but found herself at a loss for words. 
 
    “Rest you well,” he said.  “Tomorrow, we begin perfecting you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter IX – Perfection 
 
      
 
    No matter what she did, he wouldn’t attack.  She used Tumureldi’s taunting attacks, the most annoyingly persistent jabs she could manage, and even turned and shook her rear end at him at one point.  That certainly got a reaction out of him – was he wondering about the tall tales regarding her foray into Sorelizar? – but still he ignored her, standing his ground.  It was exactly as they’d discussed the night before: Tumureldi’s style was predicated on defense first, using parries and ripostes to completely open an opponent’s defenses and then destroy them. 
 
    Just as when Annabelle stole her paluric armor, Kari got to see things from others’ point of view.  She thought of how frustrating it must be to fight her, to have your attacks stymied – and embarrassingly so – and then, to top it off, to have any that slipped through be ineffective against that paluric armor most of the time.  It gave her insight into her old master, his strength as a fighter and a tactician, and a better feel for why he was so successful in the arena and as a duelist.  Tumureldi, by comparison, had never benefited from having paluric armor. 
 
    Kari had always considered his style nearly perfect, but now she saw the drawbacks more poignantly.  A patient fighter could stalemate Kari, leaving her useless in a broader fight.  That is, if she only fought using Tumureldi’s style.  Over a dozen years of hunting, fighting, and participating in the War caused Kari’s style to evolve.  She was primarily a defensive fighter, but she had learned so much over the years from others.  She thought of her sparring sessions with her brothers-in-law, of her training sessions with the young cadets learning Tumureldi’s style, of the martial training she’d undergone with Aeligos and his own teachers.  She was no longer solely a student of Suler Tumureldi. 
 
    She took stock of the long, ghostly shadow blades that came forth from the Wraith’s bracers.  They weren’t weapons she’d ever seen the like of before, but she gauged their length and the potential motions of his arms.  They were long and deadly, but he couldn’t adjust his grip on them; on the surface, it seemed he would be limited in his attack motions.  She made mental notes of the best angles to cut in and strike. 
 
    That led her to take stock of his armor.  Like Turillia or Seanada, he wore a basic set of hardened leather that covered his vitals.  His trunk was the most completely protected, with hard patches over his thighs and layered, shell-like pieces over the shoulders.  His upper arms were bare, but he had the bracers his weapons appeared to extend from, and hardened leather bits on his shins, both for attack and defense, Kari mused. 
 
    She picked her path then, and stepped in and to the side, her scimitars already in motion to sweep aside the expected counterattacks.  She thought perhaps she’d surprised him; he made no motion to counterstrike at first, hardly moving at all.  As she bore down on him, though, she nearly hesitated – she was using her scimitars, not some practice blades that were dull or made of wood.  If she caught him cleanly, it was quite possible she would inadvertently end the rebellion she’d come to aid. 
 
    She missed him by the breadth of a few of those tan fur fibers.  He hardly turned, but cut sideways just enough that her blade missed him cleanly, and she found herself nearly face to face with him.  She started to spin back, but he stayed with her, close enough that she could feel his wispy breath on the end of her snout, and he moved in tandem with her as though they were dancing and not fighting.  In that harmony, she realized what he’d said the night before had been no lie: he was moving with her the same way Tumureldi had when teaching her his style. 
 
    Her foot nearly connected with the side of his head as she spun again, but his arm came up and deflected the blow.  He was surprised, but only for a moment as he changed direction to move right and establish proper distance.  Her left foot came up in that same kick she had landed on Turillia, but he caught it and kicked out her other knee underneath.  She felt the cold of that shadowy blade resting underneath her jaw, and knew he had bested her. 
 
    The Wraith backed away and put a hand to his chin, which looked amusing with one of those long, shadowy blades still protruding from his bracer.  “My, you have already evolved from what Tumureldi taught you.  You are tentative to attack, but you have little reason to be.  Even if your style failed you, that armor would protect you from all but the most perfect blows.  One wonders how well you would fight if you cast your inhibitions to the wind and let yourself be an instrument of death.” 
 
    Kari shrugged, not wanting to sound arrogant but hardly able to help herself.  “You speak as if I have a hard time winning fights.” 
 
    “Perhaps not to date, but you have yet to fight a prince or a king, Kari.  A true prince, that is, not the young one you so famously slew several years ago.”  He lifted his goggles so they could look each other in the eye.  “Perhaps a wager would entice you to stretch your limits?” 
 
    Kari shook her head and cracked a smirk.  “One of the first things I learned coming here is never make a bet with an elestram.” 
 
    He made a gesture of partial agreement.  “I suppose my people do have a reputation for swindling others when it comes to gambling.  Our grasp of mathematics and calculating odds does give us quite the advantage in most situations.  But perhaps I could offer you something that would override your hesitation.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “A pair of these,” he said, reaching up to tap the goggles resting on his brow. 
 
    “I have to admit, I’ve never found them very stylish,” Kari teased. 
 
    The Wraith shook his head.  “They are far from a fashion accessory.  See for yourself.” 
 
    He tossed them over to her, and Kari adjusted the band so they rested comfortably over her eyes.  She gasped.  The world through them was not the world she normally saw with her own two eyes, but a shadowy representation of it.  Some of the normal light spectrum was there, but she no longer saw the Wraith as the tan-furred elestram.  Instead, she could see his heartbeat, follow the pulsing flow of blood and heat through his body, and every vital place she could make a strike showed clearly. 
 
    Kari looked around the rest of the field where they were sparring, and even the tiniest forms of life stood out to the goggles’ enhanced vision.  She could see earthworms digging in the soil below them.  Insects popped out at her, not as brightly as the Wraith’s heart and pulse, but it appeared no living thing, no matter how miniscule, escaped her notice.  Even a glance back at the village showed that she could now see partially through walls. 
 
    “Concentrate on going unseen,” he said.  “Think of yourself as invisible, a part of the shadows, and you will…ah, there you go.” 
 
    “There I go what?” she asked, still enraptured with looking around at everything.  Her stare lingered on a bush near the closest home, wherein there was a little bird in a nest.  Even from this distance, with a bird in the nest, the goggles let Kari detect the eggs and the spark of life within them.  “By the gods…” 
 
    “Invisible,” he said. 
 
    Kari turned to face him, but he was glancing slightly side to side, and she could see his heartbeat speed up a little.  He’s nervous, she thought.  He can’t see where I am, and he’s afraid I’ll hit him.  “Where did you get these?” she asked, taking them off.  She assumed she came back into sight, as his stare settled back upon her. 
 
    “I am not certain where they came from; I received them from my father ages ago when I took up a position among the Ashen Fangs.  I do, however, still have his own back at my home, and would be willing to impart them to you should you win our wager.” 
 
    “What’s the wager?” 
 
    “Best me in a true contest of martial prowess, and they are yours.” 
 
    “Right, and if I lose?” 
 
    “Then you serve me as a member of the Ashen Fangs for a specified period of time.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “I’ve missed enough of my children’s lives as it is.  I can’t be under someone else’s orders, especially when you’re going to want me doing things for you here.” 
 
    “When did I say such?” he countered.  “I told you, through Vakt, that we are not simply an assassins’ guild.  There are many among our number of various roles.  No, I have something quite specific in mind where you would be concerned, something that you could accomplish in your day-to-day life home on Citaria.  It would not require any more significant time away from your family than your position of Avatar already does.” 
 
    “Like what, recruitment?” 
 
    “Of a sort.” 
 
    “You know I can’t serve you without telling everyone I work with – not to mention my deity – all about you, right?  It’s been hard enough keeping a shadow over that until the right time to let everyone know,” Kari said, pacing. 
 
    “All the more reason for you to make sure you do not lose.  Unless you would like to raise the stakes further…?” 
 
    “Isn’t this going to be a bit unfair with the differences in our armor?  You’re not exactly protected for a full-on, stand-up fight, are you?” 
 
    “Come find out.” 
 
    “If you insist,” Kari said. 
 
    She approached cautiously, her legs tensed and ready to lunge or dodge at a moment’s notice.  The Wraith brought his blades up to a ready position and set his feet, but made no move to initiate their battle.  He was going to force Kari to come to him, fighting where he was strong and she was weakest.  She started to curse the tactics, but then she thought better of it. 
 
    I’ve been using this fighting style for the better part of two lifetimes, she thought.  She knew its ins and outs.  She knew the prescribed movement, parry, dodge, or riposte for just about every angle and depth of attack.  There was no reason she couldn’t simply invert her knowledge, using his own style against him.  After all, it was how she’d deconstructed and defeated many a fighter over the course of her life.  Learn their style, mimic and anticipate it, and then turn that to her advantage. 
 
    She inched toward him, keeping her head moving side to side, twitching her shoulders, her neck, and feinting ever so slightly to draw a reaction.  He was like a furry statue, those orange eyes never deviating from her own, and he never reacted to one of her movements.  Once she was in proper range, she jabbed at him in a lightning-quick motion, but lunged sideways and spun, keeping her wings tucked tight as her blades came around. 
 
    He wasn’t there.  The Wraith paced to the side out of her range, and she recalled the words of her lover and master, Suler Tumureldi.  Avoid fatigue; dodge when you can.  Let them strike wind. 
 
    Too obvious, she thought.  She moved in on him again, pacing back and forth in semi-circles to close the gap between them.  When Kari was back in range, she simplified things, coming straight at him and trying to drive him to one side or another.  He gave ground; he had that luxury here in the fields with only knee-length grass and soft soil beneath them.  Still he refused to counterstrike, but she could hardly fault him: she had yet to come anywhere near landing a blow on him. 
 
    Kari double-stepped to close the gap faster, but hopped back in anticipation of the long-awaited counterattack.  When one of his blades came up to stave off her advance, she struck at it, instinctually trying to knock it from his hand.  The clash of their weapons produced a loud clang that drew the attention of some nearby farmers, but Kari ignored them.  She had his weapon out of position, and she danced to the side, ready to capitalize on his coming correction, when she realized her mistake.  She paused mid-stride and spun the other way, ducking low and trying to strike on the other side, where he wouldn’t be expecting her to attack. 
 
    His right blade swept out as she had expected, but his left came in her direction at the same time.  He blocked her swing, turning with her and forcing her to give ground as she straightened out again.  His blades were longer, allowing him to pressure her more easily, and she finally found herself under assault.  This was her comfort zone, though, and she fell into her routine, keeping him moving forward but fruitlessly. 
 
    She set up a riposte and baited him into it, a little too easily.  She abandoned her planned counterattack, expecting a reversal, and instead she stepped in and kicked straight into his gut.  He turned to take the blow on the hip, and she had to parry a sudden backhanded swing.  Instinct took over and she readied herself to catch the spinning slash that would almost surely follow. 
 
    Stars exploded behind her eyes as instead of a spinning slash, he brought up the foot that had deflected her kick and unleashed one of his own.  His build may have looked lean and even a bit scrawny, but his foot struck her like a lance held by a knight at full gallop.  Kari staggered back but kept her instincts about her; she wove a defensive pattern with her blades while she got her wits back, and she marked his circling as she finally shook the stars away.  She could taste a bit of blood in her mouth, but the damage was superficial. 
 
    “It never ceases to amaze me how fast you and Seanada are,” Kari said, cautiously moving to meet him again. 
 
    “I may be old, but I have been at this a long time,” he said.  He feinted toward Kari and she tensed, but didn’t give ground.  “Come now.  You have only minutes to defeat me and save your friends.  Stop delaying and bring the fight to me.” 
 
    Kari quick-stepped straight forward several times, closing inside his range.  Her best option was to force him to strike at her, but if he refused to, then she needed to take him down by her own skills.  He moved defensively, setting up a barrier of shadowy blades and potential kicks between them, but still only held Kari at bay without attacking.  If his scenario was truth, then all he would have to do is stall her until all hope was lost and he received reinforcements or her friends were dead.  In a contest where she didn’t have the luxury of time, she had to be able to punch through his defenses and be a better-balanced fighter. 
 
    She moved to attack, projecting her own defensive tactics onto him.  She met each of his parries with a taunting strike, moved in tandem with each dodge, brushed aside each riposte in a dazzling display that would have terrified her had she been on the receiving end of it.  Armed with the knowledge of his defensive style, she broke through his defenses.  She turned so that a thrusting kick merely glanced off of her, and aimed for one of the deadlier weak points in his armor between groin and thigh-guard. 
 
    Kari had him dead to rights, she was sure of it, and she pulled up on her attack before she ran the risk of groining him or slicing the tendons of his upper thigh.  She was proud of herself, but his fist came across her snout with dizzying force, causing her to see stars again.  He pulled back on her hair, punched her throat, and then pulled her face down into his rising knee.  Kari was hardly cognizant of what happened after that, but came to, at least partially, when she felt her left elbow being hyperextended in preparation of breaking. 
 
    “Stop, stop!” she cried. 
 
    “No,” he said, continuing to put pressure on it.  “You nearly cut my leg off; why did you stop?  Do you think the princes or kings are going to bow to you if you threaten to kill them but pull back at the last moment?  This is not a sport, Kari.  You are not playing football.  We do not reset the players when you score a goal.  When you strike, you strike to kill, and you do not ever hesitate, because no prince or king will give you a second chance.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned through gritted teeth, waiting for him to release her. 
 
    He didn’t.  Kari’s arm snapped in half at the elbow, and it was all she could do not to vomit as the shock of the wound stabbed into her mind.  He slammed her face-first into the dirt and put his knee between her wings.  Kari groaned in pain, trying to pull free to tend to her now defunct arm, but he had all his weight on her and didn’t seem intent on letting her go. 
 
    “I know, such a display with Tumureldi would have doubtless led to the two of you making love under the twilight.  That is not going to happen between us, Kari.  When you fail me, I am going to make you suffer for it.  Force you to redouble your efforts and seek to never make the same mistake twice.  You must trust that if I want you to try killing me, then it is not as easy as you assume.  If I was fearful of the damage you could do to me, we would be wielding sticks.  Do not ever hold back on me again, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” she managed through the pain. 
 
    He tugged on the broken arm slightly, just enough to make Kari retch.  “I do not believe I heard you correctly.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she whimpered. 
 
    The Wraith took his knee off of her spine and turned her over.  She lost her breakfast in the grass as he straightened her arm out and set it.  He was looking at it through his goggles, and he wrapped it up in a bandage when he was satisfied.  “This should heal by tomorrow if I know your regenerative properties as well as I suspect.  Your lesson is done for the day.  Go eat and rest, and tomorrow, we begin in earnest.” 
 
    “My re…regenerative properties?” she huffed, trying to get her breathing steady again. 
 
    “Surely by now you realize you heal much more quickly than is typical even for one of your half-guardians, no?  I suspect it has something to do with your relationship with Sakkrass, but that is merely a hypothesis.  The lizardfolk are the only ones I have ever heard of possessing such regenerative abilities.” 
 
    Kari sat up, the pain sharp and throbbing but not vomit-inducing anymore.  “You’ve spent time among the czarikk?” she asked. 
 
    “No.  The lizardfolk have been gone from Mehr’Durillia since long before I was born.  There are tales, but they are sparse and incomplete.  But I remember a figure of speech from my childhood that referred to cutting off a czarikk tail to watch it grow back.  I cannot think of any other reason why you might heal the way you do.” 
 
    Kari touched her chin where Turillia had nearly split her jaw in two, then her side where Annabelle had stabbed her hard with a longsword.  She had traces of stretch marks on her belly from carrying two children, but they weren’t pronounced, and she had no scars from the other wounds she’d suffered in recent years.  She thought of how quickly she recovered from the births of her children compared to the priests’ expectations, and how soon after those births she had her body back in fighting form. 
 
    Is this a blessing from Sakkrass? she wondered.  She looked at her bandaged arm and flexed her bicep, curling it a little at the elbow.  Pain shot through the joint, but it was working again, however agonizingly.  She looked up at the Wraith, now on his feet and watching her through those emotion-hiding goggles. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you broke my arm,” she said, gripping the wound as the pain calmed. “Did you ever do that to Seanada?” 
 
    “Not that specifically, no.  She does not possess the healing abilities you do.  But rest assured, she was punished when she failed.  Both of them were,” he answered, and he waved off her follow-up question before she could ask it.  “I would rather not speak of such things.  Should Seanada like to tell you of her training, or impart some of it to you, she is free to do so.” 
 
    Kari nodded but then looked at him through narrowed eyes.  “Next time, I’m going to take your privates off,” she said, half-joking. 
 
    “Good.  I expect nothing less.  You let me worry about how to explain it to my wife.”  He smiled ever so slightly, and Kari laughed.  He held his hand out to her, and she put her good one in it and got to her feet.  “Come, let us go get something to eat.  Your breakfast does you no good spread out here on the field.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The following days progressed much like the first – only without broken arms.  After their initial sparring, wherein he was gauging her abilities, the Wraith began to teach Kari in earnest.  She began to see things from the opposite point of view, a bit like she’d glimpsed in their first contest.  As opposed to her more defensive style, the Wraith showed her how to accomplish the same things in a more offensive routine, and how to switch between them. 
 
    In Tumureldi’s style, each defensive motion was designed not just to protect, but to also move one’s opponent toward a specific goal.  Each dodge was intended not just to avoid a blow, but to get the enemy where you wanted them, expose a hole in their defenses, or frustrate them into abandoning all semblance of control.  Parries were not just blocks, but setups to disarm, to instill fatigue, and to taunt and humiliate.  Suler’s devastating ripostes were the lifeblood of the style, capitalizing on any mistake to disarm, to disable, or to kill. 
 
    The Wraith’s offensive counterpart served much the same purpose from an opposite view.  Each strike was not intended solely to kill, but to evoke a response.  Just as Kari usually drew her opponents into her defensive web, the Wraith taught her to drive opponents into one, albeit an ineffective one, by turning their own defenses against them.  Throughout the lessons, Kari couldn’t help but recall Koursturaux’ words about chess, and foreseeing an enemy’s moves. 
 
    The Wraith was highly effective, especially when he wasn’t stalling to take Kari out of her comfortable routines.  Engaged in full-on offense, he drove her to her limits, and Kari was forced to call upon every technique, ruse, feint, and countermeasure she had ever learned or adapted.  Each of his attacks brought a reaction from her, and she found quite often that she played right into his hands.  But, as he’d suggested, it took her only days for the lessons to truly sink in. 
 
    It was the same exact style. 
 
    Whereas the more defense-oriented lessons of Suler assumed enemies would attack and play right into Kari’s hands, the Wraith’s style required no such aggression.  He turned the style around, using aggression to force enemies to either meet it with aggression of their own – which played right into the defensive side – or else be buried under a flurry they couldn’t likely survive.  Offense flowed into defense, and defense flowed into offense.  It was a perfectly reciprocal style, one Kari had been learning to adapt to over the years, even having only learned one side. 
 
    She recalled her fight with Ressallk and realized she had done this before to some extent.  She had pressed him to the point of frustration and panic, and his reactions had put him squarely where Kari wanted him: in the depths of her defensive web.  So many applications came to mind: she thought of Koursturaux’ chess-playing; of her battle with Ressallk; even of the Rulaj Reds playing football.  There was no offense and defense; they were two parts of the same whole, and one flowed into the other, like the ancient yin-yang symbol that hung in the dojo where she and her brother-in-law Aeligos trained. 
 
    “You will have one other distinct advantage over your enemies,” the Wraith said as their lessons came to a close on the final day. 
 
    Though she’d come close, Kari had never managed to wound him – not seriously, anyway.  She nicked him now and then, and he bruised her through the paluric armor, but even after nearly two weeks, neither was that much worse for the wear.  But she had upheld her part of the bargain, and ceased holding back.  She was fearful she might gravely wound or even kill him, but trusted him to know her abilities as well as his own.  And know her he had, as evidenced by her inability to maim or kill him, even when sparring at full force. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Your reputation,” he answered.  Kari shook her head, confused, so he elaborated, “You are known on both our worlds as a defensive master.  Your enemies know what to expect, little good though it does them.  Now, however, you are better prepared to fight them where they think they are stronger than you, and that is going to be a major advantage for you.” 
 
    “So, am I perfect now?” 
 
    He shrugged, apparently taking her question seriously.  “None of us ever reach that; there is always someone out there stronger, faster, better-trained in some area.  Or perhaps just luckier on any given day.  Remember that all it takes is a loose stone, a slick patch of mud, a sudden cramp in your gut – any number of things outside of your control can go wrong in a fight.  The best we do is make certain that our martial prowess is never the unknown variable.  But none of us is ever truly perfect.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “How long do I owe you my services for?” 
 
    He met her stare with those orange eyes, his goggles resting on his forehead.  “You owe me nothing.  I made the false wager simply to give you incentive to fight with all of your heart and mind.  Had you not held back, you may well have set me on a cot beside Seanada at the very least.  I have no need of making you a servant; we have many common goals, and I am satisfied having you as an ally, not a servant.” 
 
    “Just let me know what you need, and I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    The Wraith made a strange gesture.  “For the time being, I need tell you something and ask you a favor.  This form is unknown to my people, as I said the first night I trained you.” 
 
    “Is Shadak your real name, though?” Kari asked, referring to the moniker he had given the innkeeper and the people around town. 
 
    “It is not.  But it is the name I go by when I must show others my true form.  You will learn my true name in time, when it is safe for me to reveal such.  But for now, this form you know as Shadak, and the dark mass you know as the Wraith.  You are the only person that knows they are the same.  Seanada does not know that the Wraith and Shadak are the same person.  She has only ever seen the black mass, as is the case with all of my people.  This is a secret I must implore you to keep.” 
 
    “Why reveal yourself to me, though?” 
 
    “Mainly for the sake of your child,” he said, and Kari bobbed her head.  “However, you are Salvation’s Dawn, and represent a great hope that I, even as an elestram, am willing to wager my future upon.” 
 
    “What do you know about Salvation’s Dawn?” Kari asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Little but that the kings are extremely interested in you.  I think where they anticipate an opportunity for greater power, there lies instead an opportunity for their destruction.”  He turned toward her and gestured back and forth between their heads.  “You and I see things differently than most.  Just as the styles you’ve learned reciprocate offense and defense, so too does most anything in life.  Where there is opportunity for great gain, there is likewise opportunity for great loss.  Consider for just a moment the involvement of King Morduri.  He is an elestram; if he has chosen you as his proxy or even champion, then he knows the odds of success are in his favor, or at least close enough to risk everything.” 
 
    Kari hadn’t considered that.  She had joked with Morduri about the odds of her success, but he declined to give her any.  Had he been nervous that telling her she was likely to succeed might make her too confident or arrogant?  Was the mathematical mind behind those purple eyes calculating the odds of Kari succeeding in her plans, in deposing the Overking, and perhaps even in freeing Mehr’Durillia from the kings as a whole? 
 
    The Wraith looked around.  They were alone in the southern fields, and he ducked behind a stand of trees and melted into that black roiling mass.  “Meet me at the surgeon’s office, where we will see if Seanada is at last ready to rejoin our efforts.” 
 
    Kari agreed and took a different route back to town.  When she reached the surgeon’s office, the Wraith was already there with Seanada.  The half-syrinthian hadn’t spent the previous couple of weeks completely idle.  She was stretching and exercising as much as she could, and the closer she got to fully healed, the more she was able to do.  Now, Seanada was demonstrating her flexibility and ease of movement for her master, and Kari detected nothing in her motions or expression that said she was still in pain. 
 
    “So, we are ready to begin the next phase of our plan,” he said.  “Things have obviously changed since we undertook this mission of ours, but through subtlety and misdirection, I have worked them to our advantage.  Seanada, as far as anyone outside our immediate contacts here knows, is dead.  And her death has no doubt been reported back to King Sekassus, as has your presence, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “How are either of those things to our advantage?” Kari asked, and she laid a hand on her companion’s shoulder.  “And what does this mean for Seanada’s family?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, pain in the short term.  But there will be a joyful reunion, assuming all goes according to plan.  For the time being, her death must be made to look authentic, or we will not have the element of surprise against Amnastru.  And that, Lady Vanador, is where you come in.” 
 
    “But you just said they already know I’m here,” she countered, confused. 
 
    “Indeed.  Which is why, in between our lessons, I have arranged for you to disappear.  By sundown tomorrow, a master artificer and transmuter named Diszaro Kovakt will be joining us to see to that end.  You remember, Lady Vanador, the masterful shape-changing magic laid upon the syrinthians who infiltrated your Order?” 
 
    “You’re going to shape-change me?” 
 
    Seanada nodded slowly, apparently understanding where this was going.  The Wraith seemed to bubble and roil in amusement.  “Into a vulkinastra.” 
 
    Kari balked, and noted the shock upon Seanada’s face now.  “Wait, you’re going to turn me into the very thing Sekassus has most of his people hunting after?” 
 
    “You are going to try to force the prophecy to come true?” Seanada reasoned. 
 
    “Indeed.  King Sekassus is afraid that a vulkinastra is going to lead a rebellion against him and depose him.  Though that is not our true aim, we are going to see what may come of toying with the prophecy.  And in the process, we will see if we can force the hands of some of these other kings who hesitate to invade Sorelizar.” 
 
    Kari tilted her head.  “So, you’re going to try to force King Emanitar and maybe King Morduri to help?” 
 
    “And perhaps King Arku as well.  It is difficult to say how many may strike when they smell blood or weakness.  Perhaps all of them.  Perhaps none.  Our aim is still to kill Amnastru, but if things progress as far as I suspect they may, we will press the advantage beside those kings whose goals align with ours.” 
 
    “What about Seanada?” Kari asked, eyeing her companion. 
 
    “Oh, she will have her part to play.  Fortunately, she already speaks beshathan and can change shape naturally as a half-succubus.  It will be time to put those skills to full use again, Silent Fang.” 
 
    “Of course, Master.”  Seanada turned toward Kari.  “You have been learning a bit of beshathan while I have been recovering?” 
 
    Kari hardly even noticed that the question had been asked in beshathan.  It took her a few moments to translate it in her head, but she did so almost subconsciously.  “Yes, I have,” she said, trying her hand at the new tongue.  “Though it will still be a while before I can properly wrap you in a blanket.” 
 
    Seanada snorted and turned back to the Wraith.  “Good tone and inflection already; she will be speaking it casually before too long, I suspect.” 
 
    “She is a quick learner,” he said, that lifeless gaze turning fully to Kari.  “We face two issues, however: We have much work to be done, and we need to get her home to her family before too much time passes.  As it stands, she has already been gone longer than anticipated.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  She’d felt that keenly enough all through her training, the homesickness, the desire to spend time with her children…and to see Kris again.  “If you could, would you send a messenger to contact those who followed me to Anthraxis?  There should be one or two of my hunters there listening for word of me.  They need to be told to stay put for the time being.” 
 
    “It shall be arranged.  For now, eat, rest, and practice the beshathan tongue.  Tomorrow, our plan goes into effect.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter X – The View from the Other Side 
 
      
 
    Kari spent much of the evening and the following day conversing with Seanada in beshathan.  It was a new language, and so it was a bit tedious to learn all the nuances, but Kari became infatuated with its structure and flow.  There was something almost lyrical about the language, though that hadn’t shown through as well when Kari didn’t understand it.  The more words and phrases she picked up, though, the more it appealed to her.  Kari thought of the Wraith speaking with Little Gray in this alien language, and for some odd reason, she imagined singing to her children in it. 
 
    Seanada was patient in her teaching, as she seemed to be in everything.  Her mastery of several different languages was impressive, and yet it never really struck Kari as impressive that she, too, could speak several.  Kari was fluent in the common trade tongue of Citaria, as well as rir, obviously, but also elvish, czarikk, and, to some extent, infernal.  She was still awkward with beshathan, but it was coming more and more easily to her with Seanada’s instruction. 
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to teach me,” Kari said.  She tried to keep all of their conversations in beshathan while she was learning.  She occasionally used the wrong word, or sometimes the right one in the wrong context, but Seanada never had trouble understanding.  There were some words that had a particular meaning on the surface, but were only used in a very specific context.  Her attempt to speak beshathan the day before had been one example.  Now she snickered whenever she thought of saying properly wrap you in a blanket by mistake. 
 
    “It is the least I can do in return for you saving me,” Seanada answered quietly.  There was a tone of embarrassment to her words, as though she was ashamed to have had to be saved at all.  “I owe you a life debt.” 
 
    Kari considered her.  “That’s not how it works between friends,” she said. 
 
    The half-syrinthian raised her eyes to meet Kari’s gaze.  “You consider me your friend?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “I cannot say,” Seanada said, looking out the window of the upper-story hostel room.  “I have never truly had any friends.  You remember my mother’s words regarding my youth.  I was always an outsider: tolerated as an adopted child of the Te’Montasi clan, but never accepted.  I had neighbors and classmates, but never friends.  And I cannot fault them any more than I would fault you for keeping me at a distance.  I am a demon.” 
 
    “You need to stop thinking of yourself like that,” Kari chided her. 
 
    “I am a demon,” she said, more insistently.  “As I said to you, it is always just below the surface.  Look how easily my sister succumbed to the temptations…” 
 
    “Your sister had nothing to fight for but pain and envy,” Kari countered.  She had to switch back to the Citarian trade tongue as their conversation became more complex.  “You fight for your family, your neighbors…even those people who spurned you.  You were willing to fight to defend me, and my children.  You don’t fight for the demon, Seanada: you fight against it and everything it stands for.  The only piece of your mother in you is blood, and blood is directed by the heart, not the other way around.” 
 
    “You truly believe that?” 
 
    “I believe you’re a good woman, Seanada.  I believe you’re worthy of being my friend, and I trust you enough that I let you watch over my children and my family, and live among us.  I believe you fight for the right cause, and for the right reasons, and that’s not something I can say about very many people from Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “Your trust means a great deal to me, as does your offer of friendship.” 
 
    “It’s not an offer.  It’s something you already have.  Above all that, Seanada, I trust you with my life, and I hope you trust me with yours.  This plan of your master’s…it makes me very nervous.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” the half-syrinthian agreed.  “To disguise yourself as a vulkinastra will be quite a risk to take within Sorelizar.  But if he is correct – which he always has been, based on my experiences – it is going to allow a more forceful impact from our strike than simply taking one of King Sekassus’ children from him.  This gambit of ours may very well start a war, Lady Vanador.  A war that will claim the lives of many of my people, but will ultimately be worth it if we depose King Sekassus and leave no heir to take his throne.” 
 
    “How many princes does he have?” Kari asked. 
 
    “He had twelve before you slew Ressallk,” Seanada answered.  “Some of them are quite powerful, others not so.  Striking down Amnastru would be a fair indicator that we have nothing to fear from any but the king himself.  And I do not believe it is my master’s intention that we engage the Cobra Lord in combat at all.  Pieces have been put in place to ensure King Sekassus remains in his palace until the damage is done, and far too extensive for him to reasonably retaliate before we are gone like the wind.” 
 
    “The explosives expert,” Kari mused, and Seanada nodded.  “Do you know if any word has been sent to King Emanitar regarding our progress?” 
 
    “I do not believe so.  The Wraith does not want to involve King Emanitar until our plan has progressed far enough that his involvement would go far beyond simply killing Amnastru.  Despite your reason for being here, the Wraith has far greater aspirations.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan?  If I’m being turned into a vulkinastra, what’re you going to do?” 
 
    “I will disguise myself, ironically enough, as one of my people.  Bear in mind, Lady–”  She paused when Kari made a face.  “…Kari, that with your new shape will also come a change in clothing and weapons.  We cannot otherwise make it obvious who and what you and I are.” 
 
    “Ketava,” Kari blurted, and the half-syrinthian chuckled.  “I guess we’ll be putting my new training to the test when we fight Amnastru.” 
 
    “We will both be tested to our limits, should we engage him ourselves.” 
 
    They continued in their beshathan lesson through dinner.  After sundown, that black mass entered through the cracks around the door of their now-shared hostel room.  It took form with the intense orange eyes as usual, but said nothing.  Instead, the Wraith turned toward the door only moments before there was a knock. 
 
    Diszaro Kovakt looked to be an older elestram, his snout, neck, and upper chest peppered with grey and white.  He introduced himself in the Citarian trade tongue by name with a curt nod, and Kari let him into the room.  He bowed before the Wraith and nodded again to Seanada.  Kari closed the door and stood with her back against it while the elestram set a leather case full of tools on the bed.  Within minutes he had pulled out a wide array of prods, blades, needles, and other things, and Kari felt her hackles rise.  Just what was he planning to do with all of that? 
 
    Kari pointed at the pile of tools and looked at the Wraith wordlessly. 
 
    “While arcane power will be involved with your transformation, it is not as simple as you might suspect,” he answered her unspoken question, drawing Diszaro’s attention momentarily. 
 
    “You will need to get undressed before we may begin,” the elestram instructed. 
 
    “Umm…,” Kari hesitated. 
 
    “Come now, this will take long enough without you prudishly stalling.” 
 
    “Diszaro, I did not ask you here to disrespect my allies,” the Wraith said in cold tones. 
 
    “My apologies, Master, but I have traveled a good distance to come see to this.  I have neither the time nor the patience for this woman to suddenly turn shy.” 
 
    “Shy?  It’s not taking my clothes off, it’s a matter of where you plan to stick me with all of those sharp objects you brought,” Kari said, gesturing toward the tools again.  “I may heal fast, but that doesn’t mean I like being stabbed.” 
 
    “I will need to test several things before I begin the actual work.  I have never worked on a rir before, so other than the obvious,” he said, gesturing up and down at her, “I know very little about your anatomy.  I will need to learn much about you in a short amount of time, collect a sample of blood, and, to put this plainly, make sure that when you want this enchantment to end, you turn back into your normal self.” 
 
    “Was that supposed to make me more comfortable?” 
 
    The Wraith shuddered in a way that suggested a sigh.  “Lady Vanador, Diszaro has been long at this craft and I have the utmost confidence in his abilities.  It will be uncomfortable, but allow him to do his work, that we may begin our work.” 
 
    Kari looked at Seanada.  If she wasn’t mistaken, the half-syrinthian was actually putting effort into not laughing.  With a roll of her eyes, Kari shed her armor, padded clothing, and then her undergarments.  She moved over to Diszaro at his gesture, and the elestram began taking in her naked form with great interest.  She did feel more at ease after the first few moments; he had an expression that said strictly business. 
 
    “Hmmm, bear in mind you will have additional nipples,” he said, lightly touching her tightly-muscled belly.  “Let me see your teeth.  Good, good.  Very well, then, let me get a feel for the weight of your tail.  Relax, let it hang limply.  Your sense of balance will be different in the body of a mallasti; they have shorter, lighter tails, and yet the same posture in their legs.  Your kind are…quite peculiar.” 
 
    “I could say the same of you,” Kari offered. 
 
    Diszaro nodded.  “Much will be different in your new form.  The mallasti are muscular like you are under those dense coats, but they are heavier.  Your center of gravity will be lower.  Your sense of balance, as I said, may be off at first.  I know little of how well your kind see or hear, but those senses are keen on a mallasti, so even just your perceptions will take a little time to adjust.  There will be a great deal of getting used to this new body.” 
 
    Kari looked over her shoulder at the Wraith.  “And I’ll have to wear different armor and carry different weapons?” 
 
    “You will, though this has already been arranged.  Your armor will be heavier than this magnificent set you wear, but I believe you will notice little difference in the stockier body of a mallasti.  We shall see.” 
 
    “What about swords?” 
 
    “The mallasti have a weapon called a waushim that I believe you will find comfortable in your grip and style.  We will go over these things tomorrow.” 
 
    Diszaro spent a minute touching various places on Kari’s belly and asking her which organs were located there.  She was far from an expert, but she knew a bit about it, mostly thanks to Grakin’s healing ministrations and the associated stories that went with them.  A sigh escaped her as she thought of her husband, but though she received a few looks of concern, Kari didn’t explain herself. 
 
    When Diszaro was finally done, he stood up straight before her.  “Excellent.  Well, that will eliminate a lot of the need for the prods and other tools I brought with me.  I will still need a blood sample to more smoothly transition you through the change.  And there is one other thing I have yet to test.” 
 
    He crouched down and poked Kari in the center of her thigh.  Her leg nearly buckled, and she grimaced in pain.  He repeated the process over several spots on her body.  She knew what he was doing: he was locating nerve clusters, or pressure points, things Kari had learned about under Suler Tumureldi.  They were among the best places to strike to maim or kill, along with the many groupings of blood vessels and arteries around the body.  It was an annoying process, and she was left with echoing pains everywhere he’d tested her, but it was over soon enough. 
 
    “Now, let me just take a few drops of blood,” he said.  He mercifully didn’t go for the fingertips, opting instead for a relatively painless spot on the side of her hand.  He let a few drops of her blood drip onto a crystal, but he didn’t have to bother telling her to put pressure on the minor wound: it closed in no time.  “Most interesting.” 
 
    Diszaro took a deep breath and held up the crystal prism before Kari.  “Now the true work begins.  Try to remain as still as possible.  This will be painful, but you have been through worse, no doubt.  Remain centered, remember that pain is temporary, and when I am finished, you will be prepared to do as my master desires.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    The elestram began to speak in the hushed tones of a language Kari didn’t recognize.  It was interesting: it wasn’t the same tongue Sonja used to use when practicing her arcane power, but it seemed to serve the same purpose.  He wove the clawed fingers of one hand in an intricate pattern, the words becoming more intense as he gestured around her.  At first, Kari felt nothing, but she prepared herself to be hurt. 
 
    The initial jolt made her guts clench.  It was as though the floor had reached up and taken hold of her legs, but a quick glance told her nothing of the sort had happened.  Her very bones ached, and she gritted her teeth and groaned as what felt like cold fire shot up through her shins and into her thighs.  She suddenly felt weak, like the ground was desperate to rush up and embrace her, but she kept solid on her two feet through sheer willpower.  It proved fairly easy, since she now felt as though her legs each weighed more than she had in total previously. 
 
    Fire seared down her belly, and Kari couldn’t hold back a grunting whine.  As suggested, two more nipples appeared on her belly, then two more below those, but in looking down, Kari saw that her lower legs were now furry and white.  She held her hands up and watched as her claws changed.  It was subtle, but they weren’t quite the same as rir claws, and the flesh of her hands sprouted short, black, densely-packed, stubble-like hairs. 
 
    She couldn’t see the next stages of the transformation directly, but she sensed them in how she saw the others.  Her eyesight changed slightly, and she wobbled in place and fought off a wave of nausea as her eyes went out of focus before correcting themselves.  Her vision wasn’t any more acute, but smells and an almost preternatural sense of heat from warm bodies came to her nostrils.  Kari reached up and felt the rounded, softly-furred ears of a mallasti in place of her normal pointed lobes.  Her sense of hearing didn’t seem any sharper, but taste seemed to be another matter – in addition to her keener nose, her tongue now seemed to “smell” things to a certain extent.  Most peculiar was her scent: she could smell rir, somehow knowing instinctively that was what she sensed, and yet there was also the scent of mallasti now. 
 
    There was a discomfiting gurgle that passed from her stomach down to her pelvis, almost like she had indigestion, and Kari wondered if her guts were rearranging themselves.  No need to vomit or go relieve herself came, and she shook off the disturbing feeling, closed her eyes, and waited for what was to come.  When nothing else happened, she opened her eyes fully and fixed her gaze on Diszaro. 
 
    “Amazing,” Seanada said, moving around Kari to take her in fully. 
 
    “I am impressed,” Diszaro said.  “No screaming.  That is a first.” 
 
    Kari moved past them to look at herself in the full-body mirror in the corner.  She felt the weight of her own body keenly, her legs muscular but difficult to move at first.  Once she got to the mirror, though, her jaw fell open slightly, letting her see those incredible mallasti teeth.  She focused more on the form of the beautiful hyena-folk female with a white coat.  She looked so much like Uldriana had when she’d removed the dye from her fur, but for the eyes.  In this form, Kari’s eyes were that astonishing orange that glowed slightly, even in the well-lit room.  She took in her belly with great interest, at the way the fur was just long enough and well-layered enough that it provided almost complete modesty. 
 
    The more she stared at herself, the less Kari felt naked.  Nudity normally didn’t faze her anyway, but she felt clothed, covered as she was in the ivory coat.  She reached down and patted her fists against her thighs, seeming rock-hard even compared to her normal body.  She clenched her fists, flexed her arms, and squatted down, getting a feel for the muscles and dexterity of this new form.  There was no other way to sum it all up; it was amazing. 
 
    “How do you feel?” the Wraith asked her. 
 
    “Like I weigh as much as a draft horse, but that I should,” she answered.  “Strangely, I feel clothed even though I’m naked.  And there’s…I don’t know how to explain it, there’s a little voice in the back of my mind, whispering something un…unintelligible.” 
 
    The Wraith and Diszaro exchanged a glance, and Kari turned to face them squarely; that didn’t seem to bode well. 
 
    “There is a little more to this than you may have suspected,” the transmuter said.  “You do not simply look like a mallasti, Lady Vanador.  You are a mallasti.  That voice you hear in the back of your mind is your arcane power letting you know it is ready to answer your call.” 
 
    “What?  Really?  I can cast spells now?” 
 
    “You are untrained and unfamiliar with it,” the Wraith cautioned.  “Do nothing until you have had time to confer with Seanada.” 
 
    Kari nodded but couldn’t help but turn a devilish grin on her companion, who chuckled. 
 
    “Heed my warning, Lady Vanador.  You are a mallasti.  Bear in mind that you no longer possess wings.  If you used either them or your tail defensively, you must take that into account in battle.  Also, should you mate with a beshathan, it is possible you may become pregnant.” 
 
    Kari’s brows rose at that.  “Doubt that’ll be an issue, but I’ll keep it in mind.”  She began to walk around the room, getting a feel for the way this body moved.  She ducked and wove the way she would during her combat routine, and found the body responded well.  She was heavier and denser with muscle and bone, but she felt no change in dexterity.  The lack of wings meant she would be denied the ability to use them to dodge, lunge, or leap away in combat, but she could compensate for that by tightening up her routines.  “This is amazing.  How long will this trans…mutation last?” 
 
    “Until you wish it to end,” Diszaro said, collecting his tools to put back in the bag.  “Bear in mind, it will take time to change back to your normal form, and it will be no less painful than the change to this one.  The enchantment is also not intelligent: it cannot differentiate between an actual desire and a moment of panic.  Do not fantasize about returning to your true form, or you will, and this ruse will not work a second time.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “And work on your accent, you still sound too much like a Citarian off-worlder.” 
 
    “Fine, and you work on your people skills,” Kari retorted.  Diszaro looked back at her as he walked to the door, but flashed the barest smile before he left.  Kari turned toward the Wraith and wondered what was going on in the mind of that roiling black mass.  “Pleasant fellow.” 
 
    “Diszaro has ever been short on patience, something that becomes more and more obvious as he gets older,” the black mass replied, almost apologetically.  “His work, though, is second to none, as you can see.  This transformation has no doubt taken much out of you, so we will request some food from downstairs.  Seanada, while we wait, go and retrieve Mastriana.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the half-syrinthian agreed, and left without delay. 
 
    “How do I look and sound, honestly?” Kari asked. 
 
    “You do still have a tendency to revert to your normal speech patterns, but you are switching to beshathan much more easily now.  If I may make a suggestion, take the time to stop and prepare to speak our language before you begin.  Let others get the impression of wisdom as you halt yourself, and they will not question your minor hesitations.  As to how you look, take heed of Diszaro’s warning: you are going to be quite attractive to those you come across.  A vulkinastra is an enticing possibility to court for more than one reason.” 
 
    “Right, they’re considered blessed on top of being beautiful.” 
 
    The Wraith stared at her, though it was hard to read anything in those dead-looking eyes or the roiling black mass that was his body.  “You truly find this form beautiful?” 
 
    “I’m finding beauty in a great many things these days that I never considered before.” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” he said quietly. 
 
    Kari perked up and pointed at him.  “I’ve heard that expression before, but I don’t know what it means.  Hasn’t come up in any of my lessons.  Can you explain it?” 
 
    “Hmmm.  To literally translate it would be, light from without.”  Kari’s confusion was clearly evident, as he continued, “Ah, Lady Vanador, for so long we have hoped to kindle enough of a faithful flame to possibly reawaken our Celestial Queen.  We have long had this saying in our tongue, however – epaxa chi’pri – to remind us that light, faith, and hope may sometimes come from an outside, unexpected source.  That we have inner light should not blind us to the fact that others do as well.” 
 
    “So you say it because I’m an outsider helping you?”  She felt dumb trying to reason through what he was saying, but she was trying to figure out the context of Mildasa the wet-nurse having said the same thing when Kari visited Koursturaux.  In that situation, it had been after Kari referred to Uldriana as her friend. 
 
    “You are an off-worlder bringing hope to the people of Mehr’Durillia,” he answered as Seanada came back with the mallasti woman from two weeks ago.  Mastriana was disguised, just as Uldriana had been when Kari first met her, the mallasti woman’s fur dyed to hide the fact that she was a vulkinastra.  “You are a light to our people, despite having been – and, in many cases, still being – regarded as an enemy.  Epaxa chi’pri.” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” Mastriana repeated. 
 
    “A light to the world,” Seanada whispered.  “Epaxa chi’pri.” 
 
    Kari stood speechless. 
 
    Mastriana turned to the Wraith then.  “How may I be of service, Master?” 
 
    “It is time to put my plan in motion.  We will need to have use of your name.  You must, for the time being, disappear while Lady Vanador uses your name.” 
 
    “Mastriana?” Kari repeated. 
 
    “Mastriana Te’Dastra,” the woman confirmed with a nod, then turned back to the Wraith.  “It shall be as you ask, Master.  I will travel to Kaatherai under an assumed name, and take up menial employment until you send word that the task is complete.” 
 
    “Very well; see to it this moment.”  Mastriana nodded and left.  The Wraith turned to Kari as there was a knock at the door.  “That should be our food.  Take it, and take your meal, and we will discuss the final details of this plan.” 
 
    “To start a war,” Kari said. 
 
    “If we are lucky.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The road to Saovonn was shrouded in shadow even during the highest point of the sun’s journey.  The southern end of Sorelizar was dense, beautiful forest, with depressed roads cut through the hills, such that the trees branched out over the road to grab every mote of sunshine they could.  Traffic was nearly non-existent, but that was hardly a mystery: Amnastru had been through the area just weeks before, and might still be nearby.  Finding the truth behind that was the current goal. 
 
    Information was hard to receive, which pointed to things becoming more tense among the lands of the mallasti.  The Wraith’s plans had been put on hold temporarily while Kari and Seanada were held over in Ewuaswi, but that hadn’t slowed down Sekassus’ retaliation all that much.  Where the demon king was at least somewhat subtle about his viciousness, his eldest son possessed none of that patient demeanor.  He had hit Saovonn hard and quickly, such that any news coming out of it had slowed to a trickle in the last two weeks. 
 
    Kari looked sidelong at Seanada, the half-syrinthian woman also disguised as a female mallasti, though with the coloration typical for one of the Te’Montasi clan.  Kari, by contrast, wore a hooded garment that hid the fact that she was a vulkinastra from anyone more than a few paces away.  Both of the women were treading uncharted waters; Seanada may have been a natural shapeshifter as a half-succubus, but she had admittedly never taken another form for an extended period of time.  At least she could speak beshathan and her accent was closer to a mallasti than a syrinthian.  Kari was getting better and better with the language of the beshathans, and she paid particular mind to Seanada’s corrections when her usual accent slipped through. 
 
    The mallasti body was becoming almost second-nature to Kari after only a few days.  She was used to its weight now, the way she could move in it, its capabilities and limitations.  She hadn’t really toyed with the arcane power yet; for some reason, she felt it would be beyond her ability to understand and control.  In almost every other respect, it was much like her true body – minus the wings – with the differences being mostly cosmetic.  Kari wasn’t one for theology or philosophy, but she did find it astounding that so many races from so many worlds could be so similar in the way their bodies were stylized and operated. 
 
    The armor she wore was lightweight but both sufficient and efficient.  It was built of scales of armor, which had an annoying tendency to pull fur every now and then, but the undergarments kept that to a minimum.  It wasn’t going to provide as much protection as Kari’s paluric armor, which the Wraith was holding safely for her, but she had to wear something that wouldn’t give away her identity at a glance.  What she found strangest about the armor, honestly, was that she so rarely saw mallasti wearing armor of any kind.  Armed with their powerful arcane abilities, they rarely seemed to take up arms or armor in the sense of a traditional warrior. 
 
    Her weapons were something completely new.  The Wraith had called them waushim – waushims? – and they were unlike anything Kari had ever wielded, at least in the sense of how they looked.  How they felt was another matter altogether.  Composed of a metal haft that was curved, topped with a crescent, axe-like blade, they looked like a stylish battle axe of some kind.  In her hands, though, they felt very much like her scimitars in every respect, right down to where they were weighted.  Built for slashing and chopping motions, Kari quickly found she could do nearly everything with them that she could with her swords. 
 
    Still, they weren’t her angel’s blades, and she found they didn’t feel as comfortable in her hands as those amazing swords that had revealed more and more to her in recent months.  If she was to fight Amnastru and possibly several other princes, she wanted those swords to do it.  Like with her armor, the Wraith was keeping them safe for her, and the fact that he could touch them at all made Kari wonder.  Was his Wraith-like form just an illusion?  Did the swords detect that there was an inherent goodness in him beyond it? 
 
    Either way, it wasn’t exactly a conversation starter. 
 
    “As soon as our work is finished, we’ll head straight back to your family,” Kari said in beshathan to break the long silence of the road. 
 
    Seanada regarded her briefly.  “My mother will be emotionally ruined by this.  It is well understood the risks I must take serving the Wraith, but to actually have news of my death reach her…it will take some time before she recovers, even once I show her I am still alive.  Which, of course, we must make every effort to ensure becomes the truth.  It is no given with the mission we are currently undertaking.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kari agreed.  “Are you going to want to stay with your family for a while?  Or return to Citaria with me?” 
 
    “That will depend on my mother’s wishes, I think, but more so on where I am needed.  I do not have the luxury of sitting idly to comfort family, not with the acceleration of events.  Then again, if war breaks out on a large scale as my master hopes, then I will likely remain here.  What is your wish on the matter?” 
 
    “I’d like to keep you close to me if I can.  But I want you to be where you need to be, not where I want you to be,” Kari answered, remembering the Oracle’s words to Aeligos when he had accompanied her to Terrassia. 
 
    “I feel much the same way.  I appreciate your family very much.  It reminds me of what my own is like around family gatherings.  You are all willing to die for each other, but what is far more impressive is that you live for each other.  Even the new blood added to your family – the burly woman and the assassin – and your close friends are all welcomed as family.  That such grace would extend to a couple of syrinthians, and even myself to an extent, is humbling.  You and your family have honored me, Se’sasha, and Liria in ways you may never understand.” 
 
    “Help me understand, then,” Kari suggested.  “If I’m going to pass among the mallasti as one of them, it’ll help to know what I’ve done right, and what I may have done wrong.” 
 
    The disguised half-syrinthian nodded.  “As you probably know, the bonds of family and clan are quite strong among the beshathans, the mallasti in particular.  Much like with your family, they derive strength from each other, stand up for each other, fight for each other when necessary.  The individual is not lost in the family, but at the same time, family is normally the most important aspect in their lives.” 
 
    “There is no greater joy among the mallasti than the birth of a child, whether one’s own, a new member of the family, or a new member of a neighbor’s family.  Children are considered a gift from…”  She paused and looked around, but the road was deserted within a mile.  “They are considered a gift from Be’shatha.  When a female conceives, she becomes the center of attention among the family, who care for her and pamper her throughout her term.  When the child comes, it belongs to the family and clan nearly as much as the parents themselves, at least in terms of its importance.” 
 
    “Related or neighboring females who all have nursing children will take it in turns to nurse, so that the young mothers may take care of other matters in between.  It strengthens their blood to have many different females nurse each child, and also strengthens the bonds of family and clan alike.  I suspect this will not be the case with your sister-by-law and your priestess friend, but that is a shame.” 
 
    Kari nodded and cracked a smile.  “It did take some time to get used to the idea of having a wet nurse, but what a godsend that was.” 
 
    Seanada smirked.  “So, as you see, my people are very much about the bonds of friends and family.  But not just friends, family, and neighbors; bonds are maintained even among those who may not particularly care for each other.  To assume that all of my people get along at all times would be foolishness, but despite differences, the bond of blood and clan is maintained.  In this regard, know this: there are few honors you can give to a mallasti more potent than to invite one you regard as an enemy to take a meal with you.” 
 
    So that was it, Kari thought.  The reaction she’d received when she asked Emma to dine with her, and she hadn’t taken any of the mallasti girl’s nonsense about slaves not eating with the master into account.  Kari wasn’t sure how Emma regarded her – it was possible the sorceress did truly view Kari as little more than her master’s asset – but that little token courtesy had a much greater impact because of mallasti culture.  Kari had done something kind, but it had been magnified from Emma’s point of view without Kari even understanding why. 
 
    “You may have seen such in any of the villages you have passed through, when all of its people take a meal together.  All differences are set aside, and they share in the bounty of the Great Mother together, as one clan, despite their possible enmities.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I know they aren’t fazed by nudity, rather like my people, and now that I have this furry covering, I think I understand why.  I don’t feel naked even when I am.”  The half-syrinthian made a gesture of agreement.  “And from my experience, they seem to be rather casual about mating?” 
 
    Seanada raised a furry brow.  It was amusing how her facial expressions translated to a mallasti countenance, but it helped Kari grow accustomed to the reactions of the normally impassive people.  “Casual?  About mating?  Anything but.  Mating is a sacred thing among these people, Lady…Kari.  My brother has had a betrothed for well over a year, which is unusual, but still he and his bride-to-be maintain the customs of our people.  They will not mate until she has celebrated her thirtieth year.” 
 
    “I meant as far as making love in front of others.  At least, that was my experience in the village of Moskarre when I slept in one of their tents.” 
 
    “Ah, well, that differs from couple to couple, I think.  I imagine when they live in a more traditional dwelling among extended family, privacy is not something they have all that often.  It made you uncomfortable, did it?” 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “A little bit, I suppose.  More that it just made me aware of how overt my husband and I were about such things.” 
 
    “I believe I know what you are hinting at.  I cannot say how much you may be pursued by available males once we pass among my people here,” Seanada said.  “Just know that despite what Diszaro said, mallasti females only go into season roughly once per century, so the odds you would conceive if you were to be intimate is marginal, at best.  Not that I expect you would do any such thing, only do not take his words too much to heart.  We are here to accomplish an important task, and those considerations will be far from our minds, I think.” 
 
    “Do you become a mallasti when you shape-change the same way I supposedly have?” Kari asked, and the half-syrinthian nodded.  “So you might be able to have children with a mallasti, or an elestram, if you chose to…?” 
 
    “As a half-succubus, I can likely bear a child with nearly anything,” Seanada grumbled, though whatever ire there was in her voice didn’t seem directed at Kari. 
 
    “Have you ever considered it?” Kari pressed, drawing Seanada’s full attention.  It didn’t seem as though she liked this discussion, but Kari tried prodding as gently as she could.  “You consider the mallasti your people…have you ever thought about actually being one of them, as far as anyone else was concerned?” 
 
    “I could not live such a lie, only to give birth to children that carry the taint of what I am.  Please do not brush this aside, Kari, you make me quite upset when you dismiss my feelings out of hand.  Whatever you may think, feel, or say, I am part demon, and that fact weighs on every decision I make.  You may face some strange consequences if you were to conceive a child with one of my people, but that child would be loved, and grow up in a family of strong influences.” 
 
    “But I cannot say what any child of mine would become.  Would I give birth to another Turillia?  Or might they not show signs of the demonic taint at all?  I do not know.  I cannot know, and so it is far from my day-to-day thinking.  If I find a man worth taking that risk with, then I will consider it, but until then, I concentrate on other things.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if you’ve felt like I’ve been brushing aside your feelings,” Kari offered, and the woman nodded.  “I just want you to know I think you’re a good woman, and I didn’t want to see you hesitate to make friends or even love interests because of your mother.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you think, and am grateful for your encouragement,” Seanada said.  “But you still do not entirely grasp how I feel.” 
 
    Kari bit her bottom lip and sighed.  “No, actually, I think I do.”  Seanada considered her, but it was Kari’s turn to go silent. 
 
    They arrived in Saovonn without any trouble, but the same couldn’t be said for the town.  Like Gaeshokk, the town of Saovonn mixed elements of typical mallasti and elestram dwellings.  It had some farms, but more livestock than crops here in the deeper portion of the woodlands.  From an initial glance, Kari assumed that lumber and textiles were the larger products of this town, and the livestock were of the appropriate type to support the latter.  There was one other thing that truly set it apart from Gaeshokk at first glance, however. 
 
    The crucifixes. 
 
    It was the first sign of the devastation Prince Amnastru’s visit had wrought, but it said all that needed to be said before visitors even entered the town.  Glancing left and right, Kari could see that a circle of crucified mallasti and elestram ringed the town, all partially mutilated in some way – even before the birds and other scavengers left their marks.  Kari didn’t know much of the mallasti justice system, if such even existed, but she knew this was not a means of dealing with their own crime: this was undoubtedly Sekassus’ son saying, in no uncertain terms, that any rebellion would be crushed before it began. 
 
    Kari worked to keep her revulsion contained.  The mallasti were typically impassive, and Kari couldn’t let her emotions play out upon her face or, she mused, even within her thoughts such that anyone could see or hear.  She took in the many dead Amnastru had left behind in this humiliating gesture, and then she turned and glanced at Seanada. 
 
    Her companion wore that impassive gaze well, but Kari’s mallasti body gave her a glimpse into the truth.  She could feel the heat radiating from Seanada, the anger smoldering below the surface in such a way that Kari’s enhanced nose and tongue could detect it.  The woman was furious, and in a way, Kari was glad to see it.  Soon would come the time to start a war, and this was just the thing Seanada could use to stoke the fire in her people through Kari’s shape-changed façade. 
 
    Several of the villagers who saw Kari and Seanada standing at its edge, taking in their crucified neighbors, made subtle gestures for them to leave.  Did that mean Prince Amnastru might still be here?  Kari looked around, but the town was of a fair size, and she couldn’t see much from this outer edge.  She glanced at Seanada once again, and saw that the half-syrinthian had no intentions of leaving.  Still, Seanada waited on Kari. 
 
    Kari led her companion into the town.  As per usual, her first order of business was to find an inn to stay at, where they could begin their work.  The center of town seemed the best place to start looking, so she paced toward its central intersection.  There were others out and about, scurrying here and there with fearful steps, and it didn’t take Kari long to realize why once she and Seanada reached the center of town. 
 
    It wasn’t Prince Fesarri again, but it was another of the massive, stately-looking sylinths that suggested prince even at first glance.  A snake-like eye caught sight of Kari and Seanada, and the apparent prince called for them to approach.  “Who goes?” he demanded in a hissing, accented infernal. 
 
    Kari shed the enveloping garment that kept her white coat, armor, and weapons hidden.  The prince’s eyes widened, but there was hesitation everywhere.  People walking the streets stopped and stared.  The prince’s retainers stood agape at what they had just witnessed.  Even the prince himself seemed unsure what to do.  His eyes narrowed, then, and he hissed in an amused manner.  “A vulkinastra!” he laughed.  “How fortuitous!  Father will be most pleased.” 
 
    “Oh, no, he won’t,” Kari said slowly in beshathan.  “Death is coming to him.  But first, dear prince, it is coming to you.” 
 
    Kari drew the waushims from her belt, and then reached back into her mind.  She took hold of that little voice crying to be released, and threw it forth with every ounce of strength she could muster. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XI – An End to Subtlety 
 
      
 
    Windows exploded.  Knees buckled.  A dustdevil kicked up in the center of the road. 
 
    Kari felt her anger given spectral form, one she could project forward.  It was, however, uncontrolled, just as the Wraith had warned: while the immediate effects were impressive, the Prince stood unharmed, more confused than concerned.  Kari could call forth the power in fury, but it was unfocused, and she realized she’d done more damage to the town than to her enemies.  Still, she held out hope that it had demonstrated she was not one to be trifled with. 
 
    On that note, however, she suddenly realized she may have just invited her enemies to try to duel her with arcane power, a contest she was sure to lose. 
 
    Seanada drew a pair of elestram longswords, decorative blades that said crafting them was as much a form of art as an attempt to create instruments of death.  She shed her robe and paced to her right, and Kari twirled the waushims once more and started forward.  The claws of her feet dug lightly at the earth, and she began to shift her weight side to side in preparation for battle.  The weight of this form was still alien in the sense of combat, but Kari was getting more and more in tune with this body, and she knew instinctively what she was going to be capable of. 
 
    She couldn’t have foreseen what came next, though she wasn’t sure why it surprised her.  The two elestram retainers that had stood by the Prince’s side now backed away, wide-eyed, and not in such a way that suggested they were going to join the fray.  The Prince looked at them disdainfully, and barked a command at them in syrinthian, but they ignored his wishes.  He stood alone in the center of the town’s intersection.  If that unnerved him, it didn’t show as he turned those serpentine eyes back on Kari with a scowl. 
 
    The shape-changed demonhunter paced to her left, flanking the serpentine prince with Seanada going around the other way.  His eyes went in opposite directions, and he pulled forth one of those dual-ended spears the sylinths favored.  Kari glanced around the town at the many sets of bewildered eyes watching from every porch, window, alleyway, and balcony.  There was no mistaking it: this ruse of the Wraith’s was having exactly the desired effect. 
 
    Kari paused, took a deep breath, and considered her beshathan lessons.  “Arise, brothers and sisters!” she shouted, and the prince’s hood flared in immediate recognition.  “No longer are we slaves to the will of Sekassus!  Rise up, stand and fight, and we will take back the land of our ancestors!” 
 
    “Treason!” the prince shouted.  “Ten thousand marks to anyone who helps me flay the pelt from this rebel, to be delivered to my father!” 
 
    No one else moved.  Kari wasn’t entirely surprised; it was a lot for the people to risk for some vulkinastra they knew nothing about.  At the same time, though, they made no move to aid the prince to try to collect the offered bounty.  Kari needed to set an example, give these people some hope, and show them that their princes and even their king were not invincible.  Twirling her waushims once more, Kari set out to do exactly that. 
 
    She dashed in, focused on the offensive routines the Wraith had taught her.  Anticipating the prince’s defensive maneuvers, she was hardly cognizant of the fact that she penetrated his defenses in one move.  The waushim was no more a stabbing weapon than her scimitars, but she turned the weapon over in her hand in the same motion she’d used to knock aside the prince’s bladed spear, and drove it home into that long, serpentine body. 
 
    The prince recovered quickly, but he was shocked at the speed and efficiency of Kari’s movements.  It occurred to her that, just as she’d thought a few days before, she’d never seen an armored mallasti warrior before.  Was this something completely alien to Mehr’Durillia these days?  The prince had clearly not expected much from Kari, certainly not a brilliant feint that left him wounded in the opening seconds of their duel. 
 
    Kari glanced beyond him to Seanada, who was looking up the road a bit.  The retainers were still there, though they made no move to interfere.  Kari gestured toward them with her head, and Seanada moved that way.  The demonhunter was wary of becoming arrogant in her abilities, but there was something to be gained from single-handedly tearing apart this son of Sekassus.  In the meantime, she set Seanada to watching her back, all the better to alert her should this prince not be alone in the town. 
 
    The sylinthian prince straightened out and hissed, but Kari didn’t miss the grimace of pain that he tried to hide.  She’d hurt him, and seriously.  He twirled his bladed spear, but Kari had been hurt enough times to know when a combat routine was being done half-heartedly while one’s mind was distracted by pain.  She assumed this had to be one of Sekassus’ younger sons, but she didn’t let that override her caution.  Arrogance would serve no one’s purposes but his. 
 
    They closed the gap between them, circling at a respectable distance as each looked for an opportunity.  The Prince was hurt, but there was also intrigue there: he had clearly never dealt with a mallasti warrior before.  They had to be common somewhere, else how would they have a weapon such as the waushim particular to their race?  They may all have sorceress power as an inherent trait, but that didn’t mean they were all sorcerers.  The benefit here, though, was that this prince apparently had no idea how to deal with the creature before him. 
 
    Even if he had, he couldn’t know that she wasn’t a mallasti at all, or that he would still know nothing of her fighting style.  Kari put that to the test, and she stepped in, stomping those heavy mallasti legs to jolt his perceptions.  Her attacks came in fast and tight, utilizing the double-ended nature of his weapon against him.  In fending off her stabs and short chops, he had to keep the haft in front of him, limiting his angles of counterattack.  And that just made him easier to frustrate. 
 
    Not a single one of his strikes came anywhere near its target, and Kari forced him to give ground, which wasn’t easy for a sylinth.  Their serpentine bodies could achieve considerable speed forward or sideways, but moving backwards was difficult.  He had to spin and coil back behind himself, and the first time he did, Kari made him pay for it.  She chopped into his tail, biting deep through scales and into bloody flesh below, drawing out a pained bellow from him. 
 
    Kari nearly taunted him with a reference to Ressallk, but she bit it down.  She couldn’t let it slip to anyone, whether friend or foe, that she wasn’t what she appeared to be.  She didn’t know what the Wraith’s plans were once this mission was complete: clearly Mastriana was going to find her life turned upside down with Kari using her name to cover movements here.  But for now, the game was secrecy, despite subtlety being thrown to the wind. 
 
    The young prince turned and lashed out at Kari in reaction to her latest blow.  Almost on instinct, Kari caught the blade of his dual spear between the blade and haft of her waushim.  With a deft twist and shift of her arm, she ripped the weapon from the prince’s hands.  He tried to wrap his tail around her, but Kari stabbed him hard once again, twisting the blade as she nearly stapled him to the ground.  He reached instinctively toward this newest wound, and Kari’s other waushim, the spear still entangled in it, came up and slashed the prince across his throat. 
 
    All sound in the town died away in an instant, and only the barely-perceptible patter of the prince’s spurting lifeblood hitting the ground broke the silence.  He stared at her in disbelief, but consciousness faded from his eyes in moments and he slumped into an ungracious pile beside Kari’s stapling blade.  Kari withdrew her right blade from his tail and landed a brutal chop to the top of his head, piercing his skull.  Enemy prince or no, she didn’t want him to die slowly. 
 
    Her fur was matted and red on her left side from his blood, but Kari hardly paid it any heed.  Even as she stared at his body, she saw instead the past: the many syrinthians injured or killed in her flight from Sorelizar.  She saw Uldriana’s body drop lifelessly after Sekassus killed her.  She heard the pained scream of Etolivor’s mate being killed by the harmauth tracker.  Kari had made a promise, albeit to no one in particular, that she was going to kill one of Sekassus’ sons for every person the demon king had hurt trying to capture her. 
 
    “And that’s one,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    When she glanced to her right, Seanada was staring at her the same way as all the stunned townspeople.  Whoever this young prince was, he didn’t seem particularly strong or experienced, but Kari knew perceptions were often different than reality.  She had just cut down one of the king’s sons in what had to have been less than a minute, and made him look pathetic in the process.  Now, she had other work to do: she needed to shake these people free of their shock and set them toward the Wraith’s goal. 
 
    Kari pointed a waushim at the former prince’s retainers. “You two, come here.”  They came to her, tails practically tucked in between their legs, their normally tall, straight postures now bent in submission and fear.  The elestram were a proud people, and it was the first time Kari had ever seen one – let alone two – behave this way.  They cowered before her, and then one even dropped to its knees, the back of its neck seemingly presented for execution.  The other quickly followed suit, but Kari shook her head.  “Stand up.  Have some dignity.” 
 
    Kari was a little nervous every time she had to speak.  There were so many little nuances to the beshathan language, and she was always leery of using the wrong word in context.  What she had just said, however, seemed to be perfectly correct: though the elestram straightened out before her, there was shame in their eyes now.  “Where is Prince Amnastru?” she demanded. 
 
    The two jackal-folk regarded each other, then the golden-eyed one to the left spoke.  “He was to travel south to Haestronn, then west to Gaeshokk.” 
 
    “How long ago did he leave Saovonn?” 
 
    “Just two days past, mistress,” said the other, cowering a bit when Kari’s orange eyes fell over him.  He kept his own orange eyes and his snout turned down, his hands high but folded before him nervously. 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully,” Kari demanded, letting a scowl flash through what she hoped was the normal impassive expression of the mallasti.  “You are to make your way around this town and remove every body that has been desecrated, and take care of them according to the wishes of their families.  Disrespect a single one of them, and you will join the prince here.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Their heads bobbed in agreement without hesitation.  Kari had a brief moment where she wondered if she should have them crucify the prince in return.  It wasn’t what she’d do, but she had to bear in mind that she wasn’t acting as Karian Vanador here.  She needed to make a statement, one that would send a clearer message to Sekassus than simply killing his son in front of an entire town.  Still, Kari couldn’t bring herself to give such an order.  She hated this dead prince for what he stood for, and what he was to his father, but even that wasn’t enough to make Kari want to desecrate his corpse. 
 
    As it turned out, she didn’t have to make that decision.  With the prince lying dead in the road and no retaliation coming to the vulkinastra in their midst, the people of Saovonn at last came forth from their doors, alleys, and porches.  They didn’t apprehend the retainers, leaving those two to Kari’s judgment, but the people took hold of the prince’s body and began to drag it to the edge of town by the tail.  Even from the corner of her eye, Kari could see that at the edge of town, the body was being spit upon, urinated on, and prepared to be hung up next to those he and his brother had crucified.  She didn’t look; she didn’t need to see this. 
 
    “That’s the fate that awaits you if you give these people reason,” Kari said, and then she gestured toward the other edge of town with her head.  “Get to work, and don’t even entertain the thought of running.” 
 
    They set off to their tasks, and Kari turned to Seanada at her approach.  “That was some impressive bit of swordplay,” the assassin complimented as she stepped next to Kari. 
 
    Kari refrained from shrugging.  “Do the mallasti not have warriors among their number?” she asked quietly while no one was nearby.  “He seemed surprised to find I could fight.” 
 
    “Mallasti warriors – warriors in general, really, outside of the kings’ standing armies and personal guard – are typically conscripted first to go and fight the war on Irrathmor,” Seanada answered.  “Still, to find one here should not have been so much of a shock.” 
 
    “He must have known about his father’s prophecy,” Kari said, but the two women let the matter drop when the people of the town began to approach. 
 
    The people followed but stayed slightly behind an elestram with a regal bearing, despite the obvious traces of recent wounds in his fur.  He stood tall and proud now, golden eyes taking in Kari and Seanada with a mix of pride and consternation.  Kari could understand that: she had just taken a step toward leading these people to rebel openly against Sekassus.  While that would undoubtedly give them hope, there was the possibility that Sekassus would have them all killed, or do so himself.  This was what the Wraith wanted, though, and Kari was glad to see that whoever this man was, he was both eager to free his people yet mindful of their potential fates. 
 
    “Lady,” he said with a deferential bow of his head.  “Who are you?  Have you been sent by one of the king’s enemies to make war upon him?” 
 
    Kari paused, took a short breath, and thought her answer through.  There was one minor grammatical change to make in her mind, then she spoke.  “I am Mastriana Te’Dastra,” she said, and there was a brief wave of chatter amongst the townsfolk.  Kari found that amusing, since they were mostly mallasti, and the hyena-folk typically got impatient when interrupted while speaking.  “I serve no king.  I serve the interests of our people.  For too long have we suffered under the rule of Sekassus, when our sister clans in Tess’Vorg and Pataria live free under the more tempered hands of Kings Emanitar and Morduri.” 
 
    There was more muttered chatter, and Kari gave them a second.  She could smell the excitement in the air, taste it on the back of her tongue.  She paused before continuing, “The road to freedom is long and the price of it must be paid in blood.  I will stand in the front line and take the worst your king has to offer.  I will destroy his very princes, and should he attack in person, I will stand against him, even alone.” 
 
    “What you suggest is suicide!” one of the mallasti interjected. 
 
    “Perhaps.  However, you know the prophecy: Sekassus–” she said, and she didn’t miss the widening of their eyes as she said his name again without his title.  “–murders my kind because he is terrified that one of us will depose him.  Do you think him brave enough to face me on the field of battle?  I think not.  He will cast every citizen of his realm at me before he comes to face me.  We will turn them all against him, until he sits alone in his ebon pyramid.” 
 
    The townspeople were speechless, but after a moment, their eyes fell upon Seanada.  “And who are you?” the mayor, or whatever his official title was, asked. 
 
    Seanada answered without missing a beat.  “I am called Isharra, but my name is of little importance.  I am one of the Ashen Fangs,” she said, pulling down the neck of her armor at least far enough to expose the tattooed fur over her breasts.  “Our master has chosen to stand behind this vulkinastra, Mastriana, and aid in the coming war against King Sekassus.  Just as she does not stand alone, neither will you stand alone against your despotic king.” 
 
    “And who are you, sir?” Kari returned politely once Seanada finished speaking. 
 
    “I am Mosza Oswerri,” the elestram answered with another short bow of his head.  “I am the administrator of our town, and speak for our people.  I do not wish to seem ungrateful, but you have declared war upon our very king, and made our town a target for retaliation.  What are your plans from here?  Please tell us you have more warriors than just the two of you?” 
 
    Kari swept her gaze back and forth across the townsfolk before her.  “Am I not looking at a town full of people willing to fight for their freedom?” she asked, but something occurred to her quickly, and she moved to adjust her words.  “Our primary allegiance is to the Overking, not to Sekassus.  If you rise up, others will rise up with you, and I will marshal our strength, that we present enough of an opportunity that perhaps the Spotted Lion will invade.” 
 
    “Eh, you speak words of hope, but hope is but a candle, easily snuffed out.  Killing one of the king’s sons is impressive, but little more than an invitation to be slaughtered.  When Prince Amnastru finds you, he will make short work of you, and your rebellion will be over as quickly as it began.  How long do you think you will hide from him?” 
 
    Kari turned to face the speaker, a grizzled, elder-looking mallasti with patches of gray across his muzzle and down his throat.  “I have no plans to hide.  I do not ask you to shelter me, or lie to the king’s sons.  When Amnastru returns, tell him I was here, that this was my doing.  Tell him my name.  Tell him where it is I have gone to – Haestronn will be our next visit.  He may hurt you – though not likely as badly as he already has – but he will be too busy trying to track me down and kill me to spend too much time retaliating against you.  And this is what I want.  I do not want you to fight my battles.  You will have plenty of your own, and against your own people, no less.” 
 
    “Mosza, this is madness,” the elder mallasti said. 
 
    “No,” Seanada said, stepping forward.  “Madness is standing idly by while your king strips you of your loved ones, your blessed daughters, and slaughters them to try to prevent some ancient prophecy coming to pass.  The syrinthians perform sacrifices in his name, and he takes and murders your vulkinastra sisters.  How long will you suffer this indignity?” 
 
    “You have to consider, though: what if King Emanitar does not aid us?” 
 
    Seanada met the elder’s gaze with unflinching intensity.  “Then I would rather die free than live four eras as a slave who would not stand up while her sisters were slaughtered.  You may live on your knees.  I will die on my feet.” 
 
    Kari snorted, drawing everyone’s attention.  “I have no plans to die at all,” she said.  She made certain the confidence shone through in her mannerisms, not just her words.  “You have to make a decision.  No one can make you free; it is something you need to be willing to fight for.  I aim to kill the princes that have come to harm you, but if you refuse to help me, that is as far as I will get.  You must be willing to take the next step yourselves.” 
 
    “If war comes, we will stand with you,” a younger mallasti male said. 
 
    “Madness,” the elder insisted.  “Utter madness.” 
 
    “Well, this is a decision that does not need to be made this minute,” Mosza said, holding up a hand to signal for calm amongst all the chatter.  “Come, we will feed you and give you a place to wash before you set off on your path.  When war comes, we will make the decision then.  We will make the preparations now, though.” 
 
    “I do apologize for the damage to the windows,” Kari said as the town administrator led her and Seanada to the inn.  “Sometimes my zeal gets the better of me.” 
 
    “It is of little consequence,” he answered, waving off her concern.  “A few windows are a small price to pay to have the prince’s hand lifted from us, and for our dead to be properly taken care of.” 
 
    “You realize hanging the prince’s corpse is going to be taken as a declaration of war regardless of what you may ultimately decide?” Seanada said. 
 
    Mosza didn’t answer right away.  He brought them inside, and asked the innkeeper to prepare a bath for Kari, and hot meals for both women.  Kari could hear the giggling of children in the back room, but had seen no youths at all thus far.  She glanced around at the inn’s interior, so much like those back home, but slightly different on account of the masterful sculpting and carpentry of the elestram people.  It was odd that it could feel alien and yet so familiar at the same time, but Kari basked in the sensation. 
 
    “The decision was already made, though I left it as much to the individual as I could.  If Javri and others who want no part of war wish to avoid it, they may move elsewhere, or else hide and hope that it passes them by.  What he and others fail to realize is that the king’s vengeance will not be limited to those who fight him; anyone who does not fight for him will meet a similar fate.  This is a most dangerous game we are about, but if the Ashen Fangs have sided with you, then I will trust that you may be capable of doing what you promise.” 
 
    Kari nodded, and took a moment to compose her thoughts.  “I cannot speak for King Emanitar, but I know he is mindful of the clans here in the south of Sorelizar.  I think once the region is unstable and some of Seksassus’ princes lie dead in the streets, he will finally do what he has wanted to for ages.” 
 
    The conversation ended abruptly as a small gang of mallasti children, no older than six or seven years by Kari’s estimation, erupted from the back room.  She could see that they had the reddish-brown fur here and there, but they were coated in flour, which made the innkeeper put his hands to his hips and cast a narrow-eyed stare at the unruly youths.  They rushed up and stood before Kari, giggling, and she found it was quite contagious. 
 
    “We want to be vulkinastras too!” they shouted. 
 
    Seanada, Mosza, and the innkeeper, Raussi, all looked concerned by the children’s little “slip-up,” but Kari found it heartwarming that they still had some semblance of innocence.  Even the blood that stained her armor and the fur of her left side hardly seemed to concern them; they saw Kari – Mastriana – as something powerful, blessed, and that they wanted to be like.  Even here on this alien world, dealing with people she had considered her enemies for most of her two lives, it all clicked in Kari’s mind.  This was what she fought for, the people she fought to defend.  She didn’t defend humans or rir or elves; she defended people, and though she couldn’t properly call the beshathans her people, they were yet a people worth fighting for. 
 
    Kari rubbed a few of the children playfully on the forehead, and Raussi barked for them to go and get cleaned up.  They filed from the room with the innkeeper in their wake, and Kari could only imagine the mess he was going to find in the kitchen.  A prolonged, groaning growl from the back room confirmed that, and Mosza gestured for Kari and Seanada to go and get washed up in the bath commons. 
 
    Seanada helped Kari wash up, but didn’t partake of a bath herself.  It took a bit to get all the blood out of the fur until it showed white again, but thankfully, the armor was much easier to clean.  When they were finished, they sat down to delicious-smelling bowls of stew.  Kari reached across the table before they began to eat, and Seanada laid her hand in Kari’s.  The assassin remained silent while Kari gave a prayer of thanksgiving, but a smile cracked her face when Kari included Be’shatha in it. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    By the following morning, all of the dead had been removed from the crucifixes and either cremated or prepared for burial.  Twenty-six in total had been slain by the princes, though Kari wasn’t sure who had killed more.  Her instincts were to assume Amnastru had killed all of them, but that didn’t make whoever she’d killed yesterday innocent by any stretch.  Saovonn was a decent-sized town, but not so large that twenty-six killings would go unfelt.  The fact that the other prince had been content to leave the bodies desecrated said all Kari needed to know of him. 
 
    There was a difference in the air this morning, Kari could feel it.  Despite Javri’s claims that rebelling was utter madness, hope had settled in among these people.  While repairing the shattered windows and other minor disturbances from Kari’s arcane outburst, they were making subtle reinforcements to their homes.  Glyphs were being painted on the traditional mallasti homes, and the elestram, too, were marking their homes and places of business.  Kari couldn’t read beshathan yet – those lessons were still to come – but she recognized some of the glyphs from her time in Rulaj. 
 
    The children followed Kari around the town, something Seanada found amusing, though the mallasti youths didn’t coat themselves in flour this time.  Kari took stock of the town and its structures; it wasn’t very defensible, certainly not if someone came wielding fire with the sole intention of burning it to the ground.  Still, it was populated by no small number of mallasti, and she surmised that their arcane power would be enough to counter any such attacks, if their hearts were in it.  And when it came to defending their town, how could they not be? 
 
    No, Saovonn would certainly not do for a good battlefront.  If she wanted a place to set her feet and call for Sekassus to attack, it would need to be a city.  She wondered if any of the cities in Sorelizar had walls; a canny tyrant wouldn’t allow such a thing, all the better to make sure he could smash his own people if necessary.  Still, that left him open to attack from outside, and Kari realized he would have a difficult time rebuffing Emanitar if the Spotted Lion invaded.  The same might hold true in reverse, but under the Overking’s laws, Emanitar could legally invade the realm of his higher-ranked neighbor; Sekassus couldn’t do the same until attacked. 
 
    And Sekassus tried to murder Emanitar some time ago, Kari thought.  She was certain the mallasti king would invade Sorelizar if given a golden opportunity.  All Kari had to do – not that it was exactly straightforward or easy – was to kill those princes assigned to quelling the rioting in the south.  From there, the mallasti people and their elestram neighbors would likely accept King Emanitar with open arms.  But even if they didn’t, that was as far as Kari’s involvement in this plot went.  From there, it was up to Emanitar, Morduri, and the Wraith. 
 
    She thought briefly of home and her children, and let forth a sigh.  She had only been gone for a few weeks, but it felt like an eternity already.  She was missing so much of her son’s life in particular, and all those little moments of her daughter’s infancy.  It was a tough decision to make, but as she’d suggested to Kris Jir’tana, the war was going to come one way or another.  She was better off taking steps to make sure it happened here, rather than trying to spend time with her children only to end up having to hide them when war came to their home. 
 
    Kari looked around at the edge of the town, and could still see the crucified dead in her mind’s eye.  This was a fight worth starting, and one she knew she very well might get called back here to finish.  But if they could secure some hold here, some beachhead, as the military might call it, she could bring her family with her.  Surely if they managed to involve someone as powerful as King Koursturaux, Kari would have someplace safe for her family to stay nearby and yet out of immediate danger.  How the Crimson Huntress would react to all this ruckus Kari was causing, the demonhunter couldn’t figure out just yet. 
 
    “So we go to Haestronn next?” Seanada asked. 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I know you want to get home and defend your family, but I think killing Prince Amnastru is something we need to work up to.  If we kill him first, it may draw Sekassus right to us, and he won’t spare anyone he comes across.  We need to weaken their position first, then kill Amnastru, then hope that King Emanitar follows through.” 
 
    “It would certainly be a relief for my family to live under his rule,” the assassin said. 
 
    “That’s my goal,” Kari said, turning to her friend.  “I know I’m supposed to be here to kill Prince Amnastru and then leave.  That’s my debt to King Morduri.  But it’s not what I’m here for.  As some of the people back in DarkWind would say, we have bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    Seanada smirked at the saying, which came out a bit different in beshathan.  The children paid little mind to the women’s conversation, and a twinkle entered the assassin’s eye before she responded, “Yes, I can see why the Wraith finds you so attractive.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Kari returned, more to stall than for an actual answer.  Now she wondered about his minor pass at her in bed that first night in Ewuaswi.  Had he fallen in love with her to some degree after living in her home for half a year or more?  She thought once more of being told that she attracted all the right people to her side, and wondered if for some, it went even deeper than that. 
 
    Seanada waved off the question for a moment while she shooed away the children.  They laughed but ultimately departed to go play ball.  The golden eyes of the assassin came up to meet Kari’s gaze squarely.  “I know there is a man under that guise he wears, much as he would like to believe it is some secret.  And it is no mystery that he feels attracted to you.  I feel it myself at times.  You are a powerful warrior, a natural leader, and yet you have a tender side to you as well.  You are a mother and a complete woman.  At times, I find myself wishing I was half the woman you are.” 
 
    “Seanada…,” Kari half-whispered. 
 
    The disguised assassin waved off Kari’s response.  “I am not in love with you, so please do not let my words make you anxious.  I am in love, so to speak, with what you are.” 
 
    “No, I understand that,” Kari returned.  “I just…Seanada, you’re more than half the woman I am.  I wish you’d realize that.  I know you’re afraid of the demon within you, but you have no reason to be envious of me.  You just need to learn to trust yourself.” 
 
    They held each other’s stares for a minute, but then Seanada smiled.  “Perhaps.  But this is conversation for another time, hmm?  Let us go kill another prince.” 
 
    “What other princes do you think we’ll face?  Do you know the name of the one I killed yesterday?” 
 
    “I do not know many of them by sight,” she answered with a shake of the head.  “I can tell you, however, that there seem to be two classes, so to speak, of prince: those more humanoid like Amnastru, and those of the sylinthian variety, like the one you bested yesterday.  The older and more powerful ones tend to be more like Amnastru.  The younger, weaker ones tend to be more like Prince Vassiras.” 
 
    “The more powerful ones typically have holds in the west, to more effectively wall off the Crimson Huntress’ realm from the home of their father.  Prince Amnastru’s holding lies in the northwest, for example, where he is expected to defend against both King Koursturaux and the more immediate threat of King Arku to the north.  Though he has come here to the south, Prince Amnastru will be primarily aided by his younger, weaker brothers.  And I suspect that most, if not all of them, will meet the same fate as the one you destroyed yesterday.” 
 
    “So Fesarri was weak?” Kari asked, curious that he had given them so much trouble. 
 
    “Well, remember that weak is a relative term.  Weak for a prince or noble, not compared to one of us.”  The assassin looked at Kari from the corner of her eye.  “You are thinking to finish the job with Fesarri next time, no?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I think I am more content to aid you, and not be the center of attention,” Seanada said.  “Revenge is a fool’s errand anyway.  There are a multitude of things worth fighting for, but pride is not one of them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kari said with a nod.  “I had to stop myself from doing just that when I fought your sister.”  Seanada regarded Kari from the corner of her eye again as they made their way from the south end of the town, headed toward Haestronn.  “Your sister was easily one of the best I’ve ever fought.  She got the better of me several times, and frankly, left me stunned at how much better she might be every time.” 
 
    “I can already tell you the mistake she made.  She was the aggressor, and you are at your strongest when you are defending your friends and loved ones.  This is no mystery...,” Seanada interjected, but she stopped short of saying Kari’s name.  “It is the very reason the kings are so hesitant to attack Citaria.  They have no idea how many people like you will be there to defend it.  They are watching closely and gauging your strengths and weaknesses, but you have now beaten them to the punch, as your family so likes to say.” 
 
    “Hopefully that’s the case.  When I finally bested your sister, I was afraid this world might be populated by people that fought just as well.  I suppose it is, to an extent, but not the way I feared.” 
 
    “Both of our worlds have their share of champions of both light and dark.  Those of the light here are simply more difficult to find, as they keep themselves hidden.” 
 
    “Well, some of them do,” Kari said, looking pointedly at her friend.  Seanada smirked but didn’t look directly at her. 
 
    They walked along another shadowy woodland road through the forests of Sorelizar.  The town of Haestronn was a couple of days’ travel away, and Kari wished briefly that it had been as beneficial to be turned into an elestram.  She wondered what it was like to have the stamina to run for hours or even days on end.  The mallasti body was strong and hardy, and despite what differences had to lie within, it allowed Kari to stay on her typical schedule with regard to eating and other basic needs.  Over four years removed from the Apocalypse, and after having birthed two children, Kari found she was still on that military schedule. 
 
    They bedded down for the night on their cloaks, a safe distance from the side of the road.  Aside from a cooking fire, there was no need to keep one going after their meal.  The realm was warm and humid this far south, and their mallasti coats would fend off any minor coolness in the night air.  Kari lay down on her cloak and looked up at the canopy high above them, imagining a brilliant sky full of billions of twinkling little stars.  Somewhere out there, she knew, was the sun of her home world, and Citaria circled around it.  Astronomy was beyond Kari’s education, but she still found it fascinating.  Somewhere above, among those lights, was her home world, and that of the humans who’d come to Citaria so long ago.  It was a staggering thought. 
 
    Seanada chuckled in the quiet.  “I am imagining you giving your son a bath, and getting one in return,” she said. 
 
    Kari laughed.  “I can’t wait to get back home, even if that’s what’s waiting for me.  Or rather, especially if that’s what’s waiting for me.  On another note, do you think we should turn westward and pay some of Sekassus’ other sons a visit?  If the stronger ones live in the west as you said, maybe we should go kill a few of them and see what attention that gets.” 
 
    “No, we should stay true to the Wraith’s plan,” Seanada answered.  “No doubt he has already considered that course of action, and this path he has set us upon is the best way to get Amnastru to attack us without bringing down the wrath of his father too quickly.” 
 
    “I know you’re not an elestram, but how do you like our chances against Amnastru?” 
 
    “After what I saw yesterday, I expect we will be victorious.  It will not be an easy task or victory, but I think we will be his undoing, especially if we attack him as mallasti, and he has little idea of what to expect from either of us.” 
 
    “How strong are you with arcane power?” Kari asked, rolling over to lift her head and look over at her companion. 
 
    “Not strong enough to defeat a prince, nor likely even a studious mallasti or elestram, but the strength of my mother’s power is considerable.  For the most part, I use it to fend off arcane attacks from others, and to enhance my martial prowess.  In most cases, I find it unnecessary to even call upon.” 
 
    “Yea, I can imagine,” Kari said, flipping onto her back and looking up into the trees again.  She had seen enough from Turillia, Seanada, and the Wraith to justify Seanada’s point.  The thought of facing someone so devastatingly proficient in weapons and yet also able to call upon arcane power in the midst of combat was chilling. 
 
    “It will be necessary against Amnastru, though,” Seanada added, letting forth a sigh.  “We will need to call upon every ounce of strength from every source we can to defeat him, Kari.  Your gods’ power will be vital.  Our training, separate and mutual, will make up only the backbone of our ability to strike him down.  My arcane prowess, your divine protections…they may be all that stands against a crushing defeat, one that flows down to my people after we have failed.  So we must not fail.” 
 
    “We won’t, that’s a promise,” Kari answered. 
 
    They went quiet, and Kari fell asleep to the peaceful drone of the nighttime forest.  She had disturbing dreams of what they’d find in Haestronn, but they scattered when she woke to Seanada shaking her lightly by the arm. 
 
    Kari rose silently, and listened to the sound that had obviously alerted Seanada.  There was the rumble of wagon wheels on the nearby road.  Judging by the direction it was coming from, Kari suspected it might be trouble.  No wagons had been prepared to head south from the town of Saovonn when she and Seanada were there.  The fact that this one was traveling through the night spoke of urgency and trouble, and when Kari looked at Seanada, the woman nodded her agreement without a word being spoken. 
 
    They crept to the edge of the forest, keeping low in the shadows to avoid glowing eyes giving away their position.  It was a covered wagon driven by a syrinthian, and Kari glanced at Seanada once again.  Hyena-like noses drew in the air, and Kari was immediately put on guard: the scent of sylinth was strong.  She wasn’t sure who was in the back of that wagon, but she was sure it wasn’t anyone friendly.  A part of her wondered if it could be Prince Fesarri again, on his way to join his eldest brother in quashing the uprising. 
 
    “It’s a sylinth,” Kari whispered. 
 
    “Aye, and likely a prince,” Seanda returned.  “Now that I know what to search for, I can sense his strength.  We should attack preemptively; we do not want them to marshal their strength in Haestronn before we reach the town.  There seems to be only two others with this prince: one elestram and the syrinthian driver.” 
 
    “Remember, though, last time we didn’t even detect Prince Fesarri until he was upon us.” 
 
    “Hmmm, yes,” Seanada said, her brow coming low.  “Perhaps this time, we should just destroy the wagon first, and let them scurry from the burning wreckage unprepared.” 
 
    The wagon came to a stop, and Kari and Seanada crouched lower behind the trees.  An elestram hopped down from the rear of the wagon, and drew out a short ramp.  Down that ramp slid a massive sylinth, and Kari did a double-take.  Unless her eyes deceived her, based upon the clothing and the weapon, it was indeed Prince Fesarri again.  He spoke quickly and tersely in the syrinthian tongue to both the elestram and the driver, and they nodded and took up a defensive position near the front of the wagon. 
 
    Prince Fesarri slithered ahead of the wagon and tasted the air.  “Come out, maggots!  I can smell you clearly.” 
 
    Kari bumped her fist against Seanada’s shoulder and nodded.  The assassin, for all the bravery of her words, had to be nervous about facing this prince again.  Kari led her out onto the road, and they stopped and faced the prince, side-by-side, a few dozen paces away.  Kari kept the cowl of her cloak up, covering all sign that she was a vulkinastra, even though the dark of night did that well enough for the moment. 
 
    “Who goes?  Are you the fool Mastriana Te’Dastra?” 
 
    “I am,” Kari answered. 
 
    “And you killed my brother?” the Prince asked with a furious hiss. 
 
    “Easily.” 
 
    The prince hissed again, but he held a hand aloft and summoned an arcane light source, one strong enough to illuminate both parties.  Kari pulled down the cowl of her cloak slowly for effect, then shed the garment completely and cast it aside.  There were gasps of surprise from the syrinthian and elestram, but they remained where they were, making no move to join their prince in any coming attack.  Kari wondered if that was a telling gesture, or simply discipline. 
 
    “Vulkinastra scum,” the prince spat.  “Ashen Curs, you come out of the dark and attack like cowards.  Have you no pride, no honor?” 
 
    “You would speak to us of honor?” Seanada returned. 
 
    “Save your excuses,” Kari added.  “Your brother saw me coming, and could do nothing to stop me cutting his pathetic throat.  You have two choices, prince.  You may either return to your father and demand he relinquish his rule of the lands of my people, or you may die here in much the same manner as your brother.  Either way, my people will soon be free of the rule of your father and family.” 
 
    Prince Fesarri turned his head and regarded them with narrowed eyes.  “And where is the Lady Vanador, Ashen Cowards?” 
 
    “Carefully making her way to your father’s palace while we keep the rest of you dullards busy fighting us here,” Seanada said with a smirk.  There was something about the mallasti teeth set in a taunting grin that was both hilarious and gratingly obnoxious, and Kari was glad she was on the side to better appreciate the former. 
 
    Prince Fesarri straightened up at that.  He turned and snapped his fingers at the elestram before pointing back north the way they’d come.  The elestram ran off without question, which left the syrinthian driver now looking – and obviously feeling – quite exposed.  Still, he held his position, and tried to give an air of confidence as his prince moved toward the mallasti women. 
 
    “Now, you two are going to learn the power of a prince firsthand.” 
 
    Kari glowered at him.  “And you, dear prince, are about to learn the power of prophecy.” 
 
    He masked it well, but there was the unmistakable twinge of fear in his expression.  Still, it didn’t stop him from coming forward, his dual-bladed spear held menacingly before him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XII – Successive Gains 
 
      
 
    Prince Fesarri first dashed at Seanada, but his tail whipped sideways suddenly, coming straight for Kari to wrap her up as it had before.  She stabbed down hard, shocking him and bringing forth a hiss of surprise and pain.  He was larger than the brother she’d killed back in Saovonn, so she couldn’t staple him to the ground, but once again she’d drawn first blood.  He whipped his tail back behind him, but hardly had time to acknowledge Kari’s precise strike, as Seanada was on him in an instant. 
 
    Using the same tactic Kari had, Seanada tried to press him, force him to back up and coil about himself to avoid her attacks.  It was of no use this time, though: Prince Fesarri was clearly a more experienced fighter than his younger brother.  He wound sideways instead, circling around Seanada rather than giving ground to her.  Even more impressively, his dual-bladed spear spun around and around, knocking aside attacks and keeping Seanada at a respectable distance even in the midst of her flurry. 
 
    Kari came around Seanada’s right side to stop the prince’s circling, but he met her with a great, cleaving swing that drove both women back.  He lifted his hand then, and Kari felt the surge of power that was his birthright.  The ground heaved and the nearby trees rustled as Prince Fesarri called upon the very realm of his father to be his ally.  Within moments, the branches overhanging the road became living nooses, seeking to grab and hoist up the mallasti women, and the ground churned into a sodden quagmire that proved no impediment to the prince’s slithering, serpentine body. 
 
    Kari was suddenly mindful of several things: the weight of her mallasti form, the weight of the armor she wore, and the fact that she no longer had wings.  She danced to and fro, trying not to get bogged down in the mud, and she found the mallasti body was well-suited to such a dexterous exercise.  She supposed she shouldn’t be too surprised after having witnessed the athleticism of these people when engaged in their sports, but the bulkiness and lower center of her weight still made it a curious thing. 
 
    The temptation was there to push out Zalkar’s power as she’d done before, and use it to cancel the prince’s hold over the land, but she held back.  To do so would give away who she was, and if she didn’t manage to kill him, even if she and Seanada escaped via stalemate again, it would be the end of this ruse.  They would have to best him in a contest of martial prowess and, she realized after a few moments, their own arcane trickery. 
 
    Spinning out of his considerable reach, Kari pulled forth that power in her blood, the little voice in the back of her mind that spoke to her of strength.  She still had little idea how to focus or use it, but she concentrated on the effects she wanted: to either still the trees or bend them to her will, and dry out the road.  It was as much focus as she could muster, particularly when Prince Fesarri came at her in a blinding dash. 
 
    She met his attacks with a hard parry, setting her clawed feet in the mud.  The claws gave her some purchase, and though she slid a little bit, her lower center of gravity let her stay upright and in that locked position.  He tensed his arms and tested her strength, but despite his size and weight advantages, Kari held firm.  She and the prince both withdrew from their contest of strength in the same instant, and there was a brilliant shower of sparks and the clang of their weapons meeting several times in the span of breaths.  He slithered to the side, mindful of being flanked by Seanada, and Kari could see the respect in his eyes now. 
 
    The trees tried to grapple Seanada, but she was fending them off easily with the elestram longswords.  It was clear to Kari that she, too, was a bit surprised by the weight of the mallasti form with armor, and she was working just as hard as Kari to keep from getting bogged down in the mud.  Thinking better of pursuing the prince around and around, Seanada dropped back behind Kari and began to call forth her own arcane power.  Kari hoped she was trying to counter the prince’s trickery, and left her companion to that task. 
 
    Kari stepped in, side-to-side, zig-zagging her way toward Prince Fesarri.  She tried to use a blend of the Wraith’s offensive and defensive techniques, but at the same time, she didn’t want to clue Fesarri in to who she truly was.  She used the Wraith’s techniques, but worked to disguise the routines and feints she had used against Fesarri the first time.  If he had any clue he was fighting Kari for a second time, he gave no indication; she suspected a lot of that had to do with how much differently the mallasti body looked, even if its movements felt the same. 
 
    She feinted left, but then went that way.  Clearly expecting a ruse, he misjudged her intent, and Kari scored another hit.  A minor one this time, drawing an angry red line of blood across his upper arm, but she had barely cut through the scales.  In retaliation, he curled around on himself, something Kari wasn’t expecting, and he unleashed a flurry of short jabs with one end of the spear before he spun it into an overhead slash.  Kari stayed with him, driving each jab aside and then sidestepping the overhead swing. 
 
    She barely caught her footing as she tripped over his perfectly placed tail.  Following up on his trip, he hit her from one side and then the other, using the twisting of his body to drive his spear blades with even greater speed.  She parried the attack from the front, but misjudged her leap to get clear of the follow-up.  Without her wings, Kari landed scant feet from where she’d started the jump.  The spear blade crashed into her back, below the shoulderblades, and ripped through a section of the scaled armor. 
 
    Kari felt the wind blasted out of her, but she hardly had time to recover before his tail was around her ankles.  He swept in, and Kari got a glimpse of those great fangs as time seemed to slow down, his bite imminent.  She managed to get her armored shoulder between his mouth and her head, but his fangs sunk through the armor and she felt a chilling cold as they dug into her flesh.  His tail continued to coil about her, and Kari felt a sudden freezing fire spreading from the wound as his venom flooded into her veins. 
 
    Kari felt desperate, but she didn’t panic.  Now she called upon that aura from her deity – or was it deities, if she included Sakkrass? – and gave the prince a taste of something he surely wouldn’t like.  He released his biting grip, a grimace of pain and disgust on his face, and he backed far enough away to meet Kari’s eyes, held in the grip of his serpentine body. 
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded, bringing up his spear threateningly. 
 
    “A daughter of Be’shatha,” Kari said. 
 
    The prince released her suddenly as he was blindsided by Seanada, whose elestram blades cut several quick, vicious slices into the scales of his back.  He turned his back on Kari and made for Seanada, and the demonhunter wondered at that.  Did he think his venom would render her unable to fight?  Kari was injured, but the wounds were already closing, and if the venom was supposed to have some longer-lasting effects, her body was fighting them off.  She brought her waushims to bear and prepared to flank the serpentine prince. 
 
    Kari paused as she saw something she couldn’t explain.  It hadn’t been an actual presence that she could tell, but she had clearly seen a vision of two orange mallasti eyes opening.  There was no voice, no encouragement that accompanied it, but she did feel something: hope.  Had she just “seen” Be’shatha awaken?  Had it in fact been Be’shatha that had given Prince Fesarri a taste of her power, pushing him away from his hold on Kari? 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri!” Kari shouted almost without thought. 
 
    Prince Fesarri whirled on her, his expression equal parts anger and fear, but Seanada drove one of her blades deep into his side before dashing away and out of range of a return strike.  Before he could even react to it, though, the entire area was suddenly flooded with warm, bright sunlight, even in the depth of night. 
 
    Kari couldn’t explain it, but she had a frame of reference to compare it to.  She was glowing just as Katarina had when she’d faced the shadow demon in Barcon.  It was not a light from within, but from without, reflected into and onto the world by her faith.  Now, Kari had somehow tapped into that power as well, and her declaration of faith in Be’shatha, whether she was alive or dead, asleep or awake, had triggered it.  She stood now in the center of the land of her enemies, wearing the beautiful white coat of a vulkinastra, reflecting the light of the gods as a beacon to all. 
 
    Prince Fesarri faltered, and Seanada made him pay yet again.  Her blades bit into his side once more before she was away from retaliation.  He hardly paid her any mind, simply slithering to the side to keep her and Kari before him.  “It cannot be,” he muttered.  “It cannot be.” 
 
    Kari glanced over her shoulder to find the syrinthian driver on his knees, prostrating himself in her direction.  She turned back to the prince.  “Oh, I’m afraid it is, Your Highness,” she said.  “Your father’s reign is coming to an end, and all of you who have enforced his will on the people will meet a similar fate.” 
 
    Working in tandem, Kari and Seanada began to take the prince apart bit by bit.  His power over the land was cut off, his hopes crushed under the realization that the prophecy had indeed come true.  He tried to flee, but was too injured to outpace the two mallasti women, who kept him hemmed in and fighting to defend himself from both sides.  After several minutes, he had lost all hope, and looked resigned to his fate.  Kari almost pitied him, but she recognized he was still a dangerous opponent no matter how harmless he might appear. 
 
    “Terms?” he asked at last, his breathing heavy, bleeding from dozens of wounds. 
 
    “There will be no quarter given,” Seanada replied coldly.  “You and your kin have long since exhausted any hope of mercy.” 
 
    Kari was indecisive.  She was supposed to embody the tenet of Love justice, but do mercy, but she wasn’t acting as a demonhunter here.  If she let Prince Fesarri live, she might be jeopardizing everything she had worked towards, and all to uphold a doctrine that he and his kind would never respect anyway.  He may not have deserved mercy, but that wasn’t the point of it in the first place. 
 
    It hit her after a moment.  She couldn’t let him use her own beliefs against her.  He had been abducting the real Mastriana to be taken before Sekassus and likely killed.  She thought of the way Se’sasha had looked when they bartered for her life before the demon king.  Kari remembered the backhanded blow she’d taken from Amnastru, and the way the king and his retainers had laughed.  Had Prince Fesarri been there?  She couldn’t remember exactly, but he was part of it.  He was a part of everything – everything Kari was now working to tear down. 
 
    “We can’t,” Kari said at last. 
 
    The Prince nodded in resignation.  “You realize that I will fight you to the death, then?” 
 
    “We expect nothing less,” Kari said, and she brought her blades to bear. 
 
    The prince tried to summon every last ounce of strength he had, hoping for a second wind of some kind, but he was already too far gone.  Every overpowered swing he took at Kari opened his defenses to Seanada, and the reverse held true as well.  Piece by piece they cut him apart until he stood wobbling in place, barely able to keep his serpentine body upright, blood streaking his sleek form from one end to the other.  Gone was the magnificent prince who had bested Seanada and held Kari to a stalemate.  He was now a shell of what he once was, unable to stand against the two women when Kari brought the strength of a goddess to bear against him. 
 
    Kari killed him as mercifully as she could, deflecting his last, desperate attack and driving the end of one of her waushims up under his ribs.  The blow blasted the breath from him as she ripped through his lung, and he dropped with a sigh as her blade continued into the heart. 
 
    Forgive me, lord, she thought in prayer to Zalkar.  I couldn’t give him proper mercy and risk everything we’re doing. 
 
    No confirmation or rebuttal came in response, so Kari closed her eyes, took a deep breath through her nose, and then blew it out in a long sigh.  “That’s two,” she said. 
 
    “Hmmm?” Seanada asked as she paced past Kari toward the syrinthian, still kneeling in the patchy mud of the road. 
 
    “I will explain later,” Kari said, aware that she’d almost let her accent slip through in the beshathan tongue. 
 
    “What do we do with this one?” the assassin asked, gesturing the syrinthian up with the business end of one of her longswords. 
 
    “Please, mistress, don’t kill me,” he begged. 
 
    “What else is in the wagon?” Kari asked, ignoring his pleas. 
 
    “Just travel supplies for the road.  Please, mistress, don’t kill me.” 
 
    Kari nodded for Seanada to check the contents of the covered portion while she held the syrinthian under an impassive stare.  She didn’t threaten him with her waushims, instead putting them back on her belt.  After a minute, Seanada jumped down from the wagon and nodded her confirmation of the syrinthian’s words. 
 
    “We will be commandeering your wagon,” Kari said.  “Take some food and whatever you need to travel and return to where you came from.  While you do, I want you to tell everyone what you witnessed here, do you understand?  If any of the king’s people, or even his princes or he himself ask you, tell them that Mastriana Te’Dastra has now killed two of his princes, and will continue to kill more until her people are freed from Sekassus’ rule.  Will you do that?” 
 
    “I will, lady, I will.” 
 
    “Then you are free to go.  Great Mother watch over you.” 
 
    The syrinthian knelt before her again briefly.  “Be safe, mistress.  The king’s vengeance will not be long in finding you.  May…may you give him and his sons their just desserts.” 
 
    The syrinthian male took only a moment to grab what had to be his own satchel from the wagon before he made his way north along the road back to Saovonn.  Kari wondered if he would meet up with the elestram again. 
 
    “Do you know how to drive one of these?” Kari asked, looking at the mousivas warily.  They may have remained docile during the fight, but they had a dangerous air to them, and Kari wasn’t sure she’d know the first thing about caring for them or commanding them as a driver. 
 
    “Eh, Aedrien would be better suited to it, but I can manage,” Seanada said.  She frowned after she said it, but seemed to shake off the uneasiness of speaking of her brother.  Clearly, she was still perturbed about her family believing her to be dead, no matter what stony façade she might keep up on such matters.  “You should climb up in the back and get what sleep you can, and I will get us underway to Haestronn.  How are those wounds?  Healing quickly as usual?” 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “So far as I can tell.  What do we do with him?” she asked, indicating the prince with a nod of her head. 
 
    “Leave him like the garbage he is,” the assassin answered coldly again. 
 
    “Hmph,” Kari muttered, making her way to the corpse.  He was far too heavy for them to move anywhere, and too big to bother burying or trying to burn.  She rolled him out of the way of the wagon, at least, and took his dual-bladed spear.  “I may have to start collecting these.” 
 
    Seanada regarded her with an amused but predatory glance.  “Is that what you meant when you said that’s two?” 
 
    “Not quite.  I made a promise, when we fled Sorelizar after rescuring Se’sasha, that I was going to kill one of Sekassus’ sons for every person he hurt trying to capture me.  Trouble is, I lost count of how many people were hurt or killed helping us escape the realm.  So maybe I’ll just have to kill all of his sons and hope it covers my promise.” 
 
    “I expect that is going to happen eventually, whether at your hands or not.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Kari said.  She and Seanada returned to their makeshift camp and collected the remainder of their things.  Once everything was stowed in the wagon, Kari got settled in the back and tried to find the stillness to sleep.  With a barked command from Seanada, the wagon got underway, and after the initial jolt, Kari found the ride smooth enough to get some rest, if not true, deep sleep. 
 
    She dozed off thinking of the vision she’d had, and whether it might have truly been some revelation of Be’shatha.  The beshathan people had long clung to the hope that their faith might one day awaken their sleeping goddess, but after ten thousand years, many were losing that faith.  Now, Kari seemed to have rekindled it to some degree, more so simply by being an outsider who embraced the Great Mother. 
 
    Epaxa chi’pri. 
 
    Light from without. 
 
    Kari turned the thoughts over and over in her mind.  They spoke of light from without, and as Kari understood it, it was a reflection of the light of the gods, not a light from inside of herself.  Was it that simple?  Had the beshathans failed to awaken their goddess because they were trying to do so with their own light, instead of with those of her holy siblings, maybe?  It was an intriguing thought, one that kept Kari barely unconscious as her mind refused to go completely to sleep. 
 
    Epaxa chi’pri. 
 
    Was it perhaps because Kari carried a piece of Gori Sensullu, or Arakiel as he was properly known, that she had made some contact with the sleeping Be’shatha?  And could she do so again?  Was Arakiel, in fact, the light from without that was needed to reawaken Be’shatha?  Was that the truth behind Salvation’s Dawn…? 
 
    Kari sat bolt upright in the back of the wagon as it came to a stop, and whispered, “Epaxa chi’pri.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The damage in Haestronn seemed more obvious even from a distance.  Seanada had stopped the cart well back in the woods before making the final approach to the town.  The smells of fire and burnt flesh were strong, and Kari feared they were about to find a massacre.  Once Kari was fully awake and dressed for trouble, they donned their cloaks and approached the town as nonchalantly as possible. 
 
    It wasn’t as bad as they expected, but the effects of Amnastru’s visit were apparent even at first glance.  Though thankfully there were no crucifixes here, there were a dozen or more elestram and mallasti in hastily-constructed stocks around the city perimeter.  Several buildings had been burned to the ground, and the closeness of the town meant that other nearby buildings showed scorch marks or even partial destruction where the fires had spread.  Most of the windows Kari could see had been shattered, and she was glad for this area’s more consistently warm temperatures. 
 
    There was no prince here that Kari could see.  It occurred to her after a moment that they had slain Prince Fesarri before he could come take control of Haestronn and tighten the noose.  Still, if the people locked in the stocks hadn’t been released yet, that suggested one of two things: either there was another prince here, or there was a considerable force of soldiers keeping the will of Amnastru in effect until Fesarri’s arrival. 
 
    Which won’t happen, Kari thought with grim satisfaction. 
 
    She glanced briefly at Seanada before they returned to the wagon and climbed aboard.  With a short command and lazy flap of the reins, Seanada got them moving again.  No one halted them as they drove into town, bringing the wagon to a stop near the central intersection, much like the one in Saovonn.  The inn’s upper floor had been collapsed by fire damage, and Kari doubted that was coincidence.  Most of the individual homes were intact, but all the places of business or hospitality were destroyed, or at least heavily damaged.  Amnastru had done just enough damage to make the town unwelcoming, without leaving all its residents homeless. 
 
    Once the wagon was stopped, Kari realized why no one had halted their entrance.  Armed soldiers – mostly elestram, but also some syrinthians – came out of their tucked-away places and approached the wagon from both sides.  They didn’t have their weapons drawn, but each wore the expression of someone expecting trouble, something Kari was now more accustomed to on both beshathan and syrinthian faces.  They penned in the two mallasti women and their wagon, but made no move to approach until an officer stepped out of the inn. 
 
    He was a tall, dark-furred elestram wearing a decorative set of armor with a number of symbols down his left shoulder.  He cocked his head when he beheld the two mallasti women, and walked around the cart, inspecting it.  Kari felt her hackles rise when he lifted up the ramp from the back of the wagon and said something in syrinthian to the snake-folk at the rear of the cart.  Kari hadn’t thought much of stealing the prince’s wagon, but now she was wondering at the wisdom of having done so. 
 
    The officer came around to the front side of the wagon again and fixed the two women with a suspicious gaze.  “Where is Prince Fesarri?  We expected him this morning, if not last evening, and it appears as though you were supposed to be transporting him.” 
 
    Kari glanced at Seanada.  “He’s lying on the side of the road several spans back along the way to Saovonn,” the disguised demonhunter answered, drawing some gasps from the other soldiers.  They whispered amongst themselves, but the officer silenced them with a glare. 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” he turned back, a laugh coming forth with his words. 
 
    Kari stood up and cast off her cloak.  Where there had been muttering only moments before, now there was naught but silence.  She looked about the area.  There were a dozen and a half soldiers, not including the officer; far too many for her and Seanada to effectively fight.  Her best option was to try to either turn these to her cause, or else intimidate them into leaving.  If she could convince them, without actual evidence, that she had slain two princes in as many days, they might join her cause or, at least, leave her and the people of Haestronn alone. 
 
    “You insolent wretch, are you suicidal?” the officer balked. 
 
    “You think to try your luck where Prince Fesarri’s failed?” Kari returned evenly.  No answer came, and she gestured toward the edge of town.  “Send a runner to Saovonn.  They will no doubt find your prince’s remains on the side of the road on their way, and once they reach the town, they will find there is another dead prince there.” 
 
    “Take these two into custody,” the officer said with a gesture. 
 
    “Uh, sir?” returned one of the elestram soldiers.  When the officer turned, he saw what had already been apparent to Kari and Seanada: the soldiers were now the ones surrounded.  An entire town of angry mallasti and elestram had gathered in the streets at the sight of white fur. 
 
    “Eh, belay that order,” the officer said, almost all confidence now absent. 
 
    “Where is Prince Amnastru?” Kari asked in the ensuing silence. 
 
    The elestram officer looked up at her.  “He was headed to Gaeshokk, but I believe the news reached him before he arrived there, and he turned back north.” 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “There was an explosion at the king’s palace,” the officer answered, and Kari gestured for more information.  “Not much is known outside of the royal family.  Whispers are that a vulkinastra was both responsible for and killed in the blast, but no one aside from the royal family and their messengers know for sure.” 
 
    Kari tried to keep any emotion from her face.  Miessa may not have been a vulkinastra in fact, but she was a sister and had given her life to the cause.  “And Amnastru has been called back to the palace?” she asked, keeping her voice steady. 
 
    “With the news that Karian Vanador was in the area, it was believed the explosion was the first step in a concentrated attack upon the king.” 
 
    Perfect, Kari thought. 
 
    “Sekassus’ rule is coming to an end,” Kari said loudly enough for the surrounding people of the town to hear.  There were looks of incredulity that she would speak his name without his title, but she made no correction.  “Already I have slain two of his princes, and I will kill any others who come to harm my people.  No longer will I sit idly by while he slaughters my sisters to try to avoid his fate.  He has now brought his fate upon himself.  Either he will free our people from his rule, or I will depose him.  Stand with me, and our peoples can be free of Sekassus and his family.  What say you?” 
 
    There was a sudden change to the officer’s expression.  Gone was that trace of fear and uncertainty.  “I say you are a traitor, and about to die a most painful death.” 
 
    The wagon exploded beneath them, and when Kari found her senses again, she had a loud and painful ringing in her ears.  That wasn’t the worst of it.  She was also flying, despite the fact that she had no wings.  The skeletal wreckage of a burned-out building came at her fast, and she crashed hard through the scorched timbers.  A cloud of dust and ash arose all around her, but still she kept her presence of mind.  The temptation to shed her shape-changed form and control her fall had been surprisingly easy to resist. 
 
    Ribs and lacerated flesh protested her getting back to her feet, but Kari was amazed at how sturdy this mallasti form was.  She brought her waushims to bear as she emerged from the burned-out wreckage to find chaos in the streets.  Soldiers and commoners alike were running, many of them screaming in pain, either maimed or impaled by dozens of shattered, burning pieces of wreckage.  There was no immediate sign of Seanada, and Kari wondered where her companion had landed after the explosion.  But then her eyes were drawn to the sole creature not running or screaming or picking themselves up from the dirt. 
 
    There, in the center of the street, was The Vandrasse. 
 
    The woman was gorgeous – no surprise, being a succubus – but her milky white skin was contrasted by the black dragons tattooed up her arms and thighs.  She was dressed for trouble, wearing a set of leather armor that at least covered her vitals while leaving her unencumbered for dodging and evading her enemies.  The succubus was a master sorceress, one strong enough that she had nearly brought Kari’s rescue mission to ruin single-handedly.  This was going to be a test of another kind. 
 
    Her eyes fixed on Kari briefly before she unleashed a blinding flash of lightning.  Kari fully expected to be blasted away, laid out upon the ground barely able to control her body or the spasms it would be wracked with.  The electrical charge did nothing to her, however, other than to amplify that little voice in the back of Kari’s mind.  Kari recalled the duel between Turillia and Emma in Barcon, and how the mallasti sorceress had absorbed electrical attacks aimed at her.  In that brief moment of clarity, Kari also remembered being shocked in the rear end by a playful mallasti child.  Electricity was their plaything; if that was the best The Vandrasse had to offer, then perhaps Kari would be able to destroy her through martial prowess. 
 
    Mindful of her ineptitude, Kari considered the voice in her mind carefully.  She focused on what she wanted it to do, and pushed it outward softly.  No explosions or bolts of lightning came forth, neither did the windows explode or any of the other effects she’d conjured blindly in Saovonn.  Kari pushed it out and around her just as she would with her faith, and just as she imagined Sonja did when she conjured her arcane shielding. 
 
    When the follow-up fireball came, Kari’s shield deflected it into the air, where it disappeared into the morning sky harmlessly.  The Vandrasse growled loudly enough that Kari could hear her from across the road, but she turned as several townspeople moved on her.  She stomped her foot and the ground heaved and shook, throwing Kari to her knees along with everyone else in the area.  Kari’s shield did nothing to deflect the indirect attack, just as she remembered was the case when she, Sonja, and Danilynn had faced The Vandrasse in Si’Dorra. 
 
    Kari tried to leap free of the ruins as she realized the obvious follow-up attack, but the shell of the building collapsed on her before she could get out.  She felt her left ankle break under the weight of a beam that pinned it in a pile of scorched rubble, and she bit her canine lip to keep from yowling in pain.  The Vandrasse was momentarily distracted by a melee that broke out between the soldiers and townspeople that had recovered from the initial blast, and Kari turned to free herself. 
 
    Another mallasti woman threw her weight against the beam and managed to shift it enough for Kari to pull her broken leg clear.  Upon looking up, she saw it was Seanada, and with but a nod, the assassin drew her elestram longswords and charged out to confront her mother.  Kari could only imagine how badly Seanada wanted to drop her own shape-change, to face her mother one-on-one and make the woman give account for everything she had done.  Seanada held firm to the plan, though, and would hopefully buy Kari enough time to recover.  That seemed unlikely, though, as Kari realized her ankle was broken and would take several hours, at least, to heal fully. 
 
    Sparks flew in the central square as several mallasti brought their own arcane prowess to bear on The Vandrasse.  The succubus hardly seemed perturbed.  She spoke to some of the people in whispers, and though a few of the mallasti were able to shake off whatever it was, others fell under the succubus’ sway and began to attack their comrades.  The soldiers joined in, putting many of the overwhelmed townspeople to the sword, and others to rout.  The situation was quickly turning against Kari and Seanada. 
 
    Kari got to her feet despite the broken ankle, which she couldn’t put any weight on.  The mallasti may have been dense and hardy, but a broken ankle was a broken ankle.  Kari thought of the arcane power, and wondered if she could splint the damaged limb using that.  It worked to some degree; Kari could put some weight on it and manage a stuttering walk, but she couldn’t fight on it.  It needed to be properly set, and then Sakkrass’ gift would heal in hours what would normally take weeks. 
 
    Even before Seanada could engage her mother, fortune swung back in her and Kari’s favor.  The beasts that had been hitched to the wagon, now free, hurt, and angry, turned on anyone too close to them.  The soldiers took the worst of it initially, and Kari watched as one of the beasts slammed the officer, launching him clear through the front window of the inn.  There was no indication he was getting back up after that, but the beast paid him no mind either way, turning and looking for another victim. 
 
    One of the mousivas made straight for The Vandrasse, but she lifted a hand to swat it aside with arcane power.  She was far from the only one surprised when her power hardly fazed the creature and it barreled into her and then Seanada.  The Vandrasse was sent spinning through the air, and she barely got herself under control with her wings to avoid coming down hard on a tethering post.  Seanada backflipped with the momentum from the impact, an impressive feat to behold from a stocky mallasti body. 
 
    The beast turned back on Seanada, but she lifted a hand and then slowly brought it down, almost in a slow pantomime of slapping it on the forehead.  The mousiva slowed and then came to a stop before her, and, keeping strong eye contact, Seanada made another motion, directing it toward a knot of soldiers fighting in a small phalanx formation.  Bellowing in anger, the beast tore at the ground with its hooves before barreling off in that direction. 
 
    The Vandrasse electrocuted one of the beasts, dropping it in the middle of its charge to crash into the dirt in a smoldering heap.  The woman called out something in syrinthian, and soon all of the snake-folk abandoned their fellow soldiers to go form a wall of bodies in front of the succubus.  She pulled one of them close and bit him on the neck; Kari had little doubt what the demoness was doing.  She either needed more power to fuel her arcane prowess, or she was trying to absorb martial combat knowledge from the hapless soldier. 
 
    Kari felt exposed and a bit defenseless, but a number of townsfolk formed a defensive circle around her, just as the snake-folk did for The Vandrasse.  “We need to drive her off, my brothers and sisters,” Kari said with only a slight tinge of pain in her voice. 
 
    “We need to kill that witch,” hissed one of the other mallasti women. 
 
    “I will be of little help with that; my leg is broken,” Kari said, gesturing down as all eyes fell upon her. 
 
    “Get her to my home, quickly,” one of the males said, and two others lifted Kari up and began to carry her away. 
 
    “Isharra, be careful!  Fall back to us when you can,” Kari called over her shoulder, and her companion looked her way briefly and nodded. 
 
    Seanada was in good company.  Many of the townsfolk were armed now, and a number of the mallasti stood poised, likely to do arcane battle.  The soldiers, meanwhile, were split: some had rallied to The Vandrasse’s side, but others shied away from her now.  Between blowing up the wagon without warning and then draining some of the vitality of one of them, the succubus had clearly shattered the loyalty of her own cohorts.  Though the angered soldiers didn’t rally to the side of the townsfolk, they stood separate, apparently considering themselves friendly with neither side. 
 
    The mousivas were running less frantically now, calming as their pain subsided.  Once one of them ran off to find quiet pasture, the others followed suit.  They were large and powerful, but they were docile creatures by nature, Kari mused, and though they could defend themselves, their primary instinct was to simply avoid trouble.  She was rather glad for that; the beasts were just as likely to hurt townspeople as the soldiers or The Vandrasse. 
 
    “Bring her back here!” the succubus shouted when she saw Kari being carried away.  “Give her to me, and the king may forgive this temporary lapse of intelligence on your parts.  Continue to defy his will, and I will lay waste to your town and make you watch while I drink the lifeblood of your children.  Do not trifle with me.” 
 
    “Put me down,” Kari said. 
 
    “Lady, you are injured; we must get you to safety.  We can handle the witch.” 
 
    “I am counting on that,” the disguised demonhunter said.  They set her down, and she hobbled back toward the center of the town, where succubus, townsfolk, and soldiers all faced each other in a three-way staredown. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” Kari yelled at the soldiers.  “Your king cares nothing for you.  Does he hold your loyalty by threat to your families, as he does with so many others?  Your freedom may be bought in blood, but is it not better than this?” 
 
    “Kill her,” came the voice of the officer as he emerged from the inn.  His breathing was labored, his words coming out in a wet hiss, and just at first glance, Kari could tell a number of his ribs were broken from the hit he took from the mousiva’s charge. 
 
    Kari held her arms out to the sides, unarmed, and the townsfolk behind her started to rush in front of her.  She held them back, though, and swept them gently behind her again.  “Yes, kill me.  Kill me and return to your life of slavery and uncertainty.  Return to Sekassus’ good graces and hope he doesn’t kill you, or your family, or give any of you to this blood-sucking demon to fuel her attacks on your people.  Kill me and watch the light die, to lay beside your sleeping goddess while you hope for her to miraculously awaken.” 
 
    The demonhunter turned and pointed at The Vandrasse.  “Or kill her, stand with me, and take back some semblance of pride and freedom.” 
 
    “You dare mention their goddess?” The Vandrasse hissed. 
 
    “Kill her,” the officer repeated.  “Let us deliver the skin of a vulkinastra and gain the favor of our king.” 
 
    “You have slain enough of our sacred daughters!” shouted one of the mallasti on the other side of the road from Kari. 
 
    “Soldiers, fall in!” shouted one of the other elestram.  There were only a dozen of them left standing, and three of those were syrinthians.  Still, two of the syrinthians rushed to the elestram’s side, and they formed up.  “This may get ugly, men, but I cannot ask you to throw your lives away for this demoness who is just as likely to take them as our enemies.” 
 
    The newly-appointed leader had hardly gotten the words out of his mouth before he was struck down by a lightning strike from The Vandrasse.  The other soldiers roared and charged at the succubus, who took wing, headed up to the roof of one of the few two-story buildings still standing.  She alighted there, intent on raining down arcane death upon all who opposed her, but it was Seanada’s turn to strike. 
 
    The shape-changed half-syrinthian shattered the edge of the roof with a gesture of arcane power.  The Vandrasse lost her footing and slipped off the edge, but managed to catch the lip and begin pulling herself up.  Seanada used a short-range teleport and appeared up on the roof, which amazed all of those watching.  That surprised Kari; she expected all of the mallasti could do such a thing, but then she remembered why they generally didn’t. 
 
    Seanada drove a sword through her mother’s hand and The Vandrasse screamed.  She didn’t panic, though, reaching up and grabbing one of Seanada’s shins with her other hand.  Seanada cried out; was it possible the succubus could drain vitality with just an open-hand touch?  It certainly seemed to be so, as Seanada swooned and then fell off the roof.  Kari felt helpless to stop her fall, but several of the soldiers managed to catch her and let her down to the ground slowly.  Arcane blasts began shattering the lip of the roof, but direct attacks were being rebuffed by an unseen shield from the succubus. 
 
    The Vandrasse pulled the impaling sword from her hand and cast it aside, then struggled up onto the roof.  “All of you are now marked for death!” she shouted, cradling her wounded hand.  “Prince Amnastru has no doubt sensed this arcane outburst, and will now come himself to put an end to your pathetic little uprising!  This time, you will not receive the mercy of the stocks.  You will all die, and your families and friends with you!  He will wipe this town from the face of his father’s lands, and bury all of you in dung!” 
 
    “Good,” Kari called back, stepping forward.  She kept her force of will in front of her in as powerful an arcane shield as she thought she could produce.  “And when Prince Amnastru lies dead at my feet, you can return to your king and explain both failures.  I am certain he will be lenient with you.  He would not harm his personal harlot, would he?” 
 
    Many of the beshathans in the area cringed when Kari said the word harlot.  She thought perhaps she had used the wrong word; she was still far from perfect with this tongue, despite how much use she was putting it to recently.  When she glanced over at Seanada, there was that subdued twinge of humor to her expression, but she didn’t say or do anything to correct Kari. 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea the depths of pain I will save just for you,” the succubus growled.  “I will drink your blood, but not before I skin you alive and wear your pelt as a cloak.” 
 
    “Come down and make good on that promise now,” Kari said, gesturing toward the street.  “Between your hand and my ankle, I think it would be close to a fair fight.  Or are you only a sorceress, and one that becomes powerless with an injured hand?” 
 
    “She would not dare to come down here after what she threatened to do to our children!” growled a greying mallasti matriarch.  “I say set the building ablaze and force her down, and we will cut her apart and decorate an eventide tree with her!” 
 
    The Vandrasse threw a hand forward, unleashing a lightning strike, but it did nothing.  The mallasti matriarch absorbed it without moving a muscle.  The soldiers and elestram sought shelter when they realized she was still a threat, but Kari stood in the center of the street, leaning on her good ankle.  It seemed absurd that none of the beshathans had a bow or crossbow to try taking shots at her, but Kari thought perhaps they didn’t need them when they usually solved problems such as this with arcane power. 
 
    “Just leave,” Kari said, and the succubus tilted her head.  “We will have our reckoning, but it clearly will not happen here and now.  I can see the uncertainty in your eyes; you think Prince Amnastru is going to kill me and rob you of the pleasure.  I assure you, he will not.  And you will not enjoy fighting me when I am ready for you.  Perhaps you should find another king to kneel before.” 
 
    If Kari had any doubts about the double entendre in the beshathan language, the reactions of everyone around her would’ve erased them.  Whatever The Vandrasse thought of herself on account of being a succubus, she clearly didn’t like being called a whore.  Surprise and anger had given way to a cold stare, one that said she was envisioning doing exactly what she’d promised to Kari when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    “I hope you are correct,” was all the succubus offered, standing up straight.  “I very much look forward to seeing you again, and soon.” 
 
    “Well, you never did strike me as being very bright,” Kari taunted her one last time.  She made a dismissive gesture, then, and hobbled toward some of the fallen townspeople to check on them as if the threat had completely passed.  There was a light rumble of thunder and then a pop to punctuate The Vandrasse teleporting away, but Kari didn’t even bother to look. 
 
    The soldier who had assumed command to turn his fellows against The Vandrasse was dead, electrocuted by the lightning strike.  When Kari turned to see what the others were doing, she watched as Seanada stabbed the officer through the side, dropping him lifelessly.  Seanada hardly even paused, and her confident stride backed the other soldiers up by Kari, where they stood ready to defend themselves. 
 
    “You lot – go release the people from the stocks,” Kari ordered.  Many of them glanced at each other, but then they ran off toward the edge of town.  No one moved to stop them; these were trained soldiers, and it was pointless for the townsfolk to engage them when they were not a threat. 
 
    Kari was surprised when she was shoved onto her side, and she reached for the hilt of one of her waushims.  She calmed when she saw it was that greying elder mallasti female, and a few others came to tend to her broken ankle.  “Do not worry too much about it,” Kari assured them.  “Merely set it, and the Great Mother will heal it in a matter of hours.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the truth of the matter, but no one argued – certainly not Sakkrass.  They snapped the bone back into place, drawing a howling bark from Kari, but soon the wound was splinted and wrapped.  She remained on her posterior, though, letting others come to her to give her thanks or reports on the state of things.  The people of Haestronn were excited, but terrified at the same time.  Kari had brought war to their village, and the encounter with The Vandrasse had not built much confidence in them. 
 
    “Did you really kill Prince Fesarri?” one of the elestram soldiers asked when he returned.  The people looked at him suspiciously, but he drew his weapons out and laid them at Kari’s feet.  That seemed to appease them to some degree, and as the other soldiers returned from freeing the prisoners, they did likewise. 
 
    “I did,” Kari answered.  “Along with a younger prince who did not live long enough to give me his name.  Saovonn is free for the time being, but they – like you – are in danger.  I think it would be best if all of you gathered what you could and traveled with me to Gaeshokk.  If Prince Amnastru has abandoned that town, we will make our stand there, and begin our march north to free our people.  But I cannot do this alone; I can kill the princes, but that will not free you.  Along with that, you must show you are more trouble than it is worth for a childless king to try to control.” 
 
    “How can we trust these ones?” asked another of the townsfolk, gesturing to the soldiers. 
 
    The elestram soldier answered, “We chose your side.  No doubt The Vandrasse will report all of this to Prince Amnastru, if not to the king himself.” 
 
    “Have we not fought amongst our own for long enough?” Kari asked, struggling to her feet.  She wanted to stand on her own, but considering what she was in the process of saying, she accepted all the help that was offered, from townsperson and soldier alike.  “We are all brothers and sisters, children of Be’shatha.  The Overking may call it a crime to speak her name or speak of her at all, but this does not mean we cannot still treat each other as siblings.  Let us pool our strength, and fight together, and cast off the chains of the Cobra Lord.” 
 
    Almost all eyes fell on the two syrinthian soldiers left.  Kari looked around and saw that the third, who’d been bitten, had bled out or otherwise died, laying lifeless where The Vandrasse had drained him.  She turned back toward the two snake-folk, both terrified of being outsiders in the midst of angry beshathans. 
 
    “These are our brothers as well,” Kari said, drawing every pair of eyes back to her, shock evident in all of them, even Seanada’s.  “They are children of Ashakku, our Great Mother’s holy sibling.  If they cast off the chains of Sekassus, should we not embrace them as our kin?” 
 
    Kari’s breath caught when everyone except Seanada bowed down to one knee before her.  “You truly speak as a priestess of the Great Mother,” said the elder mallasti woman.  “Guide us with your wisdom, daughter of Be’shatha!  What would you have us do?” 
 
    “Gather your weapons, and your armor; your children and your most precious, necessary belongings,” Kari said, remembering the words of Kris Jir’tana when evacuating towns during the Great War.  “Let us go to Gaeshokk and prepare to make our stand there.  Should any other prince or even the king himself dare to show themselves, we will remind them of the strength of our Great Mother.”  She turned and looked at the syrinthians.  “And Ashakku.” 
 
    The entire gathering arose with a great cheer, and doors began to open around the town as children came out to see what had happened.  Reinvigorated beshathans ran to gather their things and their children.  The soldiers herded the mousivas carefully back into town and began to pile peoples’ things in wagons to be hitched to the beasts.  Kari and Seanada stood by and watched, giving encouraging nods whenever someone looked at them. 
 
    Within hours, the entire town was packed up and ready to go, even the dead taken care of.  The elders, the pregnant, and new mothers were allowed to ride on or in the wagons, while all of the elestram, both male and female, volunteered to walk.  Kari took a cursory head count as they set out toward Gaeshokk, and saw that she had more than six score people with her.  It hadn’t seemed like there were that many during the chaos in the streets, but most had hidden during the confrontation.  She placed no fault on them for that; whether they were defending children, spouses, or simply their own homes and lives, Kari would not fault them for not risking all. 
 
    Seanada was more emotional on the walk than Kari had ever seen her.  She guessed it was a combination of two things: having faced her biological mother in combat, and being on the way to see her real mother at home.  Kari put her hand to Seanada’s shoulder comfortingly, and the shape-changed assassin turned a nervous but not insincere smile her way.  She leaned over and kissed Kari on the side of the snout, surprising her. 
 
    “I stand by my earlier comment,” Seanada said.  “I wish I was half the woman you are.  Now, stop trying to look tough.  Get up and ride in a cart until your leg has healed.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIII – Parley 
 
      
 
    The ride to Gaeshokk was slow with all of the women and children in tow, as well as the fact that many of those traveling were wounded in some way.  Kari’s ankle healed through the night as expected, and she marveled once again at the speed of her recovery.  Once she could walk on it properly, she shed the splint and bandages and took to the road beside Seanada.  It was clear that doing so encouraged the people, and from the whispers she could overhear, she understood the people considered her some prophet of the Great Mother. 
 
    Kari considered her healing ability briefly; when had she been blessed with it?  She thought perhaps it was more obvious in recent years because she was getting hurt more and more as her missions became deadlier.  The only incident she could come up with was when she had danced with Sakkrass in the village of his people on Tsalbrin.  She’d felt like he was wrapping her in his scaly flesh to protect her from harm, and now she wondered if he had done something to that effect. 
 
    The more the people whispered about her, the more Kari considered what all of her work would mean for the real Mastriana.  As much as Seanada spoke of wishing she was half the woman Kari was, the demonhunter had to hope Mastriana would turn out to be so.  The woman certainly seemed devout and well-spoken; Kari simply prayed that she would be able to pick up where Kari would ultimately leave off.  She further prayed that the woman would not be killed by the Overking in retaliation for some of the things Kari had said. 
 
    Her mind came back to the more immediate future.  There were soldiers traveling with her and the people of Haestronn that had killed some of the town’s residents.  They may have been traveling together now in relative peace, but there was still anger there under the surface.  It was foolish to expect everyone to get along, but this was a dangerous situation.  Here there was potential to go far beyond dissension in the ranks, diving directly into infighting.  The troubling thing was, Kari could understand both sides in this tension, and she wasn’t sure just how to defuse the situation. 
 
    Those concerns seemed to melt away once they came into sight of Gaeshokk.  The village had advanced warning of the coming visitors, as obvious as the short wagon train was.  Kari saw that the soldiers she’d swayed went and spoke with the defenders of Gaeshokk immediately, and from the mannerisms, she was fairly certain they were subjecting themselves to the command of the town’s standing militia.  That might do the trick, Kari thought.  I’m not sure there will ever be forgiveness there, but if they’re willing to fight to defend these people, it’s a start. 
 
    The elder mallasti males of the village came out to meet the wagon train, and Kari walked to the front to greet them, her cloak shed for the occasion.  She was met with wide eyes and even some tears, a far cry from the usual impassiveness of the hyena-folk.  Kari cast her gaze from side to side, taking in all of the beshathans before her, and didn’t miss the occasional flick of the eyes toward the syrinthian soldiers.  She also didn’t miss the fact that Seanada’s mother and brother were conspicuously absent. 
 
    “Greetings, my brothers and sisters,” she said slowly after getting her thoughts in order.  “I am Mastriana Te’Dastra, daughter of the Great Mother, and I have come to free your people.” 
 
    “Foolishness,” came a hissing voice from a doorstep as a sylinth slithered out.  He was dressed impeccably – or as impeccably as Kari imagined was possible with no legs.  He wore a pristine white skirt with gold trim, and a masterfully crafted vest embroidered with golds and greens.  He carried no weapons that Kari could see, but with a sylinthian prince, that didn’t mean he was unarmed by any means.  He had painted designs on his serpentine face, his hood not flared despite the challenging nature of his words. 
 
    Kari put her hands to the hilts of her waushims, but the prince raised a hand, its fingers each adorned with a glittering ring, and made a casual gesture.  “Be at ease; I have come solely to negotiate, not to engage in violence.  I should warn you, however, that simply speaking the words you just spoke will see you dead at the hands of the Overking.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Kari asked, not releasing her grip on her hilts. 
 
    He gave a bow that seemed to contain no mockery.  “I am Prince Vassiras of Saristor,” he answered, and Kari straightened up at that.  He was the politician, she remembered, and she took her hands off her weapons, fairly certain he was not a fighter.  “My father sent me south when all of this nonsense began, to broker some truce should it expand beyond even Amnastru’s ability to disperse.” 
 
    “You want to broker a peace deal?” Kari asked incredulously.  She wondered exactly what Sekassus thought he could offer. 
 
    “If possible, yes,” he said.  He gestured about.  “Look around you; do you see a scene of destruction?  I intercepted my brother before he could turn his less subtle ways upon the people here.  An angry, wounded people serve no function but trouble, and Father is proficient enough at bringing that upon himself…as you no doubt know.” 
 
    He gestured toward Kari’s white coat, and she tilted her head, looking at the mallasti elders.  “So he convinced Amnastru to leave without hurting anyone?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” one of the elders answered.  “He took Ilsara Te’Montasi and her son with him, on suspicion of involvement with the Ashen Fangs.” 
 
    Kari had to fight the urge to look at Seanada, and she hoped the woman was covering up the terror that must have filled her at those words.  Kari turned back to Prince Vassiras.  “What are you offering?” 
 
    “Oh, no, my dear, I am afraid it will not be that simple,” he answered.  “You have stirred up quite a hornets’ nest and, if what I have been hearing is correct, you have now killed two of my brothers.  You have a clear goal in mind, if not much in the way of a plan, so it must be you who begins this parley by telling me what it is you want.” 
 
    “Freedom for my people,” Kari answered without hesitation. 
 
    Prince Vassiras laughed.  “Oh, come now.  That will never happen and you know it.  It matters little if you are ruled immediately by my father or one of his neighbors, you belong to the Overking.  If it is freedom you desire, go treat with him.” 
 
    “If you want to play with words, we’re going to play with waushims instead,” Kari said, and the prince tilted his head to the side.  “You know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “Of course I do.  You wish for Father to cede some of his realm to King Emanitar, hmm?  And what could you possibly offer in exchange for such a concession?” 
 
    “The lives of his sons.” 
 
    Prince Vassiras laughed again, putting a hand to his chin.  He took in a deep breath when his humor had run its course.  “No, I think you will need to offer something more enticing than that,” he returned.  “Even if you could kill all of us, that would not sway Father to give up such a sizeable portion of his realm.  No, perhaps it is something simpler, and more easily given that might persuade him.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Your death,” the prince said evenly.  “Oh, yes.  Your death might finally convince him that this prophecy that he has worked tirelessly for centuries to try to prevent from coming true is rubbish.  I am no fool, Mastriana: my father’s actions are forcing the very prophecy he fears to come true.  Your presence here, your actions, are a result of the deaths of the vulkinastras my father has slain, no?  Now here you are, a vulkinastra leading the very rebellion he has been trying to avoid for centuries.  Perhaps if you sacrifice yourself, your fellow vulkinastras will finally be safe, and your people will be ground less under my father’s heel.” 
 
    “You want me to sacrifice my life for a perhaps?” Kari balked.  “Give me one good reason not to add you to the list of princes I’ve killed right now.” 
 
    “Because I have come as an ambassador.  If you kill those who merely wish to speak with you, how long do you think to hold the loyalties of the people you work to free?  How can they trust you if you murder anyone who opposes you, violently or not?  I expect you are young, and that you did not spend much time sparring with words before you undertook this crusade.  There are rules even to a bloody revolution, Lady Te’Dastra.” 
 
    Kari had to concede that point.  Solving all of her problems with violence was just going to create more of them.  Prince Vassiras had come to negotiate in good faith, and whatever Kari might think of him or his father, she had to respect that.  “I can’t speak for all these people,” she said at last.  “But I can speak for myself.  You go back to your father and you tell him this: I will not stop killing his princes until my people are free of his rule.  If he wants to negotiate with King Emanitar, he can do that, but these southern lands of my people will no longer be his to control.” 
 
    Prince Vassiras tiled his head again.  “You speak for King Emanitar, then?  Are you an agent of his?” 
 
    “As I said, I speak only for myself.  But does your father want to look weak when he can be invaded from the north or the east?  He would be best served to sell these lands while he still has the option to do so.  And you will also tell your brother to bring back those he has abducted from this village, or I will find him and kill him.” 
 
    Prince Vassiras blinked slowly and gestured around.  “Look about you, Mastriana.  Do you see a standing army?  Do you see enough soldiers to fight my father’s legions?  You have managed an impressive feat so far, to kill two of my brothers, but you have done this from the shadows, in the wake of my brother’s passing.  When Amnastru finds you, he will not come alone, and these people will not stand much chance against my father’s legions.  You are bold, brash, and arrogant, and clearly not considering the fates of those you involve in your cause.  Surrender yourself to my father’s will, and perhaps you will buy some semblance of freedom for these people.” 
 
    Kari glared at him, but then she started laughing.  “You’re afraid, aren’t you?  You and your father are afraid of what is coming, that is why he sent you here to try to talk his way out of it.  You want to know what I see when I look about me?  I see my brothers and sisters.  I see a people who are fed up with being abused at the hands of a king who cares nothing for them.  Do you think your father’s legions feel differently?  Or when they come here, are they going to see me, see this white coat, and remember what it is it symbolizes, and turn on your father?” 
 
    The prince’s eyes wandered for just a moment as he considered a response.  Kari continued, “Have you forgotten, in all these centuries, that the syrinthians and the beshathans are all distant relations?  Your days of manipulating them against each other are coming to an end, as is your father’s reign.  You seem to have a decent head on your shoulders, Prince Vassiras.  Are you certain you do not want to join us as well?  There are a good number of elestram here; why don’t you ask them which odds would be in your favor?” 
 
    There were some scattered chuckles from the jackal-folk, and Prince Vassiras managed to smile when he glanced at them.  “Very well, then.  I have done my part here.  Assuming you do not hold me here by force, I shall take my leave and deliver your demands to my father.  Just know, Mastriana, that you have declared war on my father, and whatever the outcome, that is what you will get.  But not just with my father; if you manage to destabilize the tentative balance of the Council, you may just plunge our entire world into war.  I am not certain you appreciate what it is you have accomplished.” 
 
    Kari drew out her waushims, and the prince straightened out, ready to defend himself.  Kari crossed the blades before her.  “I know exactly what I have done.  Epaxa chi’pri.”  There were gasps and whispered conversations all about her, and Kari wasn’t sure whether the prince had any idea what the expression really meant.  “As for you…you are free to go.” 
 
    Prince Vassiras bowed again toward her and called to his retainers in syrinthian.  A pair of the snake-folk emerged from the same home the prince had and fell into step beside him.  Unlike his brothers, Prince Vassiras had no cart or coach to carry him, and he began to slither away to the north with his servants. 
 
    Kari called after him, and he looked back.  “You know something, Prince Vassiras?  I rather like you.  You may be the one member of your family I don’t kill.” 
 
    “I shall hold you to that, should you succeed in your goals,” he returned with a smirk, but then he was off. 
 
    “We must mount a rescue effort to recover…Ilsara and Aedrien,” Seanada said once the prince was safely out of earshot. 
 
    “No need,” Kari said, still watching the back of the departing sylinthian prince.  She met Seanada’s surprised stare after a moment.  “This was all a ruse.  Sekassus has no intention of bargaining with us.  He sent that poor sap here to make us think we were getting somewhere.  I may not be an elestram, but I would bet some enjoyable body parts that Amnastru is not on his way back to his father’s palace, but waiting for word of where I am so he can strike.” 
 
    There were some chuckles at her joke, but the people of Gaeshokk began looking at each other with somber expressions.  For all the bluster and bravado, the reality of war coming was no laughing matter, and they were frightened.  The fact that Amnastru would be spearheading the countermeasures of the king didn’t help matters.  Kari kept in mind that Amnastru was nearly strong enough to be a king himself, and it was easy to understand the people’s fear. 
 
    Her mind whirled as she considered how best they would stand against what was coming.  If, as Vassiras had suggested, Amnastru came with his father’s legions, it would be a bloodbath.  At best, Kari might kill Amnastru and scatter his soldiers, but there would be a considerable body count before she managed to do that, if she even got the opportunity, much less succeeded.  Her eyes lingered on the soldiers from Haestronn.  Perhaps it was time for a ruse of their own. 
 
    “We need scouts,” Kari said at length, gaining the attention of all those around her.  “We need to know if Amnastru really has an army with him.  I am not certain that arrogant fool would think he needs one to conquer us; did he have soldiers with him when he stopped here before?” 
 
    “No, Lady Te’Dastra,” answered one of the elders.  “He came alone.  Do you understand the power he possesses?  Even as a village, we could not stand against him.” 
 
    “A village?” Kari returned, surprising them.  She turned to and fro, making a point to meet every pair of eyes she possibly could.  “This is no village.  This is an enclave of children of Be’shatha!  Prince Amnastru and his father are very strong, but they do not have the backing of the Great Mother, do they?  We will stand together, and together we will reflect the glory of our Great Mother.  EPAXA CHI’PRI!” 
 
    “You two!” Seanada called during the stunned silence that followed.  Two of the elestram soldiers approached quickly and bowed to Kari before turning their attention back to the shape-changed assassin.  “Go and scout the northern roads.  Find Prince Amnastru and report back with what military strength he brings with him.  Keep those uniforms on; if he discovers you, join with him, that you may betray him to us when you return.  Go quickly, now; time is of the essence.” 
 
    “Look also for the prisoners, the missing mallasti woman and her son that he took,” Kari added, and the two scouts agreed and then departed. 
 
    “I need a runner to go to Ewuaswi in Tess’Vorg,” Kari said, and one of the elestram of Gaeshokk volunteered.  The woman bowed before Kari.  The disguised demonhunter dug up the signet ring of King Emanitar and the carved symbol of the Great Mother from her belongings.  She untied the pendant’s thong and slid the signet ring down it, then retied the string and hung it over the neck of the elestram volunteer.  “Listen to me very carefully, for life or death hang in the balance of what I am about to tell you.” 
 
    Kari had the attention of virtually the entire village.  “In Ewuaswi, you are to find Kings Emanitar and Morduri.  Hand them this pendant and signet ring, and they will know I sent you.  Tell them this: two of Sekassus’ princes lie dead on the field of battle, and Amnastru is about to walk into a trap.  If the Spotted Lion has any intention of ever invading Sorelizar, now is the time to do so.  Tell him that his champion awaits him in Gaeshokk, only do not refer to me by name.  Understand?” 
 
    “I understand, my lady.  I shall tell them that two of King Sekassus’ princes lie dead, that Prince Amnastru is about to walk into a trap, and that if they wish to invade, now is the time, for their champion awaits them in Gaeshokk.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Go.” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” the elestram runner said.  She took an offered satchel of supplies from one of the mallasti of Haestronn, and then she ran off to the east with the long strides and almost endless stamina of the jackal-folk. 
 
    “You…this was all King Emanitar’s doing?” the elder asked. 
 
    “King Emanitar had nothing to do with any of this,” Kari assured them.  “That, however, is something I think will change the minute he senses the weakness here in Sorelizar.” 
 
    “What weakness?” the elder said, though his words were soft, mitigating the challenge in them somewhat.  “Lady, you have done an incredible thing to stand up to and slay two of the princes, but that hardly signifies weakness.” 
 
    Kari pointed at the wagon train.  “Already three towns have risen up.  No, it may not be much as far as numbers go, but the people are turning against Sekassus.  For every prince that dies, the fear that has held our people in the king’s grip for so long slowly dries up.  If I kill Prince Amnastru, and King Emanitar crosses that border with the intention of claiming the lands of our people, nothing will hold our people down any longer.” 
 
    She pointed then at the syrinthians.  “We will need to work to free our syrinthian brothers and sisters from his rule, but that will be a goal more easily accomplished once we have control of our own lands.” 
 
    “Will the Spotted Lion come to aid you, though?” another of the elders asked. 
 
    “If I kill Prince Amnastru, he will.  He may even invade before Prince Amnastru is dead, but I cannot say for certain.  It may depend on how much news they have received of other events here in Sorelizar.  Do you know any more of what happened at Sekassus’ palace?” 
 
    “I was there when the news reached Prince Amnastru,” an elestram woman chimed in.  “It was reported that a false vulkinastra was brought before him.  When she was put into the dungeons, she somehow concocted an explosive of some sort.  When she was brought back before the king, she detonated it, killing herself and many of the king’s courtiers.  No word was given on the king’s condition, but the palace itself was damaged, and the wards that protected it from attack and from any using arcane power within were shattered.  Many of the princes were recalled to defend the palace against subsequent attacks.” 
 
    Kari closed her eyes and blew out a sigh.  Miessa had known she was risking her life to do as the Wraith requested, but losing her was still a blow, despite the fact that Kari didn’t know her at all.  That the woman’s attack had gone off so perfectly was just another weight of proof that the time was right for Emanitar to strike.  Kari simply hoped he was as courageous as Morduri had given him credit for; if he didn’t invade, satisfied only with Amnastru’s death, then much of Kari’s work was going to fall flat when she departed.  It would be up to the Wraith to push further, but how far could he go without a replacement king to take the reins of the divided kingdom? 
 
    “Amnastru will not return home, I’m sure of it,” Kari said.  “All of you need to prepare yourselves for what is coming.  Please, welcome your brothers and sisters from Haestronn into your homes where you have the means.  When Amnastru comes, you may stand with me and fight, or stand down and let the dust settle.  I will not hold either decision against you.  All I ask is that when one of two things happens – either King Emanitar invades, or I stand victorious over the body of Prince Amnastru – you stand and fight.  Fight for your homes, your families, your friends and neighbors.  And, above all, fight for the goddess whose very name is now an offense.  Keep her in your heart, and use that light to fuel your fury.” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri!” Seanada cried, holding a clawed fist aloft. 
 
    It started slowly, but other clawed, furry fists made their way into the air.  The people of Haestronn began dropping to one knee around Kari, and soon the people of Gaeshokk followed suit.  Their numbers were negligible in the grand scheme – Kari estimated they had roughly a fifth of the number under Kris Jir’tana during the Apocalypse – but it was the faith of these people that would spread like wildfire.  This war would not be won with hands, but with hearts. 
 
    And they saw Kari’s heart, disguised though it was, and they reacted it to it, crying out the Great Mother’s call. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, no arguments were raised when Seanada asked for permission to sleep in Ilsara’s home along with Kari.  At first, Kari suspected the assassin was going to break down and finally show emotion once she was safely hidden in her own home.  That suspicion quickly fell away when Seanada invited a mallasti family from Haestronn to join them.  It would be crowded, but Kari was satisfied with doubling up in a bed with Seanada to make more room for the guests. 
 
    Dinner was a quiet, nearly somber affair.  Though a quiet hymn was sung for Be’shatha, Kari could understand the words now, and it wasn’t as she expected.  It was a song of hope and thanksgiving, but more a plea for the Great Mother to waken and come save her people.  It was sung from despair, and Kari found she didn’t want to participate in it.  If she started to sound desperate in her prayers, what example would that set for the others? 
 
    The other mallasti all stared at Kari as they ate in silence.  There was no mistaking the undertones of fear and helplessness that Kari’s enhanced mallasti senses could detect.  She could smell and almost taste their anxiety.  All about them was a town full of people and refugees that knew death was coming, and there was no confidence that Kari and Seanada would be enough to stop it.  All told, there were a several hundred capable fighters here now, but Kari remembered a staggering idea: the kings were reputed to be strong enough to slaughter almost everyone in their realms.  If that was even remotely true, and Amnastru was strong enough to be a king in his own right, how much of a chance did they stand? 
 
    They may not stand a chance, Kari thought, but they don’t carry a part of the gods in them like I do. 
 
    Kari glanced at Seanada, and the disguised assassin worked to show that stony façade in her mallasti form.  She was afraid, too, but now that fear was mixing potently with anger.  Kari was sure that with her mother and brother in danger, Seanada would become even more of a force to be reckoned with, willing to do and sacrifice anything to save her family.  And in that moment, Kari thought of how Seanada viewed her, and more pointedly, her family: the assassin would likely do the same for Kari as for her mother and brother. 
 
    “Are you truly planning to fight Prince Amnastru?” asked the mallasti matriarch. 
 
    “We are,” Kari answered.  “With as many as are willing to help.  He may be stronger than any one of us, but he is not stronger than all of us.  And he is not stronger than our goddess.  Death is coming, my sister, but it is not coming to us.  It is coming to him.  Not to us.” 
 
    “Whoever your parents are, they should be proud to have raised a woman of strength.” 
 
    Kari was prepared to hear many things from the beshathan people, but that was not one of them.  At first, she was shaken to the core, and from the looks on everyone else’s faces, they knew it.  But the dark clouds parted, letting through that gentle light of the moon, and Kari thought of visiting her parents’ graves on her last trip to Terrassia.  She had felt such release at forgiving her mother, and as she recalled the last time she’d seen the woman, a little more vivid detail came to the surface. 
 
    Her mother hadn’t just been surprised and happy to see her; Kari had been armed and armored, wearing her dog tags out proudly for all to see.  Her mother had not just seen a long-lost daughter, but a woman of strength and character: a demonhunter.  How had Kari not seen it at the time?  Because she was blinded by anger; she understood that now.  But her mother had not just been happy to see her, but thankful, joyous, and proud to see what Kari had become. 
 
    Kari looked up and managed a smile.  “They are,” she said, not bothering to distinguish things for her unknowing guests.  Still, she felt she owed them some explanation, if only to ease any guilt they felt at the effect of the matriarch’s words.  “Though it is sometimes hard to think of them and not lose hope.  I have seen far too many of my brothers and sisters slain by and for the will of these kings.  I would rather die on my feet, a weapon in my hand and the name of our Great Mother on my lips, than to spend one more day a hostage to those like Sekassus.” 
 
    “We would aid you, but…” 
 
    Kari looked around at the young children.  “You protect your family first.  You–” 
 
    “No.  I will stand with you,” the patriarch of the family said.  “Our children will be no safer if we hide in the shadows than if we stand against the prince.” 
 
    Seanada nodded.  “Exactly.  Mastriana can do only so much with me by her side.  She will need the strength of the people to give her the opportunity to fight the prince himself.” 
 
    “I will go and speak to the elders of this township, and make my case before them,” the patriarch said.  “We will rally what forces we may, that even should the prince bring a force of soldiers with him, we may open their lines up for our sister to strike at the heart.” 
 
    This all hinges on killing Amnastru, Kari thought.  If she could do that, it would show the people that the kings and their princes were not untouchable.  It would cost a great deal of blood, but they could be overthrown or at least forced to change the way they treated their people, if they wanted to have any people to treat. 
 
    A blow had been dealt to Sekassus – the explosion created by Miessa – and word of it was no doubt spreading throughout the realm.  Things were at a tipping point, and it would take only one more push to achieve the result Kari was looking for.  Granted, killing Amnastru was no small or easy task – it was herculean, in fact.  But the possible involvement of Emanitar and even Morduri could sway things no matter what happened in battle with Amnastru.  And if Kari could kill the crown prince, that might sway an otherwise hesitant King Emanitar to invade. 
 
    “We will know more once the scouts return, and hopefully, our elestram sister makes it to Ewuaswi in a timely fashion,” Kari said. 
 
    “Toukalla?” Seanada asked.  “She is a long-distance messenger.  She will reach Ewuaswi in a matter of hours, no doubt.” 
 
    “So we could see help within days,” the demonhunter returned quietly, nodding.  “All the better to make sure things go as I hope.” 
 
    “If you would excuse us, it is time we saw our children off to bed,” the matriarch said. 
 
    As much as Kari was getting used to the beshathans, she was still a tad unaccustomed to their family structures.  She knew that mallasti typically produced single births, and that they only went into season once per century, according to Seanada.  There were several children in this extended family, though, suggesting that some of the females were older than Kari thought.  The fact that they had no mates with them pointed to having lost them, either to the war on Irrathmor, or to the more immediate effects of the trouble in Haestronn. 
 
    “Wait not on our permissions; consider this your home while we all are guests here,” Seanada answered, and Kari was happy with that.  It was, after all, Seanada’s home. 
 
    Kari and Seanada got drinks and retired by the hearth, where they set a comforting fire.  Mallasti fur kept them warm, and the temperature never dropped enough to worry about, but there was just something calming about a good fire.  Kari sat nursing her drink while Seanada flipped through her book of mallasti folklore.  If Kari wasn’t mistaken, Seanada had returned to her favorite story once again. 
 
    The demonhunter considered the story of Aegonn, and how she was doing something similar.  While her involvement was more direct and completely lacking in subtlety, she was aiding the Ashen Fangs across borders, stirring the kings to fight each other, and doing her part, however small in the grand scheme, to bring relief to the beshathan people.  There were as many similarities as differences, and Kari wondered if Seanada might be considering the same thing. 
 
    Once the sounds of the town had died off completely and their glasses sat empty beside them, the women retired upstairs.  Every room was now occupied by the mallasti family, save for the master bedroom.  Seanada and Kari dropped their things near the bed and closed the door behind them.  They started to undress, and Kari grimaced and let out a grunt as she wriggled free of the heavy armor she wore. 
 
    “I’m so tired,” she said, stretching out.  “Almost feel like I’m pregnant again.” 
 
    Seanada turned those intense eyes on her, a twinge of amusement curling her upper lip.  “Are you certain you are not?” 
 
    Kari flopped down onto the bed and folded her hands behind her head.  She glanced over at Seanada, who was brushing out a patch of tangled fur using the room’s mirror.  “Well, a lot of strange things have happened to me in the last few years, but as far as I know, I still have to mate to have children.  And that…well, that hasn’t happened in over a year now.” 
 
    “Ah,” Seanada said, turning back to the mirror. 
 
    Kari snorted.  “What, you thought maybe I’d slept with Kris?” 
 
    “I would not be surprised if you had,” she replied, and Kari waited to see what else she would say when her friend put down the brush and turned toward her fully.  “There is something there between you two.  I could see it from the moment you first saw him up on the ship’s deck.  The way you looked at each other, the way he touched you so tenderly and yet unobtrusively when he learned of your husband’s passing…there is a deep love there.  Just perhaps buried too deeply for either of you to properly cultivate just yet.” 
 
    “He was my commander during the War,” Kari explained with a nod.  “We were very close, but I kept him at arm’s length.  Our brigade had rules about fraternizing, and I didn’t think it was fair for us to ignore them while holding our people to them.  I was also going through a lot.  I was confused, learning this new time and place, so far removed from where I was and what the world was like when I died.” 
 
    “I understand,” Seanada said.  “You are also not one for casual relations, I suspect for similar reasons to my own.  You have several brothers-in-law who lust after you to some degree or other, and yet I have never gotten the impression you were tempted in any way.” 
 
    “Because I haven’t been,” Kari confirmed.  “They’re handsome, intelligent, protective men, but none of them are my Grakin.  Not even Aeligos.”  Something dark flashed in Seanada’s eyes.  “What?  What is it?” 
 
    “I do not trust that one,” she said.  “There is something not right about him.  He wears a mask I am not certain anyone has seen beneath.  Even his mate seems oblivious to – or perhaps simply content with – whatever lies beneath that mask.  When he returned with you to the inn when we were in Flora, I thought he had hurt you to try to weaken your resolve, to make you more sexually vulnerable.  But he is a manipulator; it is possible that is simply what he wants me to see in him.  It is hard to know whether I can trust him, so I err on the side of caution.” 
 
    “He’s a good man.  You’d probably find the two of you have a lot in common,” Kari said.  “I would’ve thought you would talk to him when you roomed together in Flora, but if I remember right, Aeligos said you were rather quiet.” 
 
    “I am willing to speak with you of private things because you reciprocate.  Aeligos is quite adept at taking and yet giving back little, even when it seems a conversation is two-sided.  I suspected that should I speak with him at length, the Ashen Fangs would have few secrets left, but I would still know little about him.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “Well, you’re probably right about that.” 
 
    “So what are our plans for tomorrow?” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Wait for reports from the scouts.  Help the people prepare for what’s to come.  And pray that our messenger to Ewuaswi comes back with good news.”  She glanced at Senada and saw that answer didn’t really satisfy the half-syrinthian.  “We’re going to kill Prince Amnastru, Seanada.  And then we’re going to save your family.  I promise you.  But we have to take things one step at a time; tomorrow we have to concentrate on preparations.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, yes.  What of this evening?”  Seanada asked, and Kari sat up.  “I know I would feel much more relaxed if my master were to come and update us on the far-reaching effects of your words and your actions.  I am confident in our plans to confront Prince Amnastru, but I cannot help but wonder if a broader trouble is arising around us.” 
 
    “I’d advise you to assume silence from him means we’re doing the right things, and his plan is unfolding as he hoped, if not expected.” 
 
    The assassin sighed.  “I suppose.  To hear of Miessa’s death, though…I wonder if we are actually but a ruse, a feint while my master struck more directly and forcefully at King Sekassus.  It would otherwise seem a waste to bring down the king’s defenses, only to kill his crown prince at the other end of his realm.” 
 
    “Maybe he is, and by killing Amnastru, we prevent anyone from taking the throne if, by some grace from the Great Mother, the Wraith or someone else manages to kill Sekassus.  We have our part to play, and it’s an important one.  Try not to fret too much on whether we’re the biggest or most important part.  Assume we are, and let’s do our job.” 
 
    Seanada shook her head.  “When did you become such a speaker?  You have always had the benefit of being forthright and honest, and that has ever magnified your words, but since you took this form…you have become something else entirely.  But then, I suppose it started even before this, if you rallied the people you called the Red Mask to your aid, and convinced King Emanitar to take an interest in your work here.  I think…I am beginning to understand why it is they call you Salvation’s Dawn.” 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “I’ve always been more a woman of action than words.  But since I came here to Mehr’Durillia the first time, I realized that taking action isn’t always…well, the right course of action.  Sometimes we have to inspire, encourage, and stand back and let others take action.  Like I told these people, I can’t make them free.  I can kill their princes – I might even be able to kill Sekassus by some miracle – but that won’t make these people free.  At some point, they have to stand up and make themselves free.  And…” 
 
    Seanada nodded when Kari trailed off.  “And if they can shake off the bonds of King Sekassus, the people as a whole can shake off the bonds of the Overking.  But that is quite the far-reaching goal, Kari.  As you just told me, we must take this one step at a time.  First, we kill Prince Amnastru.  Then we rescue our family.  Then we see if we can start a war between Kings Sekassus and Emanitar.  From there…who knows?” 
 
    “Right now, we need to get some sleep.  That’s an order, soldier.  Come, let’s get to bed.” 
 
    Seanada slipped under the covers and snuggled up against Kari, laying her head on the demonhunter’s breast.  It was a telling gesture, underscoring just how nervous Seanada was despite all of the calm and confidence she put forth.  Her family was in danger, and she had to feel powerless waiting on reports and updates to do anything about it.  It made Kari think of what Kris had said about having to drink himself to sleep, and she was glad for the ability to center herself, find that calmness of soul to fall asleep in almost any circumstance. 
 
    And even better, nowadays, nightmares of her father didn’t wake her consistently. 
 
    Kari’s dreams were unfocused, but formed a patchwork of things she’d heard, learned, and figured out over the previous few weeks and years.  She was inspiring the beshathan people, who viewed her as some priestess, if not a direct reflection of the Great Mother.  King Emanitar was Be’shatha’s son.  King Morduri regarded the death of the Great Mother as a failure, despite the fact that he hadn’t even been born when she was killed. 
 
    If Kari could inspire the people the way she had, what would Emanitar and Morduri think when they beheld her, heard her words, and saw the way the people reacted? 
 
    Suddenly, she found herself a little unsettled, remembering again the whiskey bottle next to Kris as he slept fitfully in a chair, waiting for reports, by his own words.  Kari drank only as a sweet treat after dinner these days; she couldn’t even remember the last time she had a double-godhammer.  The thought of alcohol fell from her mind, though, leaving instead the memory of Kris rather than his whiskey bottle. 
 
    She was mindful of the fact that a half-succubus was sleeping up against her.  Was it the touch of her friend that was setting off her deeper desires so poignantly all of a sudden?  Kari shook off the feelings, forcing herself fully awake, and she settled her head back down into her pillow.  She thought of her children instead.  There would be plenty of time to think about Kris and any future with him.  For now, she thought her dreams should focus on getting back to her children, alive and quickly. 
 
    It was going to be nice to get back to Citaria.  As wild and unpredictable as the city of DarkWind and the world in general could be, it was a great deal less tense or dangerous than starting a civil war on a world ruled by demon kings.  Kari looked forward to getting home, having some others look into things for her for a while, and taking a bit of time to spend with her children, like a proper mother. 
 
    First, though, she had another mother to deliver back to her child… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIV – Hesitance 
 
      
 
    Seanada was already gone when Kari woke the following morning.  While she didn’t feel the need to get dressed, Kari had an image to uphold.  She donned her clothing and armor before strapping on her belt with its waushims.  Even if today turned out to be a day of nothing but talk and physical labor, Kari wanted the people to see not just a vulkinastra, but a symbol of hope.  And, if it turned out Amnastru came straight for her, she wanted to be prepared. 
 
    Arriving downstairs, Kari found Seanada sitting in her usual chair, reading the book of mallasti folklore near the fire.  Only the fact that the woman wore the form of a mallasti was any different than the last time Kari had beheld her in this situation.  A single bowl of breakfast sat on the counter, and Kari couldn’t help but smile.  Seanada glanced over and let a bit of a smirk slip through her impassiveness. 
 
    The house felt empty, though, even with a large mallasti family occupying it as guests.  Kari didn’t get to know Ilsara all that well, and she was only casually acquainted with Aedrien despite having traveled with him for a couple of days.  Still, she could feel their absences quite keenly, and the fact that the woman had welcomed Kari into her home had a lot to do with that.  It reminded Kari of what Seanada had said about inviting one’s enemies to share a meal, and she realized that whether Ilsara considered Kari a friend or enemy, the woman had bestowed a great honor upon her. 
 
    The empty feel of the house made Kari wonder about her own home, and how much her children and her family felt her own absence.  She realized she owed it to them to spend some time at home, even if that meant shifting some of her duties onto others.  War was coming, but the more Kari accomplished here, the more comfortable she was with that, and specifically with the feeling that it would happen on Mehr’Durillia and not her own world.  She feared for the beshathan and even syrinthian peoples, but they had to fight for their freedom, had to be willing to pay for it with blood, sweat, and tears. 
 
    Kari took her bowl of breakfast but headed outside.  The farming folk of Gaeshokk were early risers, just as many of Kari’s employees were.  They straightened out and stared at Kari as she descended the steps to the street, but these were not the impassive or distrustful stares she had received so often in her rir form.  These were stares of pride, of hope, of longing – and in some of the latter cases, not for freedom.  Kari kept her impassive expression up as well as she could; the Wraith had warned her that she would be a tempting target for suitors. 
 
    Boy, wouldn’t they be surprised if I went to bed with them and then dispelled this shape-changing enchantment, Kari thought, stifling a guffaw and covering up the resulting snort with a sneeze.  It occurred to her that this was the reason they were hesitant to take up Seanada’s cry of epaxa chi’pri; they didn’t know Kari was an outsider.  They may have seen her as a foreigner at least as far as being from another realm, but would that have had the same impact?  It didn’t seem to be so at that moment. 
 
    She walked the streets of Gaeshokk, giving an encouraging nod or polite bow of the head whenever she was greeted by the people here.  It was amazing how quickly she’d picked up the beshathan tongue practicing with the Wraith and Seanada.  Elvish had taken her quite a while to learn to speak fluently, even living amongst them for a time.  Kari considered all of the facets of her visit and work here so far, and then of the vision of Be’shatha’s eyes opening. 
 
    Of course, she thought as she remembered her prayer while she knelt over Seanada.  She had pledged herself, asked in no uncertain terms for the Great Mother to use her.  Did this all mean the Great Mother was, in fact, not only alive, but not truly asleep?  Was she simply waiting for her people to do what Kari was now encouraging them to do?  Was it all just a matter of her people showing a willingness to fight and die for her? 
 
    That made Kari consider Emanitar and his defeatist spirit when it came to fighting against the Overking.  How disappointing it must be for the Great Mother to see her sole child give up on her and her world, and become a party to the evil that infested it, no matter how unwillingly.  Perhaps all it would take to rouse the Great Mother was for her son to be reinvigorated, to take up arms against the usurpers again. 
 
    But he slept with King Koursturaux! Kari remembered with a shake of her head.  Was Emanitar too far gone to help usher his mother back to this world?  Or was he still a possible focal point of the peoples’ hope, one that could be sparked back alight by Kari’s outsider faith? 
 
    It was a messy situation, one Kari wasn’t sure she was equipped to think about, much less handle.  Her faith in Zalkar and Sakkrass was solid now, and she was learning to love whatever might be left of the Great Mother.  But she was still far from what she would consider devout, or properly educated to spread faith except through actions.  If the people needed to be encouraged to fight for Be’shatha, Kari could lead them in that.  But did she have the strength of faith to spark a flame within Emanitar again? 
 
    Did anyone? 
 
    Kari stood at the corner of a wide field, munching on some of her cereal and fruit while she watched the farmers do some early-morning weeding between rows of plants.  The people looked up and many of them smiled at her, but they kept at their work.  Faith was such a mystery to Kari at times, but she realized she was much better at – and much better off – leading by example, and not merely by words.  The fact that she still knew so little of the Great Mother or her people only magnified that. 
 
    She wished she had the time to spend in a mallasti village such as Moskarre to learn the oral histories of these people.  They still told their origin stories, so Kari was sure she could glean much about the Great Mother and her rule from those.  She wasn’t certain whether those who lived in these more hybrid towns did the same; Seanada had a book of mallasti folklore, but her mother had not shared stories or songs while Kari was their guest. 
 
    “Runner incoming!” came a call from the north end of the town. 
 
    Rakes, hoes, and shovels were abandoned as people made their way toward the call.  Kari set her breakfast on Ilsara’s front porch and made her way as swiftly to the north as she could without actually running.  She wanted to seem calm and in control, no matter how urgent the coming message might be or how desperate she was to hear it.  She thought of Kris and how he always kept calm and level-headed, no matter how dire the situation. 
 
    Never let them see you sweat, he said, which Kari had found amusing at the time since he was serilian-rir.  It’s okay to sweat – just don’t let them see it. 
 
    Kari reached the north end of the town and saw that the messenger had decided to wait for her to make an appearance rather than try to get through the wall of townspeople that was only growing larger by the minute.  It was one of the elestram soldiers that had been sent out to scout the roads and next few towns north for Amnastru’s presence.  In any other circumstance, it would have taken scouts days to move there and back, but Kari was glad she had elestram to handle these issues.  With their speed and stamina, they could make the trip much more quickly than just about anything that couldn’t fly at considerable speed. 
 
    The elestram bowed his head graciously to Kari when she wedged her way to the front of the gathering.  “Lady Te’Dastra, I have word of our enemies.  Would you prefer this report in the privacy of your dwelling?” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “We all need to know what’s coming.  Speak freely.  You have returned quickly; are they already on their way here?” 
 
    The elestram shook his head.  “No, my lady.  I encountered some of the soldiers from Yugava farther north, but they had been recalled.  I asked if we should send some of our own soldiers their way to bolster the Prince’s ranks, but they advised me to come back here and see that the town is prepared for battle.  It is said that there has been a swelling of forces on the border to the east, and that Prince Amnastru’s eyes have been drawn toward King Emanitar and his realm.” 
 
    “So Prince Amnastru is in Yugava?” Kari asked, and the messenger nodded.  “How far to the north is Yugava?” 
 
    “Three days by wagon train,” he answered.  “I met the soldiers on the road; I did not run all the way to Yugava, obviously.” 
 
    “Any sign of your brother we sent out as well?” 
 
    “No, Lady Te’Dastra.” 
 
    “How many soldiers did you encounter?” 
 
    “It was the rear guard of their battalion; I believe they would have numbered near to two hundred before they turned, and the ones I encountered lagged behind to watch their rear.” 
 
    “Ketava,” Kari muttered.  “I hope our sister made it to Ewuaswi safely.  You have done well.  Go and get some food and rest at the lady Ilsara’s home.” 
 
    The elestram runner bowed his head thankfully and made his way toward Seanada’s home at the direction of some of the townsfolk.  He still received some distrustful looks from the people who had come from Haestronn, but Kari couldn’t concern herself with that just yet.  Now she knew exactly what Kris had been talking about.  Reports, reports, reports.  How did any general sit still when desperately waiting for so many reports to come in? 
 
    Seanada appeared among the crowd and made her way to Kari.  “What news?” she asked, and she listened silently while Kari relayed everything they’d been told.  “If two hundred were sent here, that was merely their vanguard.  Prince Amnastru must actually have a legion with him as Prince Vassiras suggested.  We do not have the numbers, equipment, or training here to stand against such a force.  Perhaps it is best if we leave; Prince Amnastru is unlikely to stay in any one place and harm its residents while we elude his grasp.” 
 
    “I see three possible destinations if we leave: Ewuaswi to go treat with King Emanitar in person; Yugava, where we can try to engage Prince Amnastru directly; or Saovonn, where we can see if another prince has taken up authority there.” 
 
    “Going to Ewuaswi is the only option that makes any sense, but if we go that way, it will allow Prince Amnastru to guard the border against any return.  Attempting to confront him when he has a legion with him is suicide, and going to Saovonn makes little sense unless we plan to continue north, from town to town, until we reach a major city to attempt to turn it.  That is a risky proposition.” 
 
    “Go,” said one of the mallasti elders.  “You have done enough here.  The princes are scattered to the wind trying to put out little fires.  The king’s very palace has been assaulted and damaged.  King Sekassus’ grip on his realm is tenuous now, and more people will rise up as he loses control.  You should flee to Tess’Vorg before you are captured and any hope we have is extinguished.” 
 
    “Flee to Tess’Vorg?” Kari repeated.  “With all due respect, elder, I am not fleeing to anywhere.  If I go to Ewuaswi, it will be to bring an army back with me and capture these lands, to add them to King Emanitar’s.  I did not come here to cause chaos and cost your people their lives.  I have come here to free you, from King Sekassus at least, and I will not quit the field until considerable steps have been taken to see to that end.  I will not abandon you; I will die before I give up on my brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “Ewuaswi makes the most sense,” Seanada repeated.  “But do you think we can convince King Emanitar with our body of work thus far?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kari answered.  “All it will cost us is time for now.  We will need to be cautious crossing the border, but we should not be gone long.  If King Emanitar is in Ewuaswi, which all our information points to being true, we can make our plea before him.  If he invades, we will return here first with him.  Then we will see how best to isolate Prince Amnastru and see to the rescue of Ilsara and her son.” 
 
    “Let us pack you supplies for your journey,” one of the mallasti women offered, and she grabbed a couple of other women and moved off to her home. 
 
    “Do you want some of us to accompany you?” asked one of the elestram soldiers, a small marking on his shoulder indicating he might be a minor officer. 
 
    “No need,” Kari assured him, “but thank you.  If we encounter trouble, we two are no strangers to fighting, and if it is something considerable, the presence of a few soldiers will not be enough of a difference.” 
 
    “Understood.  We will stay here and keep watch over the town, then.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “This buildup, if it is true, has bought us precious time.  I only fear for the fates of Ilsara and her son,” Seanada said, managing her emotions well in front of the gathering. 
 
    “He has no reason to harm them until he confronts whoever he thinks connects them to the Ashen Fangs,” Kari blabbered, trying to get the attention of the townspeople off of the subject.  “One step at a time, Isharra.” 
 
    “One step at a time,” Seanada agreed with a bow of her head. 
 
    The little group of mallasti women came out with their supply packages after a short time, and Kari had to stifle a laugh.  She was expecting a couple of shoulder packs with food, water, and perhaps some first-aid supplies.  Instead, they got bags stuffed to overflowing with food, with water canteens strapped to the sides, and blankets and sundries strapped to the top or stuffed into every available pocket or space under the tie-downs. 
 
    “Great Mother watch over you,” the women blessed Kari and Seanada as they put on the backpacks. 
 
    “We will return, I swear to you by her holy name,” Kari returned.  “Please watch over Ilsara’s home and the guests from Haestronn.” 
 
    The people watched Kari and Seanada leave with a mixture of excitement, anxiety, and longing.  It was exactly what Kari remembered seeing every time Kris Jir’tana’s brigade had left one of the cities they’d liberated.  It was easier to keep hope aflame when there was the presence of those capable of giving it.  Watching Kari and Seanada leave for Tess’Vorg had to feel like watching hope leave the village, at least temporarily.  Kari fought the urge to look back; she knew it would not be taken the right way. 
 
    Once they were well away from the village and the dimness of the woods stripped away some of the light, Seanada finally looked back and actually smiled.  Kari wasn’t expecting that, especially in light of Seanada’s words about saving her mother and brother.  “What’s amusing?” 
 
    Seanada snorted and they walked on a bit.  “It has to do with being half-succubus,” she answered at length.  “I pick up on amorous thoughts and feelings, though I cannot read them, not like your sister-by-marriage can.  Your words, though, have a very clear impact on the men, and more than a few of them desire you as a mate.” 
 
    “Boy, wouldn’t they be disappointed?” Kari laughed. 
 
    “I am not certain they would be, even if they found you are rir.  Kari, they are not simply reacting to your beauty.  They desire you, not your coat.” 
 
    Kari glanced at her, curious at the tone of Seanada’s voice.  “And you feel the same?” 
 
    The assassin looked down for a moment, then away.  “I think I know now what it is to be in love with someone,” she said, then sighed.  “For so long I have tried to push such thoughts from my mind, afraid of what would come to pass.  But you have said many things to me these last few weeks, and the more you tell me, the less I feel you are simply trying to make me feel better about myself.  I have lusted after men before, but what I feel toward you…it is different.  I now see the qualities I would desire in a mate.  You have given me much to consider when the dust has settled from our efforts here.” 
 
    “Don’t hesitate,” Kari said.  “When you find that person, let them know, even if it’s not possible or they don’t feel the same.” 
 
    Seanada looked back at Kari and smiled again.  “And you do the same.” 
 
    The demonhunter chuckled.  She had half-expected Seanada to speak her feelings there and then.  Despite the suggestive nature of what Seanada had said to her the night before and just now, Kari thought perhaps she was just speaking generally.  She’d been nervous that Seanada was going to seduce her the night before, and they’d end up in a confusing situation, much like with Annabelle so long ago.  But whatever signals the half-syrinthian was giving off, Kari didn’t think she was reading them correctly.  She wondered just who Seanada could be thinking about. 
 
    I hope it’s not the Wraith, she thought.  He mentioned having a wife… 
 
    The mallasti bodies didn’t have the speed or stamina of an elestram or erestram, but Kari and Seanada were able to travel throughout the day and into the night.  They reached the border of Tess’Vorg before they settled down to camp for the night, having taken a straight eastern route rather than heading directly to Ewuaswi.  Thankfully, they encountered no trouble on the Sorelizar side of the border, and Kari suspected it would be easy travel the rest of the way. 
 
    They settled in for the night, and Kari was able to get comfortable with all the blankets the mallasti women had packed for her.  Feeling safe within Tess’Vorg, she dozed off with the vigilant Seanada watching over her.  Kari was confident nothing would bother them, but then there had been a kidnapping in Ewuaswi not so long ago, so perhaps Seanada’s paranoia was well-founded. 
 
    The demonhunter woke in the middle of the night to the sounds of struggle.  She wasn’t able to sleep in the heavy armor, so she was clothed only in the garments she wore under it.  Kari shook off the grogginess, scrambled to her feet, and pulled the waushims from her belt.  Seanada was firmly in the grip of a harmauth that held her several feet off the ground by the neck. 
 
    Kari pointed one of her weapons at the creature.  “Put her down, now,” she demanded in beshathan. 
 
    “You would make demands of me?” it answered with a loud snort.  “You have crossed the border without leave, and will be taken before the local magistrate.  Strike me, and you may not even make it that far.” 
 
    Ah, border patrol, Kari thought.  “It’s all right, we have permission to be here,” she said.  She went to dig through her belt pouch when she remembered: she had given King Emanitar’s signet ring to the elestram messenger. 
 
    “It is most certainly not all right,” the harmauth returned.  “Belt your weapons and throw them over to me, and then pick up your things and follow, or I will crush you and deliver your corpses to the magistrate instead.” 
 
    Seanada held her hands up, and the harmauth set her down.  It picked up her elestram longswords and fixed the belt diagonally over its shoulder.  It was awkward, but then it did the same with Kari’s belt and waushims.  The harmauth waited while Kari got her armor back on and then shouldered her pack.  It gestured the women forward first, and then its great hooves began to tread the ground behind them. 
 
    “Vulkinastra…no wonder you snuck across the border,” it snorted, but then it tilted its great, horned head.  “Wait, are you the one that has caused all the ruckus in Sorelizar?” 
 
    “I am,” Kari answered.  “We are expected to meet with His Majesty in Ewuaswi, and were on our way to do just that.” 
 
    “His Majesty is in Ewuaswi?” the harmauth asked no one in particular, coming to a stop.  He regarded Kari and Seanada when they turned to look at him.  In the blink of an eye, he charged forward and threw them each over a shoulder, and set out at as brisk a run as Kari had ever seen from one of the ram-folk.  “You had best hope you are speaking the truth, for if His Majesty is not in Ewuaswi, the magistrate will show you little mercy – as will I.” 
 
    “He will be,” Kari said, trying to sound surer than she felt.  “And if you deliver us to him, you should be well-rewarded.” 
 
    “We shall see,” he said, his long, heavy strides churning into the night with the two women on his great, wide back. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari was exhausted by the time they reached Ewuaswi, having only gotten a few hours’ sleep before the harmauth abducted them.  Riding on his shoulder wasn’t comfortable, but it beat being forced to march to the town with too little sleep.  By the time they reached the town, Kari felt like she had a harmauth-shoulder-sized dent in her guts, and her legs were fuzzy and asleep from insufficient circulation.  Still, that was the least of her concerns once they reached the town. 
 
    Kings Morduri and Emanitar were indeed there, and they came out to meet the harmauth in the early hours of dawn.  The withering glares Kari received from both were nothing short of nerve-wracking, and they gestured her into the inn without a word.  They looked Seanada up and down as well, and Emanitar yanked the front of her armor down enough to see the tattooed fur of her breasts.  He grabbed her by the snout roughly, then, and dragged her into the inn behind Kari, with Morduri bringing up the rear. 
 
    The women were led up to what had to be the grandest room in the establishment, and Emanitar took a moment to speak a few arcane words and make gestures around the room.  Kari didn’t think either the gestures or words were really necessary, but rather a way to let her and Seanada know that the room was being warded against prying eyes, ears, or arcane trickery.  Once that was done, he tossed Seanada onto the bed gruffly and gestured for Kari to take a chair and not move from it. 
 
    Emanitar glared at Kari with no shortage of anger in those golden eyes.  He glanced at Morduri briefly, then Seanada, then settled a scowl back on Kari.  “Would you care to explain just what it is you have been doing?” he asked.  “You were tasked with slaying Amnastru, not starting a civil or inter-realm war.  What were you thinking?” 
 
    Kari started to speak, but stopped.  She looked down at herself, then stood up and pushed the chair back where it came from.  She straightened out before the two demon kings.  When she answered, she did so in beshathan, surprising both of them.  “What was I thinking?  I’ll tell you what I was thinking: I’m not one of your subjects.  Nor am I one of his,” Kari answered, gesturing toward Morduri. 
 
    “Well, this is an interesting way of asking for our help,” Morduri said, sitting on the corner of the bed. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “Asking for your help…?  You two don’t get it, do you?  Yes, you asked me to go kill Amnastru.  Instead, I’ve given you the means to strike an even greater blow against King Sekassus.  You have the opportunity to take over half of his realm, and not only will his people not fight you, they’ll embrace you, and fight for you!” 
 
    “When was that ever a consideration?” Emanitar asked. 
 
    Kari cocked her head.  “Do you enjoy being a coward?” she returned, and the king’s eyes filled with fury.  “Did the Overking take your stones when you surrendered to him?  Maybe that’s why you never managed to sire a child with Koursturaux?” 
 
    “What did you just say to me?” he asked, his ears now angled sharply back, his words coming out in a strained whisper. 
 
    “I called you a coward.  Go ahead, Your Majesty.  Kill me.  It’ll at least be a nice change of pace from what you’ve spent the last ten thousand years doing.  If the taste of the Overking’s feet is so pleasant to you, kill me, put an end to what I’ve been doing, and go back to sulking in your castle and watching football, as if your team being the best means anything at all to your enemies.  Let the people of Tess’Vorg and Sorelizar spend the next ten thousand years hoping some outsider will come save them, since none of you seem to have the gumption.” 
 
    Emanitar stared at her, more intrigued – or was it ashamed? – than angry now, but both Morduri’s and Seanada’s jaws hung open.  “Say it,” the Spotted Lion finally uttered, and Kari cocked her head, confused.  “Say the words to me.  I want to hear the words from your mouth.” 
 
    Kari shook her head, but then it occurred to her.  “Epaxa chi’pri!” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” he whispered in return, tears escaping his eyes as he closed them.  “Epaxa chi’pri, Morduri.  How…how did this happen?  Who turned you into a vulkinastra?” 
 
    “A member of the Ashen Fangs,” Kari answered.  “The Wraith thought it would let me more easily rally people to help me find and kill Amnastru.  But…when I saw what Amnastru and his brothers were doing to the people there, I couldn’t just turn away.  I killed Prince Fesarri and one other, and sent Prince Vassiras back to his father with the message that I would not stop killing his princes until he set the beshathan people free.” 
 
    “Uncle, what have we done?” Morduri asked, wide-eyed, as he rose to his feet. 
 
    “How widespread is this?” Emanitar asked Kari, ignoring Morduri’s question.  “When you promised these people freedom, Kari, did you–” 
 
    “I made sure not to offer freedom from the Overking,” she interrupted, and she could see the relief on both kings’ faces.  “I told them our allegiance is first to the Overking, but that they could overthrow Sekassus and hope to be ruled by you, someone more benevolent.  I offered them hope and prosperity, not true freedom.  I was very careful – at least I think I was – not to provoke action by the Overking.  If there is a war, it should just be between you and Sekassus.” 
 
    The Spotted Lion began pacing around the room.  “What of these whispers I have heard that there was some attack on Sekassus’ very palace?  Was that the Ashen Fangs as well?” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “They’re in this as deep as you and me.  I won’t speak for the Wraith; his reasons are his own, but I ended up caught between the two – or three – of you, and did what I thought was best for everyone.” 
 
    Emanitar stopped and met Kari’s gaze again.  The fury was gone, replaced with what had to be pride, and she could see his mind working to put all the pieces in place.  “This is incredible.  An outsider, an offworlder – a rir, no less – has taken such steps to protect my mother’s people.  I cannot understand it, but I am in awe.  And the fact that you wear the coat of a vulkinastra?  What a brilliant ploy by the Ashen Fangs.  I suspected they would help you in some way, but this is a touch of genius I would have never seen coming.” 
 
    “So who is this, then?” Morduri asked, turning toward Seanada. 
 
    The half-syrinthian changed her shape back to normal, which left her looking a bit funny with the mallasti-sized armor.  Her wings were pinned to her back uncomfortably, but any need to explain her identity was wiped away.  No doubt Morduri and Emanitar knew who the Silent Fang was, and they didn’t ask her any questions yet.  Satisfied with having proven her identity, Seanada returned to her mallasti form and wriggled her armor back into place. 
 
    Morduri turned his attention back to Kari.  “Do you still plan to assassinate Amnastru?” 
 
    “Of course; that was my debt to you.  It’s just proven to be even less straightforward than I had expected,” Kari said with a semi-apologetic gesture. 
 
    “Who taught you to speak our language?” Emanitar asked. 
 
    “The Wraith and Seanada.” 
 
    “You have quite a grasp of it already, and a substantial vocabulary, considering you could scarcely say hello or ask the simplest questions when I first met you.  Do you have any way of contacting the Wraith?  I should quite like to speak to him of his plans going forward.” 
 
    “I can try to contact him through others I know in this area, Your Majesty,” Seanada offered.  Kari suddenly realized she had yet to address either king with their honorific, except to do so sarcastically. 
 
    “Would you see to that?” Emanitar asked, and Seanada agreed.  He gestured for her to take her leave as she pleased, and after receiving a nod from Kari, the assassin left the room.  King Emanitar folded his hands behind his back and looked Kari up and down, a touch of humor reaching his mouth.  “You look terrible.  Go get some sleep; we will continue this conversation when you seem more yourself.  With any luck, perhaps the Wraith will join us, and we will see just how much the Ashen Fangs’ desires align with our own.” 
 
    “Very well…Your Majesty,” Kari said deliberately with a bow. 
 
    “Come, you can use my chambers while we make other preparations,” Morduri said, leading Kari from his uncle’s room. 
 
    Morduri had a similar room at the other end of the building, and he allowed Kari in and then entered behind her.  He shut the door, and Kari glanced at him briefly as she made her way to a good spot to shed her heavy armor.  He was smirking at her, and shook his head when their eyes met.  Kari half-expected him to be upset with her, angry even, and to berate her for putting his uncle in such a precarious position.  It seemed at first glance, though, that he was happy with what she had done to some extent, and maybe even proud. 
 
    “How big a mess have I made?” she asked him. 
 
    Morduri’s wandering eyes came back up to hers once her armored coat was completely off.  “Nothing unsalvageable.  I don’t think my uncle planned to invade or conquer Sorelizar, in whole or in part, any time soon – if ever.  But you have forced him to decide on it, at least.  You speak of the beshathans of Sorelizar as if they truly are your own people, and I think this has swayed his heart more than he might care to admit.  You brought tears to his eyes, Kari; this is something I have never seen in over a thousand years.  I’m not sure you appreciate just what you’ve accomplished.  I’m having a hard time believing it myself.” 
 
    “Not my people,” Kari said with a shrug as she took off her greaves.  “Just people.  They don’t have to be my people to be worth defending.” 
 
    “I quite like you this way,” he said. 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “More attractive covered in fur?  And it being white just makes it that much more special, no?” 
 
    Morduri shook his head.  “That’s not what I meant.  I do find this form more appealing than your true one, though that is simply a matter of being attracted to one’s own kind.  No, I meant more that you truly care now.  When you first came to me, your agreement to my plan was because you felt indebted to Uldriana’s parents, and wanted to repay them somehow for the death of their daughter.  And you wanted to hurt Sekassus.  Now, though…what you are doing is for the benefit of the people, not out of some spite or vengeance, or indebtedness to me.” 
 
    “You care, when you have no easily discernible reason to, aside from character.  It has been some time since I heard the expression epaxa chi’pri, and yet it is so fitting when I look at the facts of this situation.  I brought you here to murder someone; I won’t even bother trying to put it in more polite terms.  But instead, you’ve brought a little bit of light into peoples’ lives, despite the fact that I brought you here for a darker purpose.  Emanitar recognized it, and I think he saw a bit of his mother’s influence in all of this.  It’s…humbling.  You are humbling.” 
 
    “Did you not take me seriously when I said…what I did about the Overking?” Kari asked, suddenly aware that they had left the safety of Emanitar’s wards. 
 
    “I did, but I thought it was delusions of grandeur more than anything.  I think, over these long years since my father died, I forgot what hope looks like.  Yet here I sit on King Emanitar’s side of the border, and I can feel the hope emanating from Sorelizar with every new report and detail we receive.  You can’t do all of this on your own, but if you can give the people this kind of hope, I’m not sure what you think is delusional at all.  It may just be a level of conviction I have never seen.” 
 
    “No, I can’t do it all on my own,” Kari agreed.  “That’s why I want King Emanitar to help.  The hope a king who cares can spread is far more than I can do on my own.” 
 
    “And the hope two kings can spread would be even greater,” he added.  He nodded to Kari’s surprised look.  “We are too far from my realm for me to bring military help here in a timely fashion, but I will go where Emanitar goes, and hopefully show the people they are not just being conquered by a different king, but welcomed to rejoin their related clans in both our realms – within the limitations of the Overking’s law, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kari said, turning down the blankets on the bed.  She yawned.  “I wish your room had a tub, though I’d probably just fall asleep in it.  I haven’t had a proper bath since the night this enchantment was put on me.” 
 
    Morduri chuckled through his nose.  “We will take care of those things after you have had proper rest.  Relax, get some sleep.  If the Wraith is here when you awaken, we will have so very much to talk about.” 
 
    Kari nodded and slipped into bed, and her head had hardly hit the pillow before she was nearly asleep.  She stayed just conscious enough to recognize that Morduri leaned across the bed and gave her a kiss on the side of the snout.  Smiling in her semi-conscious state, she relaxed and drifted to sleep.  It was the dreamless sleep of exhaustion, exactly what she needed. 
 
    When she woke, she was alone in the room.  There was no sign that Morduri had slipped into bed beside her, though that didn’t surprise her.  If he wanted to get amorous, he struck her as the type who would be direct about it.  As she recalled him washing himself in front of her in Emanitar’s bath chamber, she laughed aloud and got out of bed.  There were still some traces of sunlight around the window’s shutters, so she figured she hadn’t slept too late.  Still, it was going to wreak havoc on her schedule.  She’d have to force herself to sleep tonight to get back on it. 
 
    Once she was dressed in the under-armor clothing, Kari opened the door to find Morduri just about to enter.  They were both startled for a moment, but she laughed and he followed suit.  “Did you kiss me before I fell asleep?” 
 
    “No, you must have dreamt that.” 
 
    The demonhunter shook her head.  “You know, for a demon king, you’re awfully bad at lying.  Don’t you go getting either of us into trouble with Emma.” 
 
    Morduri stepped past her into the room with a snort.  “I assure you, getting into trouble with her is an impossibility.  I see her twice per year; do you think she is the only person I share a bed with?  She is the one who means something to me, and that is enough for her.  For both of us.  And as for you…you are an asset to her master.  Her feelings about you are irrelevant.” 
 
    Kari shook her head again.  “Well, that’s only half of it anyway.  You can’t imagine the sort of pushback I’d get if it ever came to light I’d been intimate with a demon king.” 
 
    Morduri grabbed the arm of a couch against the wall opposite the bed, and pulled hard on it.  Kari balked when the wall came away.  At first she thought maybe he was leading her into some secret chamber, but the floor and the furnishings spun along with the wall, replacing the couch with a bathtub.  It was an old-fashioned tub without the indoor plumbing, but it was still an impressive way to put one in a bedroom without it being a constant fixture. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” she muttered. 
 
    “You just might,” he returned.  “Kari, what have you learned since you first came here to Mehr’Durillia?  You learned that the beshathans aren’t demons, yes?  And you have spent the last few weeks apparently learning to regard them not just as people, but as a people you care for.  Why, then, do you continue to call me a demon king?  I am no more a demon than you are.” 
 
    “Force of habit,” she explained, but it felt as pitiful as it sounded.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t imagine how much of an insult it is every time I say it.” 
 
    Morduri made a noncommittal gesture.  “Honestly, I can understand why you regard us all that way.  Outside of the Ancient Ones, though, it isn’t true.  So say what you must in front of your Order and your masters, but when in polite company here, there’s no need to keep up such pretenses.  They know what they are, and we know what we are.  In any case, it’s simpler to just refer to us all as kings, and avoid the need for any such modifiers.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “It’s easier than remembering whether to call you King, Your Majesty, or Lord Irrasitus, at least,” she teased. 
 
    The elestram king snorted, but said nothing.  Kari was surprised when there was a knock at the door.  Answering it, she was met by a pair of mallasti servants who brought in buckets of hot and cold water to fill the tub.  They left brushes and towels once the tub was full, and then departed with respectful bows to Morduri, and less formal bows of the head toward Kari.  The demonhunter was confused, and turned to Morduri for explanation. 
 
    “Turning the panel to bring out the tub sounds a bell in the kitchens,” he said.  “Go ahead, get washed up so we may meet with Emanitar and the others.” 
 
    He started for the door, but Kari called after him.  “Care to join me?” 
 
    Morduri looked at her over his shoulder.  “Another jest?” 
 
    “No, not a jest,” Kari said, shedding her clothes and slipping into the tub.  She settled down in the warm water and let it soak into her fur and the skin beneath.  She let out a long sigh of contentment, and opened her eyes to meet Morduri’s curious gaze.  “You shared your bath with me when we first met; consider this a return of the courtesy.” 
 
    “True, but I did that because the bath chambers of the Overking’s palace are warded against spying of any kind,” he answered.  “Did you not just tell me not to do anything that was going to get us in trouble with Emma?” 
 
    “Didn’t you just tell me that’s nothing to be concerned with?” 
 
    Morduri looked down.  “I can feel it,” he said.  “I can feel my fur turning grey.” 
 
    Kari laughed and grabbed a brush, and began lathering her fur.  She wasn’t sure if such was the typical way a mallasti bathed; other than Morduri, Uldriana was the only other beshathan she’d ever bathed with.  And, she mused, Uldriana had bathed as much to remove the dyes from her fur as to clean herself.  Kari felt dirty on account of not having bathed for several days, but she found she didn’t really smell.  The mallasti carried a peculiar scent, but one that was warm and inviting, and that seemed to be unique from person to person with slight variations.  When she had first been shape-changed, she had to bathe to rid herself of the scent of rir that clung to her.  Now she wondered if bathing might change her scent in the short-term. 
 
    Morduri stood a few feet away from the tub thinking to himself.  At last he shed his leather hunter’s vest and then his trousers, and he stepped into the tub.  Kari gestured for him to turn around and sit with his back to her, which he did after a slight hesitation.  She began to wash his back and his muscular shoulders, and in her mind’s eye, she replaced him with Kris.  She thought of what she’d told Seanada, and had to fight off the urge to sigh, which would only make the elestram king ask questions. 
 
    Kari laughed when Morduri took one of her feet and brought it to his lap, where he began to give her a delicate foot massage.  She thought of Emanitar, Seanada, and whoever else sitting around wondering where the two of them were, and the laughter only deepened.  She reached under his arms and felt his chest muscles.  Despite the lanky appearance of the elestram, which was augmented by fur, he had the sculpted body of an athlete. 
 
    “I know you’re a hunter, but did you ever play sports, like football?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Indeed I did,” he answered.  “I was a goalkeeper for a team for many years.  The duties of being prince interfered with that, though, and to be honest, the mallasti are very rough when they play football.  That’s why you do not see many elestram play in the mallasti games, despite our own fascination with the sport.” 
 
    Kari smiled, finished washing his upper body, and then teased his ears, which flicked rapidly once she released them.  “I think I’m done,” she said, rising to her feet.  She stepped from the tub onto one of the towels, and took up another to begin rubbing down her sodden fur.  Morduri stood and gave the rest of himself a quick wash before he exited the tub as well.  “Have fun explaining why you’re wet to your uncle.” 
 
    Morduri chuckled.  “You are terrible.  Are you still thinking of that man back home?” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I am, but not just of him; of family in general.  I spend so much time on the road or doing some work at the campus these days that I sometimes feel like a stranger in my own home.  And that’s to say nothing of satisfying my, well, more base urges.” 
 
    He cocked his head at her.  “There’s nothing base about desiring intimacy,” he countered.  “We are designed to seek it.  It is a gift from our Celestial Queen, only one we must take care not to abuse.  If I may be so bold as to say so, I think you have honored your departed mate quite well.  It’s time to see to yourself for a change.” 
 
    “I just always hesitate to do that.  There’s always something more important that comes up and needs my attention.” 
 
    “Kari, there is nothing more important than self.  I know that sounds like a defense of being selfish, but it’s not.  You must take care of yourself if you hope to be able to care for others.  Think of it as less selfish to take care of yourself so that you can better see to others,” he explained.  Kari nodded; it did make some sense.  “Now, let’s go meet with the others before we end up finishing this discussion under the covers.”  
 
    “Would that be so bad?” she asked him. 
 
    “No, not bad.  Complicated, yes, but not bad.  But come.” 
 
    He opened the door and Kari followed him toward King Emanitar’s room.  Before they even reached the door, she could sense the form of the Wraith within. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XV – Shifts 
 
      
 
    The Wraith stood roiling on one side of the room.  Seanada stood near him, all of that openness and congeniality Kari had seen now gone.  They looked every bit the assassins they were purported to be, all business and no nonsense.  Seanada had opted for her true form for this meeting, and the Wraith had apparently brought her equipment so that she would cut a more striking figure beside him.  Kari found it interesting that Seanada had shed her false form while her master refrained from doing so, but she kept that thought securely tucked away. 
 
    On the other side of the room, Morduri sat on the edge of the bed, his hands folded before him.  Every so often he would scratch at his fur, which was still drying, but despite the stony gaze he tried to keep up, he was fidgety.  And Kari wasn’t the only one who noticed.  She wondered if the elestram king had ever met the Wraith before, but either way, she was sure he knew nothing of the Ashen Fangs’ true purpose if he was behaving this way. 
 
    Emanitar sat in a padded chair, better maintaining that mask of impassiveness his people were so renowned for.  If he was intimidated at all by the Wraith, it didn’t show, but neither did he give any sign that he knew the shadowy assassin.  On the contrary, he looked unconcerned by the Wraith’s appearance, both physical and symbolic.  Kari had to bear in mind that as good a fighter as the Wraith was, Emanitar was supposedly the oldest living creature on Mehr’Durillia, one of the strongest kings, and currently sitting within his own realm.  After the displays Prince Fesarri had managed in controlling his father’s realm, Kari could only imagine what Emanitar could do on his home soil. 
 
    Kari kept waiting for one side or the other to speak, but it felt like a standoff.  She rolled her eyes; while she didn’t mind being in charge, she did find it unfair that everything seemed to get left to her these days.  It was yet another reason she thought she’d like to have someone like Kris around all the time.  She attracted Emanitar’s attention and gestured around to see if his wards were still in effect, and he gave her a single nod. 
 
    Finally, she cleared her throat and broke the silence.  “Look, we’re all here for the same reasons, or at least really similar ones, so I don’t see the point in staring at each other.  If I knew you all were going to have a staring contest, I’d have taken Morduri under the covers and left you to it.” 
 
    Emanitar turned his impassive gaze on Morduri, who rubbed a hand up the side of his snout and fought off – unsuccessfully – a nervous laugh.  The Wraith roiled in what had to be amusement, and there was a gleam in Seanada’s eye despite maintaining her stone-faced façade. 
 
    “So this has all been your doing?” Emanitar asked, turning back to the Wraith. 
 
    “Not entirely,” the black shadow replied.  “I intended for Lady Vanador to destabilize the area and Sekassus’ rule enough to accomplish her goal, and open other avenues of attack for our people – and yours.  She has instead accomplished far more than I had anticipated, though about as much as I had hoped.” 
 
    The mallasti king’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “Do I know you?  You seem oddly familiar.” 
 
    “We have never met before, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Not as such, no.”  Emanitar waved away his own line of thinking.  “I know you have worked extensively with my former kast’wa in the past, and with many of the other kings.  I must confess, I typically have little use for mercenaries.  What you ask me to do could spell ruin for the plans I already have.  Oh, yes, I know you likely think as our off-world ally does, that I have no plans, having fallen into complacency.  I assure you I have had plans for some time.  This is not my intended path, but if things work out as we would both like, this development may simply accelerate my own plans.” 
 
    “Are you willing to invade Sorelizar?” 
 
    “Invade?  I do not have my standing army with me, nor could I rally them quickly enough to take advantage of the weaknesses you and Kari have exposed.  So, no, invade would not be the proper term.  I am willing, however, to walk into the lands of my enemies and further rally his people against him, to continue the work Kari began.  What concerns me is the involvement of you and yours, for, as I said, I have little use for mercenaries.  What exactly is your goal in all this, as leader of the Ashen Fangs?” 
 
    Seanada put a hand to the Wraith’s shoulder, but it slid through his incorporeal form.  It did attract his attention, though, and he regarded her with those glowing orange eyes before he turned them back to the mallasti king.  “We are not mercenaries, Majesty.  We act as such where it benefits us, to both see to our goals and cover up the true aim of our society.  We are not a guild of mercenaries, spies, and assassins: we are loyalists to your mother.  And our goal…is to put you back on the throne as the rightful heir of Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    Emanitar rose from his chair in one quick, fluid motion.  “Is this some game?” 
 
    “This is no game, Majesty.  I only tell you this because I feel I can trust the other three people in the room with us, and because this room is warded against any eavesdropping.  If not for this unique circumstance, I would still be but a figment of the shadows, manipulating events to bring about our goal without you ever being the wiser.  But you stand at a crossroads, and this decision must ultimately be yours.  I cannot put an unwilling king on a throne; as it stands, it will be an incredible undertaking to put you on it even if you are willing.” 
 
    “So this goes much deeper than simply annexing a part of Sorelizar, then?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.  Conquering Sorelizar as a whole is a longer-term goal, and only the first small step in reclaiming your birthright.  But this was the work of my father, and his father before him.  It has ever seemed such a dream more than something attainable, but ever since the first time this woman,” the Wraith said, indicating Kari, “set foot upon this world, I have been curious.  Without divulging too many specifics, it is not the first time our paths have crossed.  And the fact that she is Salvation’s Dawn cannot be coincidence.” 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” Emanitar whispered, looking at Kari.  He turned back to the Wraith.  “But who are you?” 
 
    “I feel it too early to reveal that, Your Majesty, but if you demand it, I will show you.” 
 
    “No,” the mallasti said, shaking his head.  “No, the mystique is essential to your ability to lead, I am certain.  Keep your secret, as much as I feel I do already know you.  Tell me of your short-term plans.  How much of Sorelizar would I be looking to annex, and how well-defended will it be?  As I said, I do not have my armies with me at this time, so if I were to go there and take possession of a land with no fighters, it could be short-lived.” 
 
    “Prince Amnastru has one of his father’s legions in and around the town of Yugava,” the shadow answered.  “That is the only significant force within reach of the lands you would seek to take in your initial assault.  Your strength is well-known to me, Majesty: you would have little trouble destroying even a full legion of Sorelizarian soldiers.  However, there should be little need to do so: your presence would only serve to draw them near, while Lady Vanador and the Silent Fang accomplish their surgical strike.” 
 
    “The killing of Amnastru,” Morduri interjected at last. 
 
    “And The Vandrasse,” Kari added, drawing everyone’s attention.  “She’s going to be with Prince Amnastru, I’m pretty sure.  If they’re watching the border because they expect an attack, then there may even be other princes with Amnastru.  But I have sort of a crazy idea that just may work anyway, because no one will ever expect it.  And we don’t even have to wait for King Emanitar to gather his armies for an attack.” 
 
    She had everyone’s attention, so Kari utilized her best imitation of Aeligos’ speaking gestures.  “We need to get Mastriana back from Kaatherai,” she told the Wraith, but she never got the chance to finish. 
 
    “You want Mastriana to be in two places at once?” he interrupted. 
 
    “Thanks for stealing my thunder,” she grumbled, drawing chuckles from the others.  “But yes: you send the real Mastriana to Gaeshokk with King Emanitar, while I sneak toward Yugava with Seanada.  If Mastriana can rally the people of Gaeshokk, Haestronn, and maybe Saovonn, Amnastru will have to turn the legions to the south and west, and try to eliminate her on his own.  She’ll be safely with one or both of our kings here, and the shift should expose either Amnastru or The Vandrasse to Seanada and I.” 
 
    “How do you propose I sneak across the border?” Emanitar asked. 
 
    Kari put a hand to her chin.  “Well, if you’ll forgive me saying so, Your Majesty, you are…rather plain-looking,” she said, and his brows arched to their limits.  “I just mean you look like most of your people.  There isn’t some characteristic that makes you stand out, except maybe the way you dress, as opposed to someone like Morduri, who’s the only elestram I’ve ever seen with purple eyes.  As far as getting across the border itself, I think you can cross into the farmlands east of Gaeshokk.  They might be watching the border that far south, but even if they are, their forces will be thin enough that even someone who wasn’t a king would probably be able to break through.” 
 
    “The problem this raises is that I don’t think Mastriana is a fighter, is she?” Kari added as she turned back to the Wraith. 
 
    “Hardly,” he answered. 
 
    “Even once this is done, she’s going to need to stay close to someone who can protect her.  I’d recommend King Emanitar himself, for several reasons.  And that’s only after all is said and done.  In the meantime, the people are going to expect her to be a fighter.  She’s going to have to look the part, if not act it.” 
 
    “What do we know of enemy troop movements?” Morduri asked.  “Are we going to encounter further legions than just the one Prince Amnastru has with him?” 
 
    “No,” the Wraith said with a shake of his head.  “They are being kept close to the king after the destruction wrought upon his palace.  Further smaller attacks and incidents have been planned for some time going forward to keep the king pinned down in his capital city while we execute our work here in the south.” 
 
    Kari considered her many games of chess with King Koursturaux and the lessons she learned from the demoness regarding multi-faceted plans.  “Maybe I’m thinking too straightforward,” she said.  “Maybe what we should do is all head to Gaeshokk, and from there, send either myself or Mastriana to one of the other towns that haven’t been abandoned.  Cause a ruckus in both places, and force Amnastru to split his forces since he won’t know which is the real Mastriana – or I suppose the troublesome one is more accurate.” 
 
    “Where does this leave King Morduri?” Seanada asked. 
 
    “Yes, where do you want me?” he echoed to Kari. 
 
    Kari raised a finger and made as if she was about to speak, then closed her mouth and shook her head.  It had the desired comedic effect, and she smiled.  “Considering his relationship with King Emanitar, my instinct is to have him rally the forces of Tess’Vorg for any eventual invasion of Sorelizar, or else to defend against any counter-invasion.  The people here know him well enough that King Emanitar should be able to put his nephew in charge while he slips into Sorelizar.  With those purple eyes, though, he’s probably going to be identified on sight if he enters Sorelizar.” 
 
    “Good thinking, and not a bad idea at all,” the elestram king told his uncle. 
 
    Emanitar bobbed his head slightly.  “I will begin making preparations for that at once.”  He stared directly at the Wraith.  “Is this all in line with your thinking?” 
 
    “Very much so,” the black shadow answered.  “My goal is to crush Sekassus utterly, but it has always been my expectation that it would take some time.  In the course of setting up our eventual strike, we will accomplish your goal: kill Amnastru.  And then we will get this woman back to her family, as much as her presence here is ever a boon to us.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, did you manage to get a message to my people who were supposed to follow me to Anthraxis?” Kari asked. 
 
    “There was no one in Anthraxis to deliver the message to.  If someone was supposed to follow you, they have yet to arrive.” 
 
    Kari considered that.  “Well, I haven’t really been gone all that long.  Maybe they haven’t sent anyone yet.  Hard to know, since I didn’t leave specific instructions.  Ah well, if we get this done quickly, I won’t really have to worry about it.” 
 
    “We will take this as it comes,” King Emanitar said.  “Let us proceed with this plan we have devised, but with a specific contingency: if we cannot separate Amnastru from his legions, we will all move against him directly.  I would prefer that he fall at Lady Vanador’s hands for symbolic reasons and to boost morale, but you are correct: she has been here too long already.” 
 
    “There is one other wrinkle,” Kari added.  “Seanada’s mother and brother have been taken prisoner by Amnastru.  We need to rescue them.” 
 
    “Leave that to me,” the Wraith said, turning his eyes back to Seanada.  “I will see to their freedom; the rest of you continue as planned.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” the half-syrinthian assassin said, letting a bit of raw emotion show. 
 
    He turned back to Kari.  “I cannot aid you directly in killing either Prince Amnastru or The Vandrasse; to do so would be a direct declaration of war against King Sekassus, but would also harm our trustworthiness with relation to the other kings.  I think you understand we must be able to ‘work with’ the other kings to continue setting them up to fall, and the true reason behind our society and the many who are members of it must be kept secret.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kari said.  “Let’s get a message to Mastriana to return here as soon as possible.  In the meantime, what we need is some ghosts.  Can you have some of your people in Sorelizar draw Amnastru’s attention, but away from Gaeshokk and the southeastern border?” 
 
    “Of course.  Your Majesty, is there anything else you require of me?” 
 
    Emanitar shook his head.  “All questions and discussions for another time.  You have work to be done; do not let me delay you.  Go, and do what needs doing.” 
 
    The Wraith’s roiling form clearly bowed to the mallasti king.  “Seanada, you are with me.  Lady Vanador, you work with the kings to prepare logistics and a rough timetable for our plan.  We will see you again soon.” 
 
    “Will do,” Kari agreed. 
 
    The two members of the Ashen Fangs left.  Emanitar shut the door behind them, then fixed Kari with the full intensity of that golden-eyed gaze.  “How certain are you that we can trust them?” he asked her. 
 
    “Those two people you just met…have saved or defended the lives of my children on several occasions, and the Wraith even saved my life directly once.  I don’t know that there’s anything else they could do that would make me trust them more.  Are they really interested in putting you back on your mother’s throne?  I can’t say for sure, but from all the interactions I’ve had with them, it seems the most reasonable explanation for their actions.” 
 
    “This is a massive risk,” Emanitar said.  “The Council will be coming into session in just a few weeks’ time.  This plan will have to come to fruition decisively and with little delay, else the Council session will give Sekassus valuable time in counteracting us.” 
 
    “I have no plans to still be here when the Council comes into session,” Kari said.  “So we’d better get a move on.  You should get changed into something less conspicuous, go down to the marketplace, and get us some supplies for the journey.”  Emanitar blinked slowly.  “Hey, if you want to give the impression that you’re just some mallasti commoner, better to get started on that now.” 
 
    “I think she has you there, uncle,” Morduri chuckled. 
 
    “You two are enjoying this entirely too much,” the mallasti king said.  He made his way over to the room’s armoire and opened it up.  Most of the clothing he had was of a regal bearing, but he did have some outfits that looked less-than-majestic.  They looked to be the outfits he might wear when lounging about or after a bath.  Still, he had a proud demeanor to him even once he was wearing the less-appealing clothes. 
 
    “No, no.  Come here,” Kari said, then caught herself.  “…Your Majesty.” 
 
    Emanitar stood before her, and Kari yanked on his garments.  His brow scrunched up when he straightened out again, but she started ruffling his fur and tugging on his ears.  “What are you doing…?” 
 
    Kari lifted his chin up and met his eyes evenly.  “Whatever I may have said earlier about you acting like a coward, you’ve got a regal bearing about you that’s unmistakable.  You need to slouch a bit…look somewhat – I don’t know the right word – messy and common.  We have to be able to get you out of the city without anyone knowing until we’ve crossed the border.  You need to look and act the part of commoner.” 
 
    “I tried that once,” the mallasti king said, glancing at Morduri, who laughed.  “I once tried to walk the lands the way my nephew does.  It was strange…to spend so much time trying to be one of the people, only to realize I was not accustomed to being treated as such.” 
 
    “My people don’t treat me like a commoner,” Morduri said.  “They just treat me as a royal who cares about them, but the respect and the courtesies are still always there.  I admit, it would be interesting to experience life without them.” 
 
    Kari took off his jewelry and anything else that made him stand out at first glance.  It was fortunate he had rather common golden eyes, but something else occurred to Kari.  “Do your people wear wedding bands or similar tokens?” 
 
    “No,” Emanitar answered.  “The hands of male and female are bound with simple string to represent their bond during the ceremony.  Sometimes, the male will wear this string as a necklace going forward.” 
 
    “Then let’s get you one to wear.  If people think you’re married, they’re less likely to think you’re their king on sight, no matter how similar you may look.  And hopefully none of the women will take a troublesome interest in you.” 
 
    The kings both chuckled at that.  They found something suitable among the sundries in the room.  Without his jewelry and with his fur disheveled and plain clothing, he looked the part. 
 
    “Remember to seem stingy.  Haggle for everything.  And make sure you pay and don’t get aggravated if you feel unfairly treated.” 
 
    Emanitar snorted.  “Of course.  Very well, then.  I shall return shortly.” 
 
    “And talk like a commoner.  You know, like me.” 
 
    He smirked and departed. 
 
    Kari turned to Morduri then, and the elestram king looked about as if trying to find something he should be doing.  “Don’t worry, your sole job right now…is to buy me a drink.” 
 
    “I think I can manage that,” he said. 
 
    They went down to the commons for a while, where Kari indulged in one of the sweet berry alcohols of the mallasti.  Morduri went through several tall glasses of beer in the same span, and Kari found his utter lack of inebriation only slightly less fascinating than the glasses the drinks came in.  They stayed quiet on sensitive matters, and Kari got the impression that the people of Tess’Vorg this far south had little idea who Morduri was.  She wondered if it meant their precautions with his eye color might be unnecessary, but it was better to err on the side of caution regardless. 
 
    Emanitar returned after a while and shared a drink with them.  Kari noticed that his robe was slightly dirty now, as though he’d done a bit more to enhance his disguise while out and about.  He had a few satchels of dry goods needed for their trek, and mentioned that the people seemed to be more willing to make small talk with him when they weren’t sure who he was at first sight.  Amusingly, when he finished his drink, he arranged for a regular room, and left the larger one upstairs unoccupied.  Once the arrangements were made, he bid Kari – or Mastriana, rather – and Morduri goodnight and left them at the bar. 
 
    “I suppose I’d better arrange for a room.  Or maybe I can steal his,” Kari commented. 
 
    “You could always share mine,” Morduri said.  He didn’t look at her, but he twisted his lips to the side and then finished his beer. 
 
    “I guess I could do that,” she said.  “I already know the bed’s comfortable.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t tired, but she wanted to make sure she slept the night through and stayed on her usual schedule.  Even pulling one all-nighter could be dangerous, and since she had children, it was more and more important that she was up with the dawn and ready for them.  She finished her drink, which was just strong enough to loosen her up without getting fuzzy-minded.  Morduri started toward the stairs without paying, but then came back and laid a handful of marks on the bar before Kari could say anything. 
 
    Chuckling the entire way, they went to Morduri’s room and got undressed on opposite sides of the bed.  He lay down on his side facing her, propping himself up on an elbow, and the humor had not left his expression.  He started to say something, but Kari touched his whiskers lightly, then leaned in and kissed him on the side of his snout.  He started to speak again, but she rubbed her nose against his. 
 
    The humor left his expression, replaced briefly by confusion before he leaned in and kissed her in return.  Kari had no idea what to expect, but he tilted his head and kissed her nose to nose, more like a human would.  Rir kisses were different, concentrating more on the neck in amorous situations, versus on the side of the snout to show affection.  Morduri’s kiss was strong yet not forceful, and the taste of his tongue was something entirely new to Kari. 
 
    She pulled away from him after a few moments.  “You’re sure Emma isn’t going to be upset?” she asked, but didn’t let him answer right away.  “Because you know how this works.  If she gets mad, it’s not going to be at me, and then you’re going to have two women that want to tear a strip out of your hide.” 
 
    He leaned on his elbow again.  “I thought I explained it well enough the first time.  I see her for two weeks out of each year…but she is the one I consider my mate.  And I don’t see it having any effect on your relationship with her.” 
 
    “Because I’m not a threat to replace her?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Good,” Kari said, and she leaned in to kiss him again. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari lay with her head on Morduri’s chest, silently wondering how long it had been since she’d stayed in bed this late.  Dawn had passed hours before.  After both woke up with the rising of the sun, she and Morduri had picked up where they left off the night before.  Now, their passions having run their course, they lay snuggled in the warm bed, contemplating what the day would bring.  They had to wait for the real Mastriana to return from Kaatherai, which left them stymied until she arrived. 
 
    The thought of spending a few more nights and mornings with the elestram king appealed to her.  It had been well over a year since Kari had enjoyed the sort of intimacy they’d shared.  While Grakin had continued to make love to her any way he could even after Dracon’s Bane had rendered him impotent, it wasn’t the same.  And in the six months since his passing, Kari had experienced a loneliness and a longing she hadn’t felt in ages. 
 
    Morduri wasn’t her ideal lover, but there were a great many things she appreciated about him strictly as a partner.  Where Grakin had always been gentle and accommodating, Morduri, by contrast, was more dominant and forceful.  There was still an underlying gentleness to him: he didn’t treat her as someone to dominate, but he led her in their intimacy rather than waiting to see what she wanted to do.  It seemed so much the opposite of what Kari thought she wanted, and yet she had reacted well to it. 
 
    Even now, he stroked the soft white fur at the back of her head, teasing her rounded ears to make them flick every so often.  No, it certainly wouldn’t be a bad thing to spend a few more days this way to Kari’s thinking, but it wasn’t what she wanted most.  He would never be hers, and every day she spent here was another day apart from the man she really wanted to be with.  She couldn’t readily explain the impulsiveness that had led to them cuddling together like this, either, so as much as she enjoyed it, she also realized it was something fleeting. 
 
    Kari rose up, still leaning on his chest, and met those intense, nearly-glowing purple eyes of his.  “No regrets?” he asked her before she could say anything. 
 
    “No regrets,” she answered with a smile.  She poked the end of his nose playfully, and he pulled her down gently for another kiss.  Beshathan kisses were still a bit alien to her, but she found she liked them.  When they’d finished, they rubbed their noses together for a few moments before Kari added, “Council session in a few weeks.  You get to see Emma again.” 
 
    There was no mistaking that smile.  He wasn’t uncomfortable lying in bed with Kari after having spent the better part of this morning and the night before making love, even when his thoughts turned to his mate.  Whatever Kari thought of his love life, she could see in his eyes and expression that what he’d said was true: he may lie with other women, but Emma was the one he loved.  And Kari had nothing to worry about with regard to him falling for her. 
 
    “You know if we can overthrow her master, she’ll be free?” Kari whispered, and he met her eyes again, searching.  “Long-term goal, of course, and I can’t make you any promises, but if I can help get you two together, I will.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” he said with little change in his expression.  “But I think that’s what I like most about you.  You’re a bit unpredictable.  I have an idea what to expect from you because of your heart, but you go beyond the expected – all the time.  Here I lay, having just made love to a woman who, not so very long ago, hated or at least distrusted all of my people.  And who still wasn’t sure how much she could trust me just a few weeks ago.” 
 
    Kari rose to a sitting position and finally got out of bed.  “I can’t explain it myself,” she said as she stretched out.  “But I still don’t have any regrets.” 
 
    He tugged on her tail and she laughed.  Kari walked over and pulled on the arm of the couch to spin the wall and floor around and reveal the washtub.  Soon enough, the servants had brought water for a bath, and she took the time to get washed up.  Despite her expectations, Morduri stayed in bed and watched her bathe, but didn’t do so himself until she got out and was dressed again.  She left him to his washing, got dressed, and made her way downstairs to get some breakfast. 
 
    Seanada was in the commons when Kari arrived, returned to the handsome mallasti form.  She gestured for the demonhunter to join her.  Kari smiled as she sat down, and the morning keeper came and offered her the day’s meal choices.  Once he left to go have her breakfast prepared, Kari turned back to Seanada to ask what she and the Wraith had put into motion the night before. 
 
    “My word, you are positively glowing,” Seanada said, beholding Kari curiously.  “Did you – oh, my.  You really did spend the night with King Morduri?” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “What of it?” 
 
    “Did you not heed the warning of Diszaro?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say mallasti females only go into season once per century?” 
 
    Seanada shook her head, waved a hand, and looked around the commons suspiciously, but they were the only occupants.  “That is not what I meant.  He told you that you would not just look like a mallasti, Kari, but that you would become a mallasti.”  Kari shrugged, unsure of what the assassin was trying to say.  “I would never suspect that you would lie with Morduri, but being in this form has clearly changed your interests and desires.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kari said, considering it.  Would she have ever slept with Morduri normally?  Now that she thought about it, she didn’t think so.  She didn’t think he’d have been interested in her rir form, even if she would have.  Had the shape-shifting really altered her perspective that much?  If so, would her usual prejudices and feelings return with her normal form? 
 
    Strangely, she hoped not. 
 
    Kari shrugged again.  “I certainly enjoyed myself,” she said.  “Haven’t had a night and morning like that since before I had children.” 
 
    Seanada chuckled, but her expression turned somber.  “I had not considered that.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Kari said.  She went quiet as the innkeeper brought her some bread and eggs, along with a steamy cup of tea.  He set her things down, bowed to her, and then left Kari and Seanada to their conversation.  “So, did our friend leave?  And was a messenger sent out to Kaatherai?” 
 
    “You may speak freely when it is just Rikkash here in the commons with us,” Seanada said, indicating the innkeeper.  He bowed his head again when Kari looked at him.  “He is one of our number, and our secrets are safe with him.  To answer your questions, an elestram runner was sent in the night to Kaatherai, and my master went to do as he promised.” 
 
    “Things are going to start moving quickly once Mastriana returns,” Kari said, and the assassin nodded.  “I know you’ll probably want to stay with your family for a time once this is all said and done, but can you return me home?” 
 
    Seanada shook her head.  “I cannot take others across the barriers with me; my power is one for myself only.  I can, however, go and fetch someone from Citaria that can meet you in Anthraxis and take you home, if nothing is already arranged by then.  On the other hand, have you considered…” 
 
    “What?” Kari asked as she trailed off. 
 
    “If you stay in this form until you leave, you may have the power to return home on your own.  You will need a bit of tutelage, but I can provide that.  I was trained in the arcane by the mallasti, after all.” 
 
    “Not sure I’d trust myself to try something that risky.” 
 
    “That is an issue in itself.  The arcane responds to your force of will; if you doubt what you can do, then you will find there is good reason for that doubt.  After your unfocused attack in Saovonn, you are likely already working at a disadvantage.  You must bear in mind: you lack focus because you are untrained.  When you have been taught to focus, there will be little that is beyond your ability if you will it to be so.” 
 
    “My sister-in-law is the arcanist,” Kari said.  “I never considered myself smart enough to learn, but if it’s already in me, I suppose there’s no harm in trying.” 
 
    “We will focus your lessons primarily on moving one’s self,” the assassin said.  “There is little need to teach you the nuances of attack, and those of defense are already well-known to you.  So I will teach you to move yourself, and to access the dream.” 
 
    “The dream?” 
 
    “It is how the mallasti refer to the cosmos,” Seanada said, waving her hand at the ceiling as though the night sky were above them.  “To move among worlds requires a staggering amount of willpower, for the bounds of space and time are infinite.  An unfocused mind could end up on a world they did not intend or, worse, trapped within their own consciousness, a world unto its own.  Do not let these words trouble you; I will teach you focus, and your connection to your home and the love you have for those there will make it very simple, I am certain.” 
 
    Kari thought about home.  She could see the faces of her mother-in-law, her siblings by marriage, her friends, her coworkers, and especially her children.  She could imagine the estate, walking amongst its vineyards and running her hands along the leaves that crept off the vines.  She could see the syrinthians tending to her fields, and her human employees picking the fruits off the vines.  The image came so powerfully that she could smell the very earth, and hear the workers chatting pleasantly while they worked. 
 
    She snapped to when Seanada suddenly grabbed her arm, the disguised assassin’s eyes wide with shock.  “What is it?” 
 
    “You nearly left us,” Seanada said.  “You were accessing the dream all on your own, and I felt the buildup of arcane power.  You nearly took yourself home.  This may be much easier than I expected.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Kari chuckled. 
 
    She finished her breakfast, and Seanada took her outside of town, out near where she had trained with the Wraith before.  Unlike Uldriana teaching Sonja, these lessons were simpler, each intended to have Kari focus on bringing about a specific result.  There were the easy ones, such as calling forth a light source, then the slightly more complicated ones, such as strengthening Kari’s shield of faith.  Hours went by and Kari still never felt particularly proficient, but she was learning quickly, which pointed to Seanada being a better teacher than either of them might have expected. 
 
    The dream was fascinating to Kari, but Seanada kept their jaunts into it short-lived.  With the half-syrinthian entering the state alongside her, Kari felt more grounded and in control, but it still felt wild and risky.  They would sit cross-legged, facing each other, and Seanada would take Kari’s hands in her own.  From there, it was almost indescribable; Kari would feel her conscious mind leave her body, though she could never look down on herself, only up into the endless expanse of the heavens. 
 
    It made her think of watching Sakkrass step off the top of his pyramidal temple and out among the stars in the dream she had of him years before.  It was different, though: Seanada would lead Kari out amongst that empty vastness, and then to another world, hovering somehow weightless in the dark.  Looking at Citaria from above, Kari was fascinated; she had seen maps of the various lands of her world, but to actually see them from above was humbling.  She could see Askies in all its detail, and spot the harbor of DarkWind even from among the stars. 
 
    “If you wish to arrive there, you need only focus on where you wish to go, and then descend there in your mind.  Start slowly at first; eventually, you will learn to gauge movements well enough to approach at the speed of your thoughts, and this travel will become instantaneous.  For now, it will take you a little time.  Do be careful, however, to not wander and explore the heavens.  There are many worlds out there, many places, but most are inhospitable, and you do not wish to end up trapped there by mistake.” 
 
    Kari thought again of Earth, the mythical home world of the humans, and where it may lie in the blanket of stars and planets around her.  She resisted the urge to search, however, wary of ending up somewhere she couldn’t find her way home from.  This power was purely amazing, but Kari understood implicitly the risks that went with its usage.  Her people had long thought of Mehr’Durillia as the Underworld, but it was entirely possible she could find some place that truly was like the underworld by comparison. 
 
    They swam back, for lack of a better term, until they reached Mehr’Durillia again.  Kari was so unfamiliar with the world that she could hardly recognize anything but one feature: the angry red epicenter of the Overking’s conquest.  Like an old stab wound that had crusted over but never healed, it stood out starkly from the open plains, hills, and forests of the realms to its north that Kari was familiar with.  She saw the mountainous wall that sealed off Mas’tolinor from the rest of the land mass, and she marveled at how extensive Koursturaux’s lands were: Kari couldn’t even see its farthest edges from where she hovered. 
 
    “Think of your body, sitting in the field by Ewuaswi,” Seanada said.  “Come back to it, and to me.” 
 
    Kari opened her eyes and found the half-syrinthian in her mallasti guise smiling at her.  “That was…incredible,” Kari said, breathless.  “Is it always like that when you cross between worlds?” 
 
    “I do it much more quickly than you do, so I think perhaps much of the wonder has lost its luster for me,” Seanada admitted.  “Perhaps I should do it more slowly when I am not in any real rush to get from one place to another.” 
 
    “So now I know how to get home.  I’m tempted to go and see my children, then come back, but I don’t think this form would be well-received in DarkWind,” Kari mused. 
 
    “No, I imagine you would be captured and held until…you came back and passed some sort of judgment,” the assassin said with a chuckle.  “Also, bear in mind that when you returned, you would land in Anthraxis, no matter where you might intend to go.  The city will pull you like the magnetic pole pulls the needle of your compass.  There is no escaping it that I am aware of.” 
 
    “Magnetic pole…?” Kari blurted, but she waved off her own confusion.  She might not know the specifics, but the reference to the compass explained itself.  “I guess I can get myself home like this, but I’ll have to find a hidden spot to land so I can take the time to end this shape-changing and get dressed in my own things.” 
 
    Seanada nodded.  “Is there anything else you would like me to show you about arcane power?” 
 
    “I think that’s enough for now.  My mind’s going in so many directions all at once.” 
 
    “I imagine your time with King Morduri has only exacerbated that,” Seanada said, a sly grin creeping across her face.  Kari smiled along with her.  “Forgive me, I should not tease you, not when you have been so open-eared and understanding when the subject of my own love life has come up.  It just seemed a bit out of character for you, for as little as I realize I know you even after so many months living with your family.” 
 
    “I suppose it was,” Kari admitted.  “I know I don’t speak much about it, but you know I was resurrected, Seanada.  In my previous life, I died of the same condition that killed Grakin.  I knew I was dying, and I had limited time to spare for myself because I never gave up my work, even when death was staring me in the face.  I took comfort with a lot of different men over the years.  I’m not proud of it, but now I think what Morduri said yesterday was right.  I have to start thinking of myself a little more if I want to have more of myself to give to causes like this.  Not to say I’m going to go back to that lifestyle, but…” 
 
    “I think I understand,” Seanada said when Kari trailed off.  “You have been hesitant to replace your husband, even fleetingly.  You found release in being intimate with Morduri, yes?” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I didn’t feel like I thought I would.  I was worried I was going to feel like I was betraying Grakin, and even the rest of my family.  But I didn’t.  It was a wonderful night of passion, and yet Grakin is still in my heart, just as…”  Kari trailed off again and covered what she was about to say with a smile. 
 
    “Just as Emma is still foremost in his,” Seanada said.  “I know; I have seen them together in Anthraxis enough to recognize it, no matter what the Overking may think.” 
 
    “I do feel like I probably owe her an apology, for some reason.” 
 
    Seanada smiled.  “That does not surprise me, knowing you.  Being a slave, born to a life of submission and little personal consideration, she would probably appreciate that more than you could know.” 
 
    “Do you think she’d be angry?” 
 
    “To know that her lover spends his time apart from her with someone like you, I think might actually make her respect the both of you more.  I would be jealous in her place, but if she knows you even half as well as I do, I think it will say a lot to her that her lover sees many of the same characteristics in you two.” 
 
    “Hmph, I hadn’t even thought of that,” Kari said.  She would’ve never thought of herself having anything in common with Emma other than perhaps a sense of duty.  But even then, Emma’s sense of duty had more to do with being a slave than her own desires.  Did Morduri see some similarities in them, attracting him to Kari enough to make love to her? 
 
    They returned to the inn for an early supper, having skipped lunch to continue in their arcane practice.  Morduri joined them for dinner, and paid Seanada little mind when he invited Kari to his bed again.  There was no judgment in Seanada’s eyes when Kari met them, but it didn’t feel right this time.  She had shared something wonderful with him, but for some reason, now that she understood part of why she had, she didn’t want to sully it by making a habit of it, even for just a couple of days. 
 
    “I think I will be staying the night with Seanada,” Kari said quietly, not bothering to use the assassin’s assumed name in the privacy they had. 
 
    To her surprise, Morduri smiled.  He rose from his chair and gave her a little kiss on the side of her snout, then bid the two women good night and excused himself to turn in early.  Kari and Seanada shared a few drinks before they retired to a room with a double-sized bed.  They got settled in, and Kari fell asleep pretty easily, as she usually did after having a drink or two. 
 
    She floated around in the dream – not just her dreams, but in that place outside of her own body.  It was wondrous, but she made certain not to focus on any particular destination.  She looked down upon Mehr’Durillia, then at its warmth-giving sun, and then at the other shining specks spread out in the same vicinity.  Kari knew that Citaria had sister planets in her orbit of their sun, but nevertheless she found herself intrigued to see Mehr’Durillia did as well. 
 
    She fell back into her body when she sensed something odd nearby.  She sat up in bed to find Seanada already getting dressed, and the prickly sensation told Kari that the Wraith had returned.  Dawn was already upon them, so Kari had two good reasons to get out of bed.  She got dressed along with Seanada, and the two made their way downstairs to the commons.  There was a wagon sitting out front with four of the mousivas hitched to it, and the Wraith floated through the door just a few moments before it opened. 
 
    Seanada’s eyes went wide when the Wraith’s companions came in.  “Mama!” 
 
    Ilsara Te’Montasi beheld the mallasti woman curiously.  “Pardon?” 
 
    The Wraith put a roiling hand of black shadow to Ilsara’s shoulder.  “You must forgive the deception, but it was necessary.  That is your daughter, Seanada.” 
 
    “My baby!” Ilsara cried in a rush of tears, dashing forward to embrace Seanada. 
 
    Aedrien came up much slower, a smirk on his face.  “I had a feeling it was a lie of some kind when they told us you’d been killed,” he said, joining his mother and sister in their hug. 
 
    Kari approached the Wraith.  “That was fast.  How did you…?” 
 
    “Our people had already seen to their rescue; my place was solely to cause enough of a disturbance to get them across the border.  This has raised several issues with regard to Prince Amnastru’s vigilance along the border now, but we will discuss that in due time.”  He paused, then, his orange eyes turning on Kari completely.  He leaned toward her, and despite his smoky form, he clearly sniffed at her.  “And just what have you been up to in my absence?” 
 
    Kari laughed but didn’t answer.  The sound drew Ilsara’s attention, and the woman turned to the demonhunter, looking her up and down.  “Then you must be…?” 
 
    “Yes, but we will not speak of it here,” the Wraith answered. 
 
    “Seanada and I share a room upstairs.  Let’s go up there and talk,” Kari suggested, and they all left the less private confines of the commons. 
 
    “We have much to discuss,” the Wraith said, his stare lingering on Kari. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVI – Feints and Maneuvers 
 
      
 
    Ilsara and Seanada shared a tearful, joyful reunion while Kari and the Wraith took turns explaining the events of the previous couple of weeks.  Ilsara didn’t even care much for the details, thrilled to have her daughter back, alive and well.  They went down to the commons to share some breakfast once it became obvious to the Wraith that there would be little discussion about their plans going forward. 
 
    Kari sat on the edge of her bed with only the Wraith in the room with her.  She expected him to make some comment about her relationship with Morduri.  What else could he have been thinking after sniffing her in the common room?  He held her under that expressionless stare, but after a few minutes, his shadowy form billowed toward the door and latched it.  He then assumed the form of the handsome elestram male. 
 
    “What do you think of Seanada’s emotional state?” he asked.  It wasn’t what Kari was expecting from him, and the question confused her at first.  “The hour for action is nearly upon us; does she seem in the proper frame of mind to do as we need her to?” 
 
    “Not having to worry about her family will probably make her more focused,” Kari said.  “Perhaps we should have Ilsara and Aedrien stay here in Ewuaswi, and let her think only of the mission once we leave.” 
 
    He nodded.  “My thoughts exactly.  This gambit will be risky enough without any of us being concerned about family in the way.  We will arrange for them to stay here until we have accomplished our goals, and King Emanitar has either made his move or abandoned allying with us, whichever comes to pass.” 
 
    “He won’t abandon you,” Kari said with a shake of her head.  “Whatever plans he may have had, this is bigger and more immediate – and the setup is already in place.  I think after what I said to him yesterday, you’ll find him more active in opposing his fellow kings.” 
 
    “We shall see.  So, what then of King Morduri?” 
 
    “What of him?” Kari asked, suddenly feeling a little defensive. 
 
    “You were intimate with him?” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    The Wraith tilted his head.  “That was…most unexpected.  Did you not heed Diszaro’s warnings?  Did you stop to think at all how complicated things could become if you were to conceive a child with him?” 
 
    “If what Seanada told me is correct, there shouldn’t be anything to worry about.” 
 
    “Because Seanada is a mallasti, or an expert on them?  Lady Vanador, while Diszaro may have turned you into a mallasti, there are certain variables he left to chance, due mainly to your opposition to being poked and prodded.  Your people’s conception works differently, and it is possible that even in this form, you may retain characteristics of your normal body – such as going into season as a reaction to unprotected mating.” 
 
    “That might have been helpful to know at the start,” she muttered. 
 
    “As I said, this was quite unexpected,” he countered, then sighed.  “I suppose it will have little bearing on our immediate plans.  I simply hope this does not complicate your life any further than it already is.” 
 
    “Oh, please don’t give me the disappointed father speech,” Kari said, rising to her feet.  “Considering you offered to lie with me–” 
 
    “In your normal form, and knowing your answer would be no.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Whatever.  Either way, it’s not your business nor your concern.” 
 
    The Wraith made an impatient gesture.  “After all the planning that has gone into these most recent events, one of my most important allies being taken out of the fight for a year or more is most certainly my business and my concern.”  Kari had to concede that point, and she looked at him rather sheepishly as she returned to her seat on the edge of the bed.  “I am not judging you, Lady Vanador, merely concerned that this may cause issues with our plans as they stand.  I am no stranger to the loneliness I have no doubt holds you in its grip.” 
 
    “I thought you said you had a wife?” 
 
    There was a pause as deep and black as the wraith-like form he could assume.  “I lost her a long time ago,” he said, sitting down opposite her.  “Not as you have lost your husband.  We have grown cold and apart from each other.  She is my wife, my lifemate, and she will ever be, but we rarely see each other, and have not been intimate in…I cannot say precisely how long.” 
 
    “What happened between you?” 
 
    Another pause, and then he began to speak, “Our marriage was a grand affair.  We pledged ourselves to each other from a young age, and once my studies and examinations were complete, we wed.  We were the most celebrated couple in our entire city, expected to produce some of the most intelligent and physically capable children, despite the modest profession that I learned from my father.  She went into season just a few years after we were wed, and conceived easily.  Once again, we were the center of the city’s attention, and we were flooded with gifts, well-wishes, and even received a hand-written letter of congratulations from our king.” 
 
    He blew out a long sigh through his nose.  “I am not certain how common a miscarriage is among your people, but due to the long periods of time between our females going into season, they are extremely rare among us,” he said, and Kari felt like her heart had stopped.  “We are not like the mallasti in such matters.  To lose one or two of a litter is not so uncommon; our females conceive many so that the strong will survive.  To lose all of them, though…is most typically regarded as a bad omen.” 
 
    “All those revelers, the many well-wishers…all those people now regarded us as bad luck.  Most of the city turned away from us.  We were not directly forced out, but my wife became so burdened with grief that we left.  We moved to another city, far off, where we could settle down as a relatively anonymous couple and continue on with our lives.  We were both heartbroken, devastated, but we still had each other, and we were still very much in love.” 
 
    “The long years passed and my wife went into season again.  This was our opportunity to put the past behind us, cast off the judgments of our former neighbors, and proceed to the next step in our relationship.  She conceived easily again, but with the same end result.  This time, word of our past became common knowledge, and we were forcibly driven out of our home.  My workshop was set ablaze, and the people drove us from their city, regarding our misfortunes as their own, as some bad omen.  We had to petition to cross borders and live in another realm, and under the circumstances, the Overking was agreeable to it.  And so we went as far as we could from those who knew us.” 
 
    “You know of the longevity of my people, Lady Vanador.  Many, many years passed before we mutually found the courage to try again.  I am certain I need not tell you how things worked out.  Whatever was left between my wife and I died that day.  She stopped lying with me.  Stopped sharing a bed with me.  Eventually, she stopped speaking to me altogether.  She asked me once to release her from our bond, but I refused.  Since that day, when we speak, it is as associates rather than spouses.” 
 
    Kari could hardly believe that he had said all that with no apparent emotion other than the occasional sigh.  Now, looking at him, she understood the deadness, the coldness of his eyes.  There was a storm of pain behind them, one he never let show – except now to her.  She started to say something, but the Wraith added, “So, while my mate is not dead, I have been alone for a great many years, and fully understand how you feel and why you may have done what you did.” 
 
    The demonhunter ignored what he thought of her and Morduri’s tryst.  “When’s the last time you saw your wife?” 
 
     “I see her all the time; I am not certain she sees me.  What you must understand is that in addition to being regarded as a bad omen, our misfortunes stain me as an inferior mate.  Males who sire stupid or useless children are regarded as being at fault.  I think, after all our troubles, that my wife began to see me the same way, which is why she asked to be released from our bond.  But I would not so casually walk away from the woman I had loved for centuries.” 
 
    “That was when my father initiated me into the path of becoming the next Wraith.  So I have since concentrated mostly on my work as an Ashen Fang.  My wife is a part of our cause, but even as one of my people, she heeds only the most direct of orders and instructions.  I have little avenue of reaching her again as my spouse.” 
 
    “Do you want me to talk to her?  Is that why you’re telling me all this?” 
 
    The Wraith sighed and frowned.  “Honestly, I told you most of this simply to illustrate that you are far from the only person to feel the way you do.  It…it has been a great many years since I have spoken to anyone about my personal life.  It would seem something about you invites people to become…blabbermouths.” 
 
    “So you wanted to tell me you’ve never slept around since your wife turned cold?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “As I said, my wife is not dead.  The same rules do not apply to our two situations.  I do not mean to sound or seem judgmental, Lady Vanador, I am simply anxious that you would become involved in such a potentially dangerous relationship, and that you might end up with a child you neither want nor have the time for.” 
 
    Kari’s blood boiled in an instant.  “Don’t…ever…say that again,” she growled. 
 
    The Wraith’s brows rose to their limits.  “If I have misspoken, I apologize,” he said cautiously, but then it appeared to dawn on him. 
 
    Kari rose to her feet.  “If having a baby is the worst that can come out of this situation, then I’m not going to worry about it at all.”  She put her hand to her chin.  “Though I do have to wonder what would happen when I changed back to my actual body.” 
 
    “I am not certain even Diszaro could answer that,” he said.  “I suppose it is not worth putting too much thought into unless it comes to pass.  We have other things to focus upon.” 
 
    Kari nodded, but revisited her earlier question.  “Do you want me to talk to your wife?  I guess you’ll have to tell me who you really are, or at least who she is.” 
 
    “Perhaps another time,” he said, shaking his head.  “Though I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “How long until Mastriana gets here?” 
 
    “She should arrive in the next two days.  In the meantime, I have a gift for you.” 
 
    Kari turned to behold him with the second pair of those amazing, enchanted goggles dangling from a long, slender finger.  “You’re giving me your father’s eyewear?” 
 
    “I am loaning them to you,” he corrected.  “I have not given up all hope that I may one day have a son to pass them on to.  I do, however, have a hope that I never need to pass them on to my son at all.” 
 
    “That would be my goal.  Why loan these to me now, though?” 
 
    “An alteration to the plan.  You, Seanada, and I will cross the border such that none will see or detect our passing.  Meanwhile, we will leave King Emanitar and the true Mastriana to do as we planned, and cross toward Gaeshokk.  It is better that even our allies do not know the truth of what we plan, so we will move to a city northwest of Prince Amnastru’s position, and seek to draw his forces in two directions.  Half a legion should be easily manageable for King Emanitar without even giving away the truth, but I suspect, with his charisma, he may end up taking control of that half-legion instead.” 
 
    “Are you planning to help us kill Amnastru?” 
 
    “No, that is still completely upon you for the reasons we discussed, though Seanada may aid you if you wish it.  It is vital that King Sekassus feel besieged by as many different agencies as possible, and for the Ashen Fangs to look like mercenaries in our involvement.  I only wish it was easier for me to convince King Arku to invade from the north.  Besieged by three forces, even one as powerful as King Sekassus would fall easily.” 
 
    “Where do you plan to go once we cross the border, then?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I have other duties to attend to as lord of the Ashen Fangs, but make no mistake: you will feel my presence and the plans I have set in motion.  My influence will not be far from you, whether I stand by your side or not.” 
 
    “One last question, then,” Kari said, and he gestured for her to speak freely.  “How long do you need me to stay after I’ve killed Amnastru?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the Wraith answered, returning to the shadowy form.  “As soon as you have separated his soul from his body, I advise you to return home to your loved ones.  You may take Seanada with you, or let her stay behind to spend time with her own family; I leave that choice to the two of you.” 
 
    Kari smiled, and went to unlatch the door.  The Wraith headed off to do whatever it was he did to keep his society informed, and Kari made her way downstairs for some breakfast. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mastriana arrived two days later, as expected.  It took some time to fill her in on the plan, and she seemed nervous about the fact that she was going to be regarded as a warrior.  Armor and weapons were procured so she could play the part, and standing in front of Kari, they looked like twins.  Only the subtle difference in their gait set them apart, the way they walked with the armor’s weight along with the readier stance and footsteps Kari displayed.  Kari didn’t know much of this girl aside from her ability to heal, but she seemed ready to take up the mantle of the prophesied rebel Sekassus was afraid of. 
 
    Little time was wasted after that.  King Emanitar had set things in motion to gather his armies from the four corners of his realm to the vicinity of Kaatherai and Ewuaswi.  Morduri would be left in charge of the armies, and agreed to simply play a watching game across the border from Prince Amnastru and Sekassus’ legions.  When Emanitar felt the time was right – which was supposed to be once Kari and Seanada killed Amnastru – he would send word, and the southern half of Sorelizar would, in theory, fall in a matter of days. 
 
    Kari, equipped with the eyewear from the Wraith that allowed her to become invisible, accompanied Seanada and the lord of the Ashen Fangs to the border.  Their destination was the city of Shisaevas, northwest of Yugava, where all reports indicated Prince Amnastru remained.  The prince clearly knew something was coming, and the Wraith suspected he was casting his net of spies to find Mastriana. 
 
    At worst, Amnastru would receive word of her whereabouts before Kari and Seanada put the rest of the Wraith’s plan in motion and then attacked the prince.  If he went to Gaeshokk to murder the true Mastriana in person, though, Amnastru would meet a quick end at Emanitar’s hands.  The goal was for him to fall to Kari, but his death was paramount: the means and executioner were a secondary concern, aimed more toward future conquests. 
 
    Kari felt good walking despite having been sick earlier in the morning.  The three put a considerable amount of distance behind them, rushing to reach the city of Shisaevas before word reached Amnastru that Mastriana had arrived in Gaeshokk “again.”  Timing was critical, and so Emanitar and Mastriana were taking their time making their way to Gaeshokk.  Time was doubly of the essence for Kari: soon, the moment to strike would come, and not long after – assuming she wasn’t rejoined with her departed husband – she would be making her way home. 
 
    Seanada traveled in her mallasti form and used arcane power to render herself invisible and even more silent than she already was.  Attuned to each other, the three could sense, if not see, each other while they were all invisible.  Seanada strode purposefully beside Kari and the Wraith with an ease of spirit that had been missing for a while.  With her family safe and the secret broken to her mother and brother, she was back to her usual, confident self.  Kari had yet to ask the woman what she wanted to do once the mission was done, but she expected Seanada would want to stay home a while longer. 
 
    The Wraith, too, was back to being his “usual self,” for all Kari knew of him.  No further words had been exchanged regarding either his family or Kari’s tryst with Morduri.  Now he was all business, his mind solely focused on killing Amnastru, overthrowing Sekassus’ rule in the south end of Sorelizar, and taking that first monumental step toward putting Emanitar back on the throne of Mehr’Durillia.  If he had any doubts or anxiety about what was to come, it didn’t show – which wasn’t all that surprising for a roiling black shadow. 
 
    Kari, for her part, was doing her best not to dwell on the past.  She had enjoyed her time with Morduri, while at the same time making it clear it was a one-time thing.  He was apparently well pleased on both fronts as well: he never even suggested another tryst after she turned him down the second night.  They all had jobs to do, and the time for fun – however each of them might define such a term – was now passed. 
 
    They crossed the border in the night, and even with the borrowed goggles rendering her invisible, Kari had to call upon her experiences among the elves in crossing.  The woods here were filled with soldiers, some in cold camps, others sitting around cozy fires while they waited for what was to come.  If Amnastru had a legion with him in Yugava, there had to be another one stretched out along the border.  That seemed to contradict the Wraith’s reports, so Kari wondered if it meant the prince was relatively unguarded. 
 
    Morduri, in command of Emanitar’s army, would keep these soldiers from leaving the border, she was sure.  Amnastru, if he didn’t have at least a few battalions with him, had left himself vulnerable to a surgical strike.  Despite this, Kari played out the moves in a mental game of chess, and concluded that the Wraith would still want them to perform their ruse in Shisaevas, all the better to expose any surprises the prince was amassing. 
 
    Kari paused, looking around at the many soldiers.  Most of them were beshathan, with only the occasional syrinthian or sylinth among them.  She was mesmerized by the glow of their blood flow, the enchanted goggles letting her look at their bodies such that every weak spot showed clearly.  The sylinths in particular held her attention, since they were built so much differently than the bipedal folk.  The Wraith paused to regard her when he saw she wasn’t beside him any more, and Kari moved to rejoin him and Seanada. 
 
    Silent as the breath of the wind, they crept among the enemy soldiers, walking deep into the night to bypass the lines.  They were already in Sorelizar, and had covered an amazing amount of ground considering Kari was mallasti instead of elestram or erestram.  Seanada’s constitution held firm as well, and though Kari’s legs were threatening to give out on her, they made sure to put a few more miles behind them once they reached the soldiers’ rear guard. 
 
    A cold dinner preceded an uncomfortable sleep, Seanada taking watch since she required little enough of it.  Kari’s guts were a roiling mass of anxiety and excitement, all of her work to date now ready to come to fruition.  She was looking forward to finally facing Amnastru in battle, but the enormity of the task still left a cloud of butterflies in her stomach.  Some of them made their way out when she got sick, overloaded by the emotions, but not all of them. 
 
    They pressed onward the next day, and with no soldiers to pass through, they covered even more ground than the day before.  Hidden as they were, the Wraith decided to risk a look at the city of Yugava.  Here, he would be splitting off from Kari and Seanada, who would continue to Shisaevas, but he wanted them to have a look as well.  Yugava was a much larger town than any of the others Kari had visited, and the tents of the soldiers set up around its perimeter made it even larger still.  The soldiers along the border may have been part of Amnastru’s legion, but there was still a significant force here. 
 
    “Now you see the wisdom of our gambit in Shisaevas,” the Wraith whispered.  “Go now and do as I have tasked you; I will set things in motion here that will keep Prince Amnastru from moving until we are prepared to deal directly with him.” 
 
    “What of The Vandrasse?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I will attempt to root her out as well.  Be prepared; she may be the first to respond to the trouble you rouse in Shisaevas.  If so, you are to kill her with extreme prejudice.  Do not let her return to Amnastru’s side, nor even her king’s.  Let us be rid of her now.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master,” Seanada said. 
 
    It had nearly slipped Kari’s mind that the Wraith was talking about killing Seanada’s birth mother.  It certainly hadn’t slipped Seanada’s, obviously, and the woman didn’t sound at all displeased with the orders.  Kari figured if possible, she’d let that play out between mother and daughter, and only get involved if it meant saving Seanada’s life.  Just as Kari wanted and was expected to be the one to kill Amnastru, the killing of The Vandrasse seemed Seanada’s duty. 
 
    The two women split off from their commander and continued on their way.  Time was slipping through the glass, but Kari let it build into anticipation of going home.  She would soon be giving her son baths and getting them at the same time, holding her daughter and watching her learn to walk – she was probably an expert by now.  And then there would be seeing the progress Danilynn and Damanasha’s children had made in that same time.  Would there be any more surprises in the family?  Kari couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
    The anxiety wore off after the first few days in Sorelizar, and Kari’s stomach settled.  She and Seanada finally reached Shisaevas, which was a proper city.  Standing at its edge, crouched beneath some trees while still invisible, it suddenly occurred to Kari that she wasn’t even sure how to walk into this city.  Would they be attacked on sight, or would their very appearance lead the people to stand with them?  That was a big risk to take, and Kari wondered if they should scout the city while invisible first. 
 
    Seanada was agreeable to that idea, and they took a less direct route into the city, cutting down alleyways and across small yards rather than walking straight up the main road.  Here there were no crucifixes, no stocks, nothing to suggest the people were being forcibly subjugated by their monarch’s children.  It left Kari uneasy, wondering if these people might be loyalists like some of the soldiers in Haestronn.  If these people couldn’t be turned and instead turned on Kari and Seanada, escaping a wrathful city might not be so simple. 
 
    They kept to the shadows, even in their invisible state, wary of any other clue tipping off keen-eyed citizens to their passing.  The city was quiet compared to Kari’s home, the people here going about their business but otherwise keeping to themselves.  A mallasti woman looked up from her washing when Kari and Seanada passed, her hyena-like nose lifted to the wind, but she soon went back to what she was doing.  On a hunch, Kari wondered what effect it might have to whisper epaxa chi’pri with the wind. 
 
    The woman packed up her washing quickly before Kari got the chance, and it became obvious why a moment later.  The warmth left the alleyway where she and Seanada stood, and Kari turned slowly, dread flooding into the pit of her stomach as a black shadow emerged from around the corner.  In that moment, she became acutely aware of the fact that she didn’t have her angel’s blades, and there was no warm ball of light to aid her in this situation. 
 
    There was no longer any mystery to the quiet, subdued nature of what should have been a bustling city.  If there were demons, true demons here in the city, the people would be terrified and uneasy, whether they could see them or not.  Kari’s preternatural senses in her mallasti form picked up the faintest traces of brimstone, and she could feel the cold on her tongue and upper lip despite the protection of her fur coat.  She stood firm despite her uneasiness, but she imagined it was not so simple for the beshathan common folk. 
 
    The demon looked around, the black pits of its “eyes” scanning the area, having no doubt sensed Kari and Seanada, even if it couldn’t see them.  As the seconds slipped by and she didn’t move from her spot, Kari remembered her encounters with these beings.  She remembered what one of them had done for decades using Kaelin Black’s alter-ego.  She thought of all the chaos and death wrought by the one that had possessed Annabelle.  And then she recalled that fortress on the edge of nothingness, where she had battled that very demon and sent it screaming to its death in the light. 
 
    Kari pulled forth her waushims, and the sound of them sliding from the belt loops was enough to get the demon’s attention.  It still couldn’t pinpoint where she was, but it definitely felt her presence – perhaps her very life-force.  Kari cracked a savage grin at what happened next: that golden light that emanated from her scimitars when she faced the demons or the undead now graced the edges of these mallasti-made weapons.  She didn’t bother to wonder if the light didn’t come from her scimitars at all, but from her; she merely strode forward cautiously, considering the best way to strike this demon down in a single, unseen blow. 
 
    It backed away, its attention focused on the edges of her waushims.  It must have seen the light even while the rest of Kari was invisible, and now she could tell that it was the uneasy one.  It hissed something in that foreign tongue that was almost painful to hear, but Kari neither knew nor cared what it said.  She lifted her left-hand waushim at a strange angle, drawing the demon’s eyes along with it, and then the other struck forth in a blinding slash. 
 
    No sound emanated from the creature other than the barest of sighs, and as the “head” of the shadowy being floated off from the rest of it, the entire thing dissipated.  The cold dispersed as well, letting the warmth of day flow back into the alleyway, and Kari blinked, surprised that killing a demon could be so simple.  She lifted her waushims and stared at them as the golden hue faded from their bloodless edges.  As she glanced over her shoulder, she could sense that Seanada was shocked by what she’d just seen. 
 
    Kari moved over and whispered in her ear.  This close, she could actually see Seanada.  “I cannot write the beshathan language yet; I want you to carve epaxa chi’pri into the wall here.” 
 
    Seanada didn’t raise any argument, smiling as she drew forth one of her longswords and did exactly as ordered.  Even with the heavier weapons, her strokes were accurate and light, and she etched the symbols into the wall.  “This is our battle cry now, yes?” she whispered when she and Kari turned to leave the alleyway. 
 
    “It seems to strike the right chord,” the demonhunter confirmed.  Once they had ducked into another alley and the area looked clear, Kari halted and Seanada turned to face her.  “I hate to ask this with the way it will sound, but as a half-succubus, can you detect the demons?  Can you tell me how many there are in the city?” 
 
    “Not directly, no,” Seanada answered.  “I am no more attuned to their presence than that one was to mine.  However, I am better attuned to the behavior and emotions of the people, and can use that to deduce whether there are more, and how many.” 
 
    Kari nodded, and the half-succubus assassin seemed to fall into herself, her eyes closed while she swayed lightly in place.  Kari wondered if this was like entering the dream, and how her friend might see the city and its people while extending her senses this way.  Seanada likely saw these powers as evidence she was an abomination, but Kari enjoyed the thought of using something demonic against the demons themselves.  In essence, Seanada’s existence and sense of duty were an abomination to the demons, and that made her indispensable. 
 
    “There are only a few more; no more than three.  They are patrolling the city, looking for any sort of disturbance.  You must remember, Kari, that these serve the Overking, not Sekassus.  This may point to some major concern on the part of the Overking, as though he sees your work as being aimed at him as well.  Killing that demon may have been a mistake.” 
 
    “Killing a demon is never a mistake,” Kari said, and Seanada turned an impassive stare on her.  “I’m not going to have this discussion with you again.  You know how I feel about you.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the woman smiled, and gestured farther into the city.  “There is at least one prince here as well.  The sense of dread in the city center is similar, but not the same as that I feel on its edges where I believe the demons patrol.  So, while I advise against killing any more of the Overking’s spies, there is one major target here, at least.” 
 
    “You up for killing another prince?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Of course, though we would be wise to scout his position invisibly,” she answered.  “Do you mean to fight him fairly, or to simply do what needs to be done?” 
 
    “No offense, but I’m not an assassin,” Kari returned.  “And it will serve much more of a purpose if he sees death coming, and everyone remembers he was outdueled by a vulkinastra.” 
 
    “I cannot see you, but I can hear you.  I know you are there,” came a voice from behind them, and both women turned to the speaker.  “Come with me, Mastriana, for there is something you must know.” 
 
    Kari saw that the mallasti woman’s eyes were clouded over, robbing her of sight, but apparently enhancing her other senses.  She led Kari and Seanada back to where she had been washing her things, and ushered them into her home.  She sniffed and flicked her ears in both directions before she entered and shut the door behind her.  Then she bowed down and kissed Kari’s feet, despite the fact that she was still invisible. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” the woman said.  “I felt the words you carved into the wall.  You have come to free our people from the rule of King Sekassus, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kari said without hesitation. 
 
    “There is something you must know.  A great trap has been laid for you.  The prince, he is not the prince at all, but an impostor.  The king has had one of his servants disguised to look as one of his sons, while his son has likewise been disguised to appear as a servant.  Any attack on the prince would be an attack upon a decoy, allowing the attacker to be ambushed themselves.” 
 
    “What about the demons?” Kari asked.  “Why has the Overking sent his servants to keep an eye on things here?” 
 
    The old mallasti woman looked confused.  “They are always about us, though not in great numbers.  The larger cities are watched for signs of uprising or sedition against the Overking.  I do not believe they will interfere with you, but make certain your rebellion is aimed solely at King Sekassus, my lady.” 
 
    Kari took the woman’s searching hands and lifted her to her feet.  She pulled the mallasti woman’s hands to feel her face, and allowed her nose close enough to smell her.  Tears fell from those otherwise useless eyes, and the mallasti woman fell to her knees before Kari again.  “Four thousand years I have suffered under the rule of this king,” she said.  “I ask only to live long enough to see him fall, to see my people free.” 
 
    “You will,” Kari promised her, then leaned down to whisper in her ear.  “And there is something else you must know: our Great Mother is not dead, and she will receive you when you pass from this place.  We must go now.  Walk always in the peace of the Great Mother, sister.” 
 
    The mallasti woman preceded them out the door so it wouldn’t be obvious to any other witnesses that someone invisible had left the home.  She went back to her washing, the soap and the water being mixed with the tears that continued to fall from her face.  Seanada watched the old woman for a minute, then fell into step beside Kari. 
 
    “Is there something you know that I do not?” the assassin asked.  “Are you saying these things solely to give my people hope, or have you had some revelation I am unaware of?” 
 
    “A little of both,” Kari answered.  “Giving the people hope is my goal, obviously, but when we fought Prince Fesarri the second time, I felt something.  I’m not sure what it was, but I thought I saw a pair of orange mallasti eyes open, as if awakening.  Perhaps it was Be’shatha, and perhaps not, but with everything that’s been happening, I can’t imagine it’s coincidence.  The mallasti…your people have been trying to awaken the Great Mother for thousands of years, and this battle cry – epaxa chi’pri – suggests that maybe it has to come from outside your own faith.  I don’t know.  As I said, I can’t really explain it.  I just have this feeling.” 
 
    “As do we,” Seanada said with a nod.  “My Master and I have discussed you at length when not in your presence.  This plan of his is working better than he could have ever hoped, and he believes it is because of your involvement specifically.  I hope both of you are right.  I may not know where I stand with the Great Mother, but I know where my people stand, and there can be no better outcome than for Be’shatha to reawaken.” 
 
    They continued through the many alleyways of the crowded portion of the city.  Mallasti and elestram homes dominated this section, but they weren’t as meticulous or even quaint as Kari would expect.  They were like the lower-class hovels of the southern, rougher portions of DarkWind, and that told her a lot.  The streets were cramped and narrow, but there wasn’t a lot of traffic, so the women could keep themselves hidden. 
 
    Eventually they reached the center of the city.  It was a grand market square with all the amenities Kari expected for a city center.  Eateries, hostel, general goods, and a few offices she didn’t know the immediate usage of dominated the square.  There was a smithy nearby based on the slightly smoky air and the associated smell, as well as a stable for the beasts of burden that drew carts, wagons, or coaches through the city.  Despite the presence of the animals and the nearby smithy, the city center was clean and inviting, its streets cobbled rather than the typical hard-packed dirt of the other Sorelizarian towns Kari had passed through recently. 
 
    Kari found a place to lean against a building that was well out of the way from any traffic that might pass.  Seanada took up position across the road, wanting a different viewpoint, and the women exchanged glances every so often.  As the hour approached high sun, the traffic in the city center grew heavier, and Kari could now better see the subdued emotions of the mallasti and elestram people.  Syrinthians were common here as well, but they didn’t seem to have the same fear as their beshathan neighbors. 
 
    That struck Kari as odd; the syrinthians were no less a conquered, subdued people than the beshathans.  Her mind processed what she was seeing, and she smiled quietly as she realized these were spies.  Whatever prince had come to Shisaevas had cast his net wide, and was eager to capture and kill “Mastriana” before she had the opportunity to kill him.  It was possible that such meant it was one of the weaker princes, but Kari wasn’t sure; they might all be wary of her at this point, strong and weak alike. 
 
    If there was a prince present, he kept himself out of sight.  Kari wondered if the Wraith had flushed out The Vandrasse, or if she might already be here.  Kari was satisfied that Seanada could handle The Vandrasse, and then she could handle whatever prince was here.  Still, there was being confident, and then there was being arrogant.  Regardless of their individual prowess, it would be better for Kari and Seanada to engage their enemies as a team.  To do otherwise was to invite disaster. 
 
    Kari stood up straight suddenly, and Seanada didn’t miss it.  She made her way to the demonhunter’s side and quietly asked what was wrong.  “Everything,” Kari whispered.  She gestured to the passing throngs.  “It took me a minute to figure out what seemed wrong here.  It’s the syrinthians.  They don’t look either afraid or uneasy.  At first, I thought they were spies.  But now…” 
 
    Seanada perked up.  “They are under my mother’s influence.  Ketava, how could I have not noticed it myself?”  She looked back and forth and grimaced.  “That makes this far more complicated.  We could face dozens, scores, or even hundreds if we strike.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kari said, her features shifting to a smile.  “Or maybe we use their own trap against them.” 
 
    “Explain?” Seanada asked, the inflection one of curiosity and not demand. 
 
    “The syrinthians aren’t afraid.  Maybe we make the beshathans aware of that.” 
 
    The assassin smiled.  “You will be an obvious mark; leave this step to me.” 
 
    Kari nodded and gestured away with her head, and Seanada walked off, keeping out of the way of traffic.  She wasn’t sure what her companion was about to do, but Seanada was at least as well-spoken as Kari, and apparently better educated.  She would know the hearts and minds of the mallasti foremost, but the beshathan people as a whole, and better understand how to rally them against their syrinthian neighbors. 
 
    If the syrinthians were just under The Vandrasse’s influence, Kari didn’t want to see them truly hurt or killed, but it would be necessary to render them inconsequential to any coming fight.  A good donnybrook would do the trick, Kari thought.  Yes, a city-wide brawl would create just the right amount of chaos for Kari to find the prince, slit his throat, and then seek to turn the people not just against Sekassus, but against The Vandrasse more immediately. 
 
    And the beautiful part of it was that the syrinthians, when they realized they’d been used by The Vandrasse, might lead the “charge” against both. 
 
    It was going to be an interesting day… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVII – Battlegrounds 
 
      
 
    Kari walked about the city square a few times, afraid of getting leg cramps if she stood still for too long.  Seanada had been gone for at least an hour, and still there was no whisper or sign of trouble coming.  The demonhunter trusted that her companion would get the job done, but standing still left Kari with far too much time to think, and she didn’t want to get lost in her own mind when battle was coming.  She needed to stay focused, her mind and body empty of anything but the anticipation of accomplishing her goal. 
 
    The trouble was, she was acutely aware of the emptiness in her mind.  She was all but certain she had felt Be’shatha awaken, or at least acknowledge her efforts, during the second encounter with Prince Fesarri.  In recent days, though, she had felt nothing – not even when she spoke so vehemently of the Great Mother’s return to the blind woman.  And what was worse, she came to the chilling realization that two other presences in her life were distinctly absent: Zalkar and Sakkrass. 
 
    How badly did I disappoint them by sleeping with Morduri? she wondered.  What were the consequences going to be for that one night’s indiscretion?  Would Zalkar go as far as to strip her of her rank and position as Avatar?  Did they even care?  Was their silence due to something in her mind, something she was doing subconsciously out of a feeling of guilt? 
 
    Kari sighed and let forth a silent growl.  Get a hold of yourself, she thought.  They’ve been quiet plenty of times, and it’s usually because they trust what you’re doing.  If they have something to say, they’ll wait until you’re a little more ready to listen. 
 
    As much as she believed it was true, it didn’t stop her guts from cramping up.  The last thing she needed was to get sick here when she was prowling invisibly among the people.  She was confident in her assessment of Morduri and Emanitar, but that confidence might not extend to her divine patrons.  She was so focused on working toward the goals she had set with Morduri and the Wraith that she failed to consider what her father and her deity might think. 
 
    Ketava, Kari thought, dashing around a corner to lose her lunch somewhere out of sight.  What the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    She’d never been so uptight or nervous before, not even during the eight years of the Apocalypse.  Was it possible the mallasti body simply reacted differently to the stress?  Kari’s face dropped as she considered what else it could be: Diszaro’s transmutation might be coming to an end all on its own.  If that was why she was feeling queasy the past couple of days, then disaster was coming: in her normal form, Kari could never rally these people, her battle cry of epaxa chi’pri be damned. 
 
    Despite being invisible, Kari looked both ways down the quiet alley before she squatted behind a well-placed rain barrel.  It was completely unexpected; she had her body tuned perfectly to that military schedule.  She normally took care of her needs at the same time every day unless she was seriously ill, except when she’d been pregnant, of course.  Now, she felt like she was losing control of this mallasti body altogether.  If she had to fight Amnastru in her normal form, that was one thing, but if she lost the transmutation before then, it was going to cause a number of complications she doubted even the Wraith would be able to counter.  She prayed silently to her many patrons that the enchantment would hold out for at least a few more days. 
 
    When she returned to the city center, something had changed.  Where traffic had been flowing smoothly just a few minutes before, now there were small congregations of beshathans here and there.  The noise and the cacophony of conversations made it nearly impossible for Kari to tell what was being said, but she got a whiff of the undertones of anger and fear.  She turned as Seanada came up behind her. 
 
    “Are you feeling all right?” the assassin asked quietly as they stood at the edge of the now crowded central square. 
 
    “Just a bit queasy these last couple days,” Kari answered.  “Nerves, I think.  Though I was afraid it could be the transmutation coming to an end.” 
 
    “That should be an impossibility; Diszaro’s work should hold strong until you willfully dismiss the enchantment.  I also find it hard to believe it is nerves.  I have yet to see you sweat under any circumstances.” 
 
    “Well, who knows, then?  Maybe I’m pregnant,” Kari said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Perhaps so.” 
 
    She regarded Seanada, but the assassin didn’t look back at her.  Soon enough, Kari’s attention was drawn to the crowds, where some boisterous shouting had broken out.  It was unfolding just as Kari had hoped: the beshathans were accusing the syrinthians of being spies and oppressors for King Sekassus.  The syrinthians, in return, were accusing the beshathans of being conspirators if they were so worried about the king’s watchfulness. 
 
    “What did you say to them?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I simply spread the idea that the syrinthians were content with the firm hand of their king because they did not want some beshathan ruling them.  A few choice words about the prophecy not including them, Be’shatha not being their true goddess…it was not difficult to rile the spirits of these angry people.” 
 
    A brawl nearly erupted before them, and Kari smiled.  “I guess not.” 
 
    The door of the inn opened, and the crowd settled down quickly, though tempers were still flared.  The creature that stepped forth from the porch was no doubt another of Sekassus’ sons – at least by appearance.  He had the same body styling and coloration as Amnastru, though he was certainly not the king’s crown prince.  This one had tattoos all down his bare arms, angry-looking black and red designs etched and inked into his scaled flesh.  Kari didn’t know exactly what they said or did, but she imagined they were some arcane protection. 
 
    Of greater interest to her were the two male syrinthians that trailed behind him.  Where those who traveled with the other princes looked to be retainers rather than guards, these were protectors, and obviously so.  Their heads swiveled back and forth, reptilian eyes narrowed as they took in the crowd about them, particularly those close to the apparent prince.  One of these, Kari mused, had to be the actual prince in disguise, if the blind woman was correct.  It then occurred to Kari that the other could very well be The Vandrasse. 
 
    Well, this would be an ugly situation to jump into, Kari thought.  She nudged Seanada and gestured toward the prince and guards with her head, but the assassin merely shrugged. 
 
    The prince began berating the crowd, and Kari silently cursed at his use of syrinthian.  Yet another language I need to learn, she thought.  She paid close attention to the reactions of the people, and could see two things: the prince lacked confidence, and the people neither missed it nor cared much for what he was saying.  One of the prince’s guards grew agitated, and Kari figured she now knew which one was the real prince.  The question remained whether the other was The Vandrasse, though the thought of the fake prince still being a capable fighter or even wizard was concerning. 
 
    “Are you prepared in case that other guard is your mother?  Or that she might be in the area somewhere?” Kari whispered. 
 
    “One of the guards is our prince, I am certain.  The other does not appear to be my mother.  If she is close by, I cannot sense her presence.” 
 
    “Can you throw your voice with your arcane power?” 
 
    Seanada regarded her.  “Are you thinking what I suspect?” she returned, and when Kari nodded, she cracked a smile and moved somewhere out of sight. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri!  Arise my brothers and sisters!” came a shout from the other end of the central square, and the entirety of the populace turned in that direction. 
 
    No one was sure who had yelled, and they were looking around, clearly expecting to find the white coat of a vulkinastra among them.  Kari didn’t see who threw the first punch, but that hardly mattered as a riot quickly broke out.  Fists flew, mostly aimed at the syrinthians in the area, and the false prince and his guards looked suddenly alarmed to be in the center of such a sea of chaos.  The real prince, disguised as one of the guards, ran back up a few steps of the porch, his serpentine eyes scanning the crowd, and Kari made her move. 
 
    She strode confidently toward the steps up to the inn’s porch and then willed the goggles to cease masking her presence.  “Looking for me, Your Highness?” 
 
    The guard backed up another step, and Kari realized her error.  The more obvious target was the decoy, of course.  She turned just in time to spin with a punch that connected with the end of her snout.  She staggered back a couple of steps but pulled forth her waushims as she did.  Now there were two of the cobra-men before her, and Kari couldn’t tell at first glance which was which.  How did they manage to get their belongings to change shape with them?  Kari wished she had the same luxury when Diszaro had transfigured her. 
 
    The others in the central square suddenly became aware that there was a vulkinastra among them.  They started to move toward the princes, but the inn suddenly exploded, leveling every man, woman, and child in the area. 
 
    Kari came to her senses lying face-down in the gutter at the edge of the square.  She couldn’t hear a thing, but her ears were causing her excruciating pain that only barely managed to outdo the rest of her body.  This was far worse than the explosion in Haestronn: Kari’s body was shredded around the protection of the armor, her vision was hazy from the heat and dust blown into her eyes, her hearing was gone for the time being, and something wasn’t right with her head.  Had she hit the wall before landing on the ground?  She felt sick to her stomach as soon as she tried to move, and wondered if she had a concussion. 
 
    A foot kicked Kari in the ribs, and she bit down the nausea enough to turn her head and look up into the eyes of The Vandrasse.  Can’t hear me?  I thought not.  Listen well, little mortal: you are about to be delivered to King Sekassus.  If you thought what he had in store for you was terrifying, know this: I will be drinking your life-force little by little in between his tortures.  When you finally expire, your soul will be so riddled with pain, you will not– 
 
    “Witch!  You killed my son!” 
 
    Kari realized her ears were already healing, and she blinked in surprise when a furry fist slammed across The Vandrasse’s jaw.  The succubus swooned and stumbled sideways.  Kari was suddenly not so thankful to have her hearing back as the chorus of agony and anger that was the city’s central square washed over her.  Even through her hazy vision, she could see blood and torn bodies everywhere.  The Vandrasse had given no thought to whom she harmed with her overpowering display of arcane prowess.  Though Kari could see the prince – only the real one, apparently – stood unharmed, the rest of the people were either injured or dead, women and children included. 
 
    It’s a wonder Sekassus uses her; she has no self-control whatsoever, Kari thought. 
 
    The mallasti male who’d struck The Vandrasse was lifted aloft by an unseen force which then casually threw him back among the writhing masses.  The succubus approached Kari again, but this time she was intercepted by the bloody but upright form of Seanada.  Even disguised as a mallasti, there was no mistaking the fury in the assassin’s eyes as she faced her mother.  Kari trusted her companion would buy her some time, and she began to drag herself out of the gutter. 
 
    Hands took hold under her arms and carried her away.  With their help, Kari got her legs back under her, though her brain was threatening to shut down and put her to sleep.  She shook her head to try to clear the cobwebs, and came to a few moments later looking up at the sky.  She had nothing left in her stomach, but her body didn’t seem to care as she retched several times in rapid succession.  She healed fast, but how quickly would a concussion heal?  Could she recover at least enough to aid her companion and do what they had come for? 
 
    She was surprised when a syrinthian face leaned over her upside down, and her vision swam as her injured brain tried to recognize what she was looking at.  It was a female, and she put her softly-scaled hands to the sides of Kari’s head.  She began whispering in the sibilant tongue of her people, and Kari saw that a couple of mallasti were watching her closely. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” Kari tried to say.  Were the words coming out right?  Was she even truly awake, or dreaming this?  She wasn’t sure, but she figured she had little to lose.  “Rise up with your beshathan brothers and sisters.  Take a stand against Sekassus now, for there will be no further chances.” 
 
    “She is in terrible condition,” one of the mallasti said. 
 
    “She is,” agreed the syrinthian woman.  “But she…oh my.” 
 
    Kari sat up.  There was still a twinge of nausea in the back of her throat, but whatever the syrinthian woman did, her mind was clear.  She was battered, bloody, her ivory coat streaked with so much red that most probably wouldn’t know she was vulkinastra at first glance.  Kari got to her feet with help from two mallasti males, and looked over the scene of carnage.  As angry as the people were, they had been humbled en masse by The Vandrasse, without the prince even having to lift a finger.  And now he stood defiantly before all of them, shouting some spiel about his father’s power and their ingratitude. 
 
    Seanada was still facing her mother, but their duel was one of arcane power, not a contest of steel that would favor the assassin.  Kari had to trust that Seanada could do as she promised, and the demonhunter pulled forth her waushims as she prepared to approach the prince.  This was one of the stronger ones, from the brief descriptions Seanada had given, and Kari was already hurt and weak.  She might heal fast, but fatigue had settled in after the mix of adrenaline and the concussion, and she wasn’t sure that would fade until she calmed down and perhaps had something to eat. 
 
    Neither of which was going to happen any time soon. 
 
    “Where is your brother?” Kari asked, approaching the prince.  “I have little time to waste on the likes of you.  Oh, don’t look so smug.  I may be in rough shape, but you and your pet demon just made several thousand enemies.  If you think I’ll be fighting you alone, you’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    “Here I thought this trap was too obvious, and yet you walked directly into it anyway,” the prince replied.  “Don’t be a fool.  These people will not attack their prince, not when Prince Amnastru is but a short distance away and my father’s rage is at a boil.  You have made great gains, little woman, I will grant you that, but you have barely made a dent in my father’s armor.  Surrender to me, and I may do you the favor of accidentally killing you before delivering you to my father.” 
 
    He turned to the citizens still accounting for their dead and licking their wounds, either figuratively or literally.  “Well?  What will it be?” he asked them.  “Stand with her and earn my father’s wrath, or stand with me and earn his favor.” 
 
    Kari was about to counter with a mention of Be’shatha, but she felt that warning cold, felt the bite of a demon’s presence irritate that preternatural sense of smell and taste she had.  If she wanted to rally these people, she had to do so in a way that wouldn’t provoke the Overking to kill Mastriana when the plan came to fruition.  She glanced once at Seanada and The Vandrasse fighting, no one daring to get too close to that arcane duel, and a ploy came to mind. 
 
    Kari laughed.  “Your father’s favor?  He sends his personal harlot–”  She noted that these people also cringed when she used that word.  “–to capture me, and she kills his people without half a moment’s thought, and you speak of his favor?  If this is your father’s favor, I ask: what do these people have to lose?” 
 
    The demonhunter lifted one of her waushims and imagined easily deflecting the bolt of lightning that came her way.  The Vandrasse had lashed out at her, but Kari’s shield of faith turned it upwards harmlessly, keeping it away from the non-mallasti in the area as well.  With a snort of derision, she turned back toward the prince.  “Please tell me she’s not your mother.” 
 
    “Thankfully not,” he answered dryly. 
 
    The Vandrasse backed away from Seanada and scowled at the prince.  It was just the sort of opportunity Kari was hoping for, and she reached back into her mind and took hold of that little voice.  Call him a kaeshmor, she thought, projecting it toward The Vandrasse.  She wasn’t sure how strong the succubus’ willpower was; she assumed considerable, but with her hackles raised and her defenses down, maybe Kari could break through. 
 
    “Insolent wretch!” the demoness spat.  “As if I would birth a kaeshmor such as you!” 
 
    Kari had to resist the urge to laugh.  Whoever said anger makes you dumb wasn’t wrong, she thought.  What made holding her laughter easier was the reaction of the people.  The prince was slack-jawed, but his wasn’t the only scowl that fell upon the succubus.  Whatever the word meant, it was extremely offensive to the beshathans, and even the syrinthians who could speak their sister tongue were incensed by its utterance.  Apparently, it was not so funny an insult as the harmauths or even King Morduri had made it out to be. 
 
    “Father will hear of this,” was all the prince said when he finally found his voice, and he folded his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Father?  Are you going to let her get away with speaking to you like that?” Kari goaded him.  Whoever this prince was, he was far too calm for Kari’s liking. 
 
    The prince turned to Kari, his eyes narrowed.  “How big a fool do you take me for?” 
 
    “Considering you have me on one side of you and her on the other, I’d say pretty big.” 
 
    “Did you think you would so easily turn us on each other?” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about The Vandrasse,” Kari said.  “I was talking about her.” 
 
    Seanada struck at the prince’s back, and The Vandrasse did nothing to stop her or alert her monarch’s child.  Kari nearly spit when the prince easily sidestepped Seanada’s attack, and he tread cautiously up the steps before the destroyed inn.  Just as Sonja was known for, he called forth one of the dual-ended weapons his family apparently favored as much as the sylinths in general.  He tapped one end of the weapon on the floorboards of the porch, and stood defiantly before the two women. 
 
    “You are quite resourceful, I will give you that, but did you honestly think you would just slip into the city and kill me the way you did my brothers?  If it were not for this…harlot as you so aptly call her, this situation would have been resolved already.  My offer still stands.  Your friend is of no concern to me, and if you surrender yourself, she may go free.  You, on the other hand, will die, but mercifully at my hands, rather than my father’s.” 
 
    The Vandrasse was furious, but the prince assuming authority had brought her temper under control to some degree. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Kari asked, turning slightly to look over the cowering people behind her.  “He’s not going to help her.  Tear her apart.” 
 
    The succubus was suddenly aware of the hundreds of furious stares turned her way.  She backed up a few steps, then disappeared with a rush of wind and a pop in a sorcerous display.  The prince, to his credit, simply snorted and shook his head.  When he turned back to Kari, he took stock of the angry people.  “Do you people not understand?  This woman will lead you only to your destruction!  My eldest brother stands ready to the east of you in Yugava, with one of my father’s legions with him.  The gains this vulkinastra has made are paltry.  She has rallied what, a few hundred to her side?  Convince her to surrender herself to me; it is what is best for all of you – that one life be sacrificed for the many.” 
 
    “One life?” Kari said, spinning a slow circle to look over The Vandrasse’s carnage.  “I see a lot more than one life taken or mangled here, Your Highness.  And while you may have the backing of your brother in Yugava, I have the backing of someone greater.” 
 
    “Such as who?  King Emanitar?” the prince laughed. 
 
    “Exactly.”  She was met with utter silence.  For a moment, she thought perhaps the prince knew of Emanitar’s invasion, and that they had already planned for it.  The look on his face now, though, was terror mitigated only by the suspicion that Kari might be bluffing.  “We are far from alone in this, Your Highness.  But I’ll tell you what: since you made me such a gracious offer, I’ll return the favor.  You surrender yourself to me, and I’ll convince these people not to rip you limb from limb.” 
 
    “Unlikely!” shouted one of the angry mallasti parents with injured children. 
 
    Kari didn’t get the chance to say another word.  The people stormed the porch of the destroyed inn.  A few fell to the prince’s blade, but when others began bringing their sorcerous power to bear, they used the remnants of the building and other bits of debris to slow and pen him in.  In a desperate bid, he turned his blade sideways and bull rushed his way through much of the throng, but he soon came to Kari and Seanada, four blades ready for him, with a mass of angry citizens at his back. 
 
    The prince sidestepped around them, putting his back to a wall, nowhere left to run.  As Kari expected, he lifted a hand aloft and called out to his father, invoking the strength of the realm to defend its prince.  The townsfolk kept their distance now, their confidence shattered by the prince’s sudden display.  To Kari’s surprise, the prince continued to talk.  “I didn’t come here to harm you, but if one more person raises their hand to me, I will call down the wrath of my father upon all of you.  You are angry at what The Vandrasse did to your children?  That will be as nothing compared to what my father will do!” 
 
    Kari didn’t pursue, but rather put a hand to Seanada’s shoulder.  When the assassin looked at her, Kari held a finger up.  “Any second now,” she said. 
 
    “What are you expecting?” Seanada asked. 
 
    “Your mother.” 
 
    As one, the women turned around just as a rush of wind announced the return of The Vandrasse.  Her eyes immediately went wide when she saw what she faced.  Kari hit her with a high slash, and the succubus’ supernatural dexterity was all that kept her skull from being cleaved in two.  She stumbled, her face gashed open brutally, marring her beauty.  She tripped over the body of a child she had killed, and Seanada lunged forward and stabbed the fallen demoness right through the same spot Prince Fesarri had impaled the assassin. 
 
    It was not so easy, though, to kill a “pure” demon.  The Vandrasse channeled her arcane power again to teleport away.  She couldn’t go very far, but free of Seanada’s impaling blade and the impending doom her daughter and Kari represented, she staggered to her feet. 
 
    “Oh, I am through with toying with you,” she spat, blood trickling down her lip.  “I will destroy this entire city if it rids my master of you and your pathetic lover!” 
 
    “You will do no such thing!” the prince yelled.  “If you destroy one more building or take one more life apart from my father’s enemies, I will see to it that you are the one he skins alive in front of his court!  If you cannot best these two, then retreat and take word back to my father that you have failed – AGAIN!” 
 
    “You would order me?” the succubus shrieked.  “You will not survive to tell any tales.  I will see to it that you are left under the rubble to be picked at by scavengers along with all these others – especially these two!” 
 
    “Last offer, Your Highness,” Kari said over her shoulder.  “Kill her and I’ll see to it they let you go free.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” the prince said, his eyes set in narrowed fury. 
 
    The people weren’t happy, but their anger was directed more at The Vandrasse than at the prince.  As soon as he was free from the throng that had held him backed up against a wall, he raised a hand and called forth stony arms from the cobblestone street to grasp at the succubus’ legs.  She tried to cast something at him, but the tattoos up his arms began to glow, and whatever she had tried was blocked.  Kari knew she was a canny caster, though, and would resort to area effects once direct assaults failed. 
 
    “You are about to learn a one-time lesson, you ignorant whore,” the prince hissed.  “This is my father’s realm, and I am his prince!  You are but a soldier.  You dare raise your hand to or threaten me?  Your service to my father ends here!” 
 
    The prince’s tattoos weren’t the only ones that began to glow in some fashion.  The black dragons adorning The Vandrasse began to writhe and take on a life of their own, seemingly swimming in the blood that streaked her body.  She spoke in low tones, “Fool.  You are a reptile, and I am the master of reptiles.  You bow to my will.” 
 
    The prince stopped his approach.  Kari was about to yell some words of encouragement, strange as it felt, but didn’t get the chance.  All that came forth was a gasp of shock as the prince lifted his blade and shoved it through his own chest.  He missed his heart, but it mattered little as all the strength drained from his body and he collapsed, the blade still embedded in his armor and flesh.  Kari rushed over to him; she couldn’t have explained why if anyone had asked. 
 
    Seanada, by contrast, let forth a scream of fury and charged at her mother.  The succubus used a short-range teleport to appear up on the nearest rooftop, from which she looked down at the gathering.  It felt disgustingly familiar to the stalemate in Haestronn, and apparently, she felt the same way as Kari and Seanada did looking up at her. 
 
    “Enjoy fighting off their dead,” she said, calling forth her arcane power.  “I will see you in two days, with Prince Amnastru by my side and a legion at my back.  King Sekassus will never get the pleasure of taking your life, for I claim that as my right.” 
 
    She disappeared once again in a sorcerous display, and there was a terrified chorus of cries from the beshathan people as the dead began to rise.  It was bad enough to see desiccated old corpses rise under necromantic power, but to see recently slain women and children begin to rise made Kari want to vomit again.  She took in a deep breath, reached back into her mind, and brought forth that little voice of power. 
 
    “Sleep, my brothers and sisters,” she said, almost not of her own accord.  Fortunately, she remembered there were true demons in the area, and she avoided saying anything that could be construed as treasonous to the Overking.  “Return to the embrace of peaceful slumber.” 
 
    She stretched out the arcane power to its limits.  Instead of falling lifelessly back to the ground, the dead curled up as if going to sleep.  It was as much as Kari could do, but it didn’t feel like enough.  It didn’t feel like anything.  She let forth a biting sob, but then turned her stare down upon the fallen prince, slowly dying with a sucking chest wound.  Kari knelt beside him and put her hand over the wound, but it was far beyond her power to heal, and honestly, she had little reason to do so. 
 
    “She was…sworn to never…use that power…against a royal,” the prince rasped through bloody lips.  “Should have…never trusted her.  Then again, there…were a…great many…things Father should have…never done.  Forgive me, vulkinastra…” 
 
    He held his hand up to her with what little strength he had left, and Kari took hold of it.  She leaned down and whispered in his ear.  “If you are a child of Ashakku, then ask him for his forgiveness.  I am but an instrument; I hold no power to forgive.” 
 
    He nodded and started to speak again, but it came out as gibberish.  It wasn’t even the syrinthian tongue; he was simply so out of his mind he couldn’t properly speak.  The last few attempts at words came out in a bloody, gurgling sigh, and the life left his eyes while Kari knelt beside him and watched.  Another of Sekassus’ children was dead, but this one didn’t bring Kari any sense of accomplishment or pride.  All she felt was tired, dirty, and far too bloody. 
 
    This is war, she thought.  And this is the price we pay for freedom. 
 
    Many of the beshathans and syrinthians were seeing to their dead, but when Kari looked up from the prince’s corpse, she saw that most of them were kneeling and waiting upon her.  She got to her feet, and all eyes came back to her.  Kari sighed, paced a little bit, and wondered just what she should say.  What could she say?  These people hadn’t just lost soldiers or even fighting males, they had lost women and children, too.  The sounds of sobbing and crying surrounded her, and Kari didn’t think any words would do this situation justice. 
 
    “Forgive me; I brought this upon you,” she said at last. 
 
    “Is it true?” called one of the mallasti males hovering over a fallen loved one.  “Is King Emanitar truly coming to aid us in your overthrow?” 
 
    Excited chatter broke out everywhere around them, but all eyes remained on Kari.  “Yes, it is,” she answered.  “My task is to kill Prince Amnastru.  When that is done, I will defer to King Emanitar to lead your people to victory over Sekassus, and the freedom to become the Spotted Lion’s people.  I’m sorry to say, but unless you choose to remain under Sekassus’ rule, the fight does not end here today.  There is more blood and death to come.  If you wish to avoid it, please, leave the city and head north.  It will not be held against you.  You’ve suffered enough.” 
 
    “Yes, we have,” growled an elestram as he stood up.  Seanada moved before Kari defensively, but the jackal-man made no move to attack.  “He has set loose a demoness to attack and kill our women and children, and now his servants murder his own children!  What sort of a ruler is this?  Let Prince Amnastru come; I will stand and fight with you, lady.” 
 
    “Leave the prince to me.  The true fight, however, will be won with words and hearts,” Kari said, weariness threatening to ruin her train of thought.  “The legion that will come with Amnastru – they are your brothers and sisters.  We must convince them to join the fight, and then when King Emanitar comes, our numbers will only continue to swell.” 
 
    “You must also harness your most practiced arcane adepts and prepare them to neutralize The Vandrasse should she return,” Seanada added.  “You must not give her another opportunity to turn our syrinthian brothers and sisters against us.” 
 
    The wariness left many of the eyes; the mere mention of The Vandrasse’s power over the serpentine folk seemed to ease all the anger that had bubbled up before the brawl.  No one here looked like they maintained any loyalty to Sekassus, but Kari didn’t take that as fact.  Not yet.  There was a lot of work to be done, but first… 
 
    “Come, let us get you cleaned up, fed, and rested,” said the syrinthian priestess who had helped get Kari back on her feet.  “My home is just a short distance up the main road here.  You may bring any number of our beshathan neighbors if you harbor any doubts about my loyalty.” 
 
    Kari scoffed.  “You saved my life, and many others with it.  I will come with you.” 
 
    “We cannot properly take care of our dead with these servants of the Overking about,” the priestess said.  “It will have to be done privately, and mostly in our hearts.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I have one favor to ask,” she said, gaining most of the citizens’ attention again.  “Do not defile the prince’s corpse.  He did what he thought was the right thing in the end.  Give him the honor of a proper burial, or however his kind are normally sent off.” 
 
    “It shall be done as you ask, sister,” the syrinthian woman said, and she gestured for some of her servants to do as requested.  With a final sigh, she waved for Kari and Seanada to accompany her, and set off to the north along the main road.  Kari paused only long enough that her hesitance gained the people’s attention once more. 
 
    “Epaxa chi’pri,” she said, and was echoed by hundreds of voices. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari stayed awake just long enough to bathe and have a proper meal.  The home of her syrinthian host was immaculate, its walls, floors, and ceilings a sparkling white.  She thought of the woman as a priestess due to her ability to heal, but nothing in the home suggested it was so.  It seemed far more likely she was a potter, her domicile decorated with porcelain vases, flatware, and decorative items.  It was such a stark contrast to the homes Kari had visited since her arrival here – or even during her prior visits to Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    The syrinthian woman, Vrissi, didn’t bother Kari or Seanada with questions.  She cooked them a meal, allowed them both to use her bath chamber, and offered her own bed for either or both to get some rest.  Seanada, of course, declined sleep, intent on standing guard while Kari got her rest.  After getting cleaned up and enjoying a steamed fish dinner, Kari did just that.  She cast all her concerns by the wayside, trusting in her faithful companion, and let her body and mind heal. 
 
    She had hoped and prayed before she settled down to sleep that she might experience one of the spectral visits either to or from one of her divine benefactors.  Even Zalkar, who she now had a direct connection to as Avatar of Vengeance, had been unusually silent in the last couple of weeks.  Busy as she was, Kari hardly noticed, but with a fight looming against Prince Amnastru, she wanted to be sure all their interests were aligned – gods, Kari, and their allies. 
 
    She received no such blessing, but when she woke, her mind was completely clear.  The house was dark and silent as a tomb, only the soft glow of Seanada’s eyes showing in the gloom.  It was hard to tell what time it was, but it was dark outside, and when Kari started to turn over, she realized the syrinthian woman was asleep beside her.  The demonhunter got out of bed as quietly as possible, and Seanada followed her from the bedroom. 
 
    “He’s going to be here today,” Kari whispered. 
 
    “Prince Amnastru?” the assassin asked with a cocked brow. 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  “With those beasts of burden, he can get here in a day, and I can feel it: he’ll have left Yugava the moment The Vandrasse told him I was here.  He’s on his way, if not here already.  This is it, Seanada.  The entire plan hinges on us being able to kill him.  If we fail, King Emanitar might still be able to conquer Sorelizar, but the price is going to be much higher.” 
 
    “We will not fail,” the assassin said confidently.  “These princes have been calling down every considerable power they have, and none have managed to strike you down.  Strangely, it is my mother who has struck the greatest blows against us, and yet I do not think she will set foot here again.  She has made enemies of this entire city.  We will have our reckoning with her, as you said, but I do not think it will come soon.  She will watch and wait, and attempt to strike at you when you least expect it.” 
 
    “Terrific,” Kari muttered. 
 
    They sat and waited for the dawn, and Vrissi rose and made them breakfast.  Kari was thankful that she didn’t get sick this time.  It was as if her body had passed the point of anxiety by so much that it had become numb.  Whatever the case, she didn’t much care: she didn’t feel frazzled, her mind was clear of any haze from the prior day, and she could keep her food down.  Small blessings added up quickly. 
 
     “Lady, what do you know of the prophecy that King Sekassus received that makes him kill my kind?” Kari asked their host when the meal was finished. 
 
    “Hmm?  Oh, not much, sadly,” Vrissi answered.  “As I understand it, it is a long and complicated tale, not a prophetic reading as we consider them.  Most of it is long forgotten, for the king focuses solely on the latter portion.  Therein, it is detailed that a vulkinastra would bring death to his doorstep, and she would bring about his deposition.  He has slain your kind ever since, in the hopes of avoiding just this – just what you have done.” 
 
    “Anything you can tell me of Prince Amnastru?” 
 
    The syrinthian woman took a sip of tea and sighed.  “Only that he is very, very powerful.  Do not let this concern you.  If you truly have the might of King Emanitar behind you, it is most unlikely you will face Prince Amnastru alone.  A great deal of pain and death were dealt to the people of this city yesterday, and it may well be that Prince Amnastru pays restitution with his own blood.  It will mean a high cost in the blood of our people as well, but after what happened yesterday, they may not care.” 
 
    “Are you a priestess?” 
 
    “Me?  Oh, no.  I have been but a humble potter and shopkeeper since the death of my husband.  There is no priestly blood in my family, and never has been.” 
 
    “But you healed me yesterday,” Kari insisted.  Vrissi drew away with concern, but Kari reached across and laid her furry hand atop the syrinthian woman’s.  “You are the only reason yesterday wasn’t a total disaster.  If I slay Amnastru and these people know freedom, it will be because of you.” 
 
    “If you were healed, my lady, it was not me, but my god, Ashakku.  You call out the words of the beshathans in epaxa chi’pri; the light from without has many sources.  We may not be allowed to speak our creators’ names in public for fear of the demons and their Overking, but many of us have faith regardless.  I have not, and never will abandon my faith in Ashakku.” 
 
    Kari wanted to spill everything and tell the woman that she was technically Sakkrass’ daughter, but she had to keep that tucked away.  It could only damage her cause at this point.  But the woman’s declaration of faith stoked the flame in Kari’s heart.  Ashakku’s faith was still alive and well here on Mehr’Durillia, as limited and subjugated as the syrinthian population might be.  That led Kari to wonder if they might be common elsewhere, in other realms, but those were questions for another time. 
 
    “And your faith has served you well.  Served us all well,” Kari finally said. 
 
    Vrissi nodded.  “If you truly plan to stand and fight Prince Amnastru, I would advise you to go out and begin preparing now.  If he was stationed nearby in Yugava as Prince Massu said, then he will arrive today.  He will seek to strike the head from the rebellion before he turns his father’s might upon the invading King Emanitar.  Go.  Should you need me, you have but to ask, my mallasti sister.  Go and do what must be done.” 
 
    Kari got dressed and armed and left the house with Seanada.  The city streets were quiet and nearly empty in the hours of dawn.  Kari could only imagine the nights of fitful, restless sleep the people had gotten.  She recalled the first few weeks after Grakin had died: Kari had dreamt of him often, usually scenarios of losing him somehow, and her sleep would be sweaty and oft-interrupted.  She thought of Seanada’s lesson and of the Wraith’s tale: how the mallasti and elestram females only went into season once every century or so, and how devastating it must be for them to lose children.  And then she felt more keenly for Cestriana and Amalikor for the death of Uldriana. 
 
    If only they could receive some boon, like the czarikk after I killed Ressallk, she thought.  Sakkrass had blessed his people with a second season for their females after they had lost their children at the hands of the serpentine prince.  Still, that was on Citaria, where Be’shatha’s holy siblings still had some power.  Here, though, subjugated as Mehr’Durillia was, Kari didn’t think there was any way such a boon could come to pass.  Not until they reawakened Be’shatha. 
 
    Those awake and about bowed respectfully toward Kari as she passed through the streets.  She walked the city, trying to get a feel for this battleground for the coming fight.  She had the feeling that no fight with Amnastru would be so straightforward as to take place toe-to-toe in one spot.  She thought of her many games of chess with King Koursturaux, of setting her moves up well in advance while anticipating those of her opponent.  She may not have ever come close to beating the demon king, but she had learned a lot. 
 
    What I’d really like are my weapons, though. 
 
    One more fight.  One more intense, life-or-death struggle was all that stood between her and being able to shed this shape-changed form, as much as she’d grown accustomed to and even appreciative of it.  Only the death of Prince Amnastru remained before she could go home and be with her children and family again.  How she looked forward to that: to playing with Little Gray and Uldriana, taking some time away from her job, and making sure she was a mother to her children and not a stranger that came home to put them to bed. 
 
    Seanada looked at Kari every so often, so she made certain to smile.  The half-syrinthian was apparently as attuned to the feelings of others as Kari’s empathic sister-in-law, and the roil of emotions in Kari’s heart must have been registering like an alarm bell.  Only then did it occur to Kari that she had a question to ask her friend. 
 
    “Do you want to stay here with your family when we’re done?” 
 
    Seanada considered the question.  “What was the Wraith’s directive, did he tell you?” 
 
    “He said the choice was yours.”  The assassin grimaced, and Kari chuckled.  It was always easier to let someone else make a tough decision.  She put her hand to Seanada’s shoulder and said, “Stay, then.  Spend some time with your family while I spend time with mine.  He said you can return to my side when you’re ready.” 
 
    “And this sits well with you?” 
 
    “Being apart from mine makes me appreciate my family more and more each time,” Kari answered.  “So yes, it will sit well with me if you choose to spend time with yours.” 
 
    “Very well, then.  I will return to your side in a few weeks’ time, assuming my Master does not require something else of me before then.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They continued their tour of the city, noting the changes in attitudes whenever they passed through an area where the demons were present.  Kari was tempted to kill the rest of them, but that would only draw more of them here along with the Overking’s attention.  Thus far, she had been more than successful in avoiding drawing the Overking’s ire; it was best if she kept things that way.  She ignored the demons as best she could, but kept aware of the feeling of their presence so she would remain mindful of what she said. 
 
    When they returned near the city center, Kari’s nerves hardened to icy steel.  There he stood, at last, surveying the damage from the prior day’s battle.  Amnastru had only a few of his servants with him, and no citizen of the city dared go anywhere near him.  He was particularly curious about the wreckage of the inn; had he planned to stay there?  Apparently, The Vandrasse had left out a few details of the prior morning’s fiasco. 
 
    His head swung in Kari’s direction suddenly, and a fanged grin split his cobra-like face.  It was a grin Kari remembered well, the one he’d displayed after his father had slain Uldriana.  He strode confidently toward Kari and Seanada, and brought a vicious-looking greatsword to bear, its edge serrated with barbs sticking out at random points.  It looked brutal, but being the weapon master she was, Kari shook her head; it was a stupid weapon to wield.  All those barbs and that serrated edge ensured was that it would snag and get caught on anything it bit into. 
 
    “So, we meet at last, my little rebel,” he taunted in an ironically gentle voice.  “There is nowhere left to run.” 
 
    “Run?” Kari repeated.  “We’ve been chasing you for weeks, not running.  If we were running, there wouldn’t be a trail of dead siblings for you to follow.”  Amnastru hissed, but Kari held her hand up.  “Before we get started, those ones behind you – those are your retainers?” 
 
    “What?” he balked. 
 
    Perhaps I used the wrong word? she thought.  “Your servants…can one of them take a message to your father?” 
 
    “I will not waste time listening to your nonsense.  I am going to beat you into submission, then I am going to have my way with you, and then – if you are lucky – my father will kill you.  If you are lucky.” 
 
    “You may not want to listen, but your father certainly will.  It concerns The Vandrasse.” 
 
    “What of her?” Amnastru asked, beginning to pace around the two mallasti females in a wide circle.  “Speak quickly before I lose my patience.” 
 
    “Your brother, Prince Massu, was killed by The Vandrasse, not me.  She dominated his mind and made him kill himself.  She also blew up this inn,” Kari said, indicating the destroyed building behind her with a thumb, “and killed several dozen of your father’s citizens.  I’m sure your father has greater concerns than a building or these people he doesn’t care about, but you may want to tell him that his servant is actually working against him, and has killed his son.” 
 
    Amnastru halted his circling and swung his head about.  “You there!” he yelled, taking one of his hands off the hilt of his greatsword just long enough to point at a nearby syrinthian.  “Is this true?  Did The Vandrasse kill my brother?” 
 
    “Y-yes, Your Highness,” the syrinthian male said, going weak in the knees under the prince’s burrowing gaze.  “It happened just as the vulkinastra said.” 
 
    Amnastru turned to his servants, pointed at one, snapped his fingers, and then gestured north.  “Ah, well,” he said with a shrug, turning back to Kari.  “I had long hoped to find some reason to pull that one’s fangs out and put her to her proper use.  Perhaps if Father doesn’t have her killed outright, I will get my chance.  I know not what you hoped to gain by telling me this, but if it was some ploy for mercy, you have wasted your time.” 
 
    “I just like watching my enemies kill each other,” Kari said.  “Why put forth the effort to kill The Vandrasse when your idiot father will do it for me?” 
 
    The prince hissed in fury, his eyes narrowing, and he began to approach again.  “Your little rebellion ends here, harlot.” 
 
    It suddenly occurred to Kari why the people reacted so to her use of that word: they used ketava as their sole “curse word.”  Harlot was not just some casual insult, but a truly vicious thing to call someone in a language that had no expletives.  It didn’t even faze her, as used to such insults as she was in her native languages, but it made her more aware of what she might say in the future. 
 
    “On the contrary, it’s just beginning,” Kari said.  “You see, I realized something when I heard the prophecy your father was given: it’s already come to pass.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVIII – The Prophecy Be Done 
 
      
 
    “Oh, spare me,” he said, lifting his sword and resting it on his shoulder.  “My father may give credence to the stupidity of your so-called holy people, but I have no time for the words of false prophets of dead or powerless gods.” 
 
    “You see, your father misunderstood the prophecy,” Kari continued, not letting the Prince interrupt what was truly intended for the people watching.  “It says a vulkinastra will bring death to your father’s doorstep, and that she would lead a rebellion that ends with his demise.  But you see, language is a funny thing.  The she that would lead the rebellion that ends with his demise is not a reference to the vulkinastra; it’s a reference to Death.” 
 
    That stopped the prince cold in his tracks.  “What?” 
 
    “A vulkinastra would bring Death to his doorstep, and Death would bring about his deposition.  That’s not a reference to me, you fool.  It’s a reference to Uldriana Te’Strikk, the young vulkinastra he killed more than a year ago.  She brought Death to his doorstep: Karian Vanador.  And she is going to bring your father to his knees.” 
 
    Amnastru’s head whipped around in sudden uncertainty.  No one knew it was Kari in this mallasti body; they were still looking for her, especially after what Seanada said in Haestronn.  It was all falling into place now, all these feints and false whispers and gambits.  Now Amnastru felt trapped, at once wanting to kill this troublesome vulkinastra before him, but also wanting to rush back to his father’s side.  Whether he wanted to return to his father to protect him or simply to make an attempt on Kari was a mystery, but one Kari thought she knew the answer to. 
 
    “Come, then,” he said at last, approaching.  “I have a demonhunter to go ravage, and have little time to waste on the likes of you.” 
 
    Kari pulled forth her waushims and took up the stance the Wraith preferred.  She tensed and then relaxed her muscles several times in rapid succession.  Amnastru was incredibly strong; Kari had felt his power when he’d struck her across the snout at her meeting with King Sekassus.  Since then, Kari had dueled with King Koursturaux who, she suspected, was even stronger than Prince Amnastru.  She was aware of his strength, and knew what to expect.  And what was more, this mallasti body was heavier, denser, and had a lower center of gravity.  It would take him even more of that considerable strength to try knocking her down. 
 
    He chased Seanada out of range with a wide slash, then brought it back and over his shoulder to try overpowering Kari.  She deflected his chop harmlessly and without too much effort, but reach was going to be her enemy.  He was still a good six feet away from her after his blade touched ground, and the experienced warrior stepped back and dragged his weapon to a ready pose to keep his guard firmly in front. 
 
    Seanada stalked sideways to try to flank him, but he circled in turn, keeping the women before him.  Amnastru didn’t reach immediately for that royal power over the realm; he seemed content to try to overpower Kari and Seanada with his martial prowess.  Realization hit Kari again as she thought of the Wraith “perfecting” her style: to try to fight Amnastru defensively wasn’t likely to work with his strength and reach advantages.  She had to take the fight to him, and the Wraith had taught her to do that – just as he’d taught Seanada. 
 
    Without so much as a nod or a word spoken, both danced in at the same time and began their offensive routines.  The prince brought his power to bear, shoving Seanada away with a short gesture before he met Kari’s attacks with some expert parries that flowed into a massive riposte.  She was able to deflect it, but even prepared as she was for the attack and the strength behind it, his blow still sent her staggering a few steps back. 
 
    Amnastru pressed the advantage, setting the cobblestone street to become his ally against Seanada in almost the same way Massu had against The Vandrasse.  Seanada hopped about to keep out of reach of the grasping hands, but more and more erupted from the cobblestones to try to pin her down, eventually chasing her to a dirt alleyway.  That didn’t seem to be much better, the mud churning and trying to suck her in. 
 
    Kari lost sight of her, too focused on the prince bearing down on her.  He used the long arc of his swings to keep Kari on the outside, but each time she dodged backwards, he would halt his swing and hop in with a crushing overhand chop.  He was battering her despite doing no real damage; fatigue would become Kari’s undoing long before the prince grew tired.  Kari calmed and centered herself, realizing he was falling into a predictable routine.  She bided her time and waited for his movements to come full circle again. 
 
    With his next broad swing, Kari stepped barely an inch out of the way, the blade cutting close enough to her that she felt the wind of its passing.  She feigned a step back, but stepped in on him, turning so that his crushing blow missed her by a few hairs’ breadth, just as the Wraith had done to her.  She slashed, spinning with the motion to bring both weapons back around and double her attack a moment later.  Her first connected but failed to pierce his armor, while the second and third met the blade of his own weapon. 
 
    She had forced him into a defensive posture, though, and she stepped back and taunted him with her blades out to the sides.  His eyes narrowed suspiciously, but before he attempted his attack, Kari slammed both of her blades on the ground and shouted, “Epaxa chi’pri!” 
 
    The ground trembled beneath her blow, and the cobblestones cracked between her feet and those of the prince.  He swayed slightly on the unsteady ground, but then he looked at her incredulously.  “You would seek to turn my realm against me?  This is my land, fool, and it will favor me over you!” 
 
    He lifted his hand again as he stepped back out of her range, and more of the stony hands rose from the cobblestones.  Kari pushed out with her faith, but also sent forth the arcane power of this mallasti body with it.  Rather than cancel the prince’s hold over the land, Kari usurped it, and had the stone hands make the rude gesture so common among the humans back home.  She then flexed that arcane might, and the hands joined, then rose further out of the ground in a latticework of hands and arms, until there was a stone wall behind Kari. 
 
    “One less avenue of escape for you,” she said evenly.  “Care to try again?” 
 
    “Avenue of escape?” he spat disdainfully.  He turned toward Seanada, dancing out of the way of grasping hands and sucking mud, and called up a wall of hard-packed earth to seal off the alleyway.  “You think I would run from you?” 
 
    “I know you will,” Kari answered.  “You have no idea of the forces that have aligned against you.  You think you fight but two mallasti women?  When you run, and when you lay dying at my feet, you will see the error of your thinking.” 
 
    Amnastru glanced around and made a gesture, then flashed his fangs in a grin.  “Your bluffs will not save you, little woman.  I am not some minor prince you may intimidate.  This southern portion of my father’s realm has been prepared for me to rule over, and I know it and its feel as I walk its lands.  No living thing is going to come to your aid without me knowing well beforehand.  And considering your companion cannot even escape the most basic of powers, you are now very much alone.” 
 
    “Never,” Kari said, and the prince tilted his head.  She tapped her scaled breastplate, under which was the symbol of the Great Mother, under which was the unseen tattoo of Zalkar’s symbol.  “Never alone.” 
 
    The prince snorted.  “Already I can feel my legion approaching.  Do you hear the distant sound of their footfalls?  Forced march from the moment I received word you were here.  Even should you manage to injure me, they will tear you apart, and put down any other fools that see fit to join your little uprising!” 
 
    The others in the area cowered a bit as the prince raised his voice, but Kari circled him, getting the newly-formed stone wall away from her back.  “If I hurt you badly enough, they may just turn on you,” Kari said.  “Just like all the other towns I’ve been through where I’ve killed your brothers and soldiers.  The sad thing is you don’t even realize how much your own people hate you.  All they need is the slightest act of defiance, the smallest glimmer of hope, and they turn on you and your father without hesitation.  So what do you think is going to happen when your legion arrives, and they and the people of this city see me take you apart piece by piece?  How long do you think your father will last after that?” 
 
    Amnastru threw a hand forward, but the push of his will had barely touched Kari before she pushed back.  Her faith was amplified by the arcane power of the mallasti, and she pushed in return.  She couldn’t move him, but neither had he moved her.  With a snarl, he took up his blade again and came at Kari quickly but with disturbing calm.  He raised it to overpower her again, and Kari started to sidestep instinctively. 
 
    His foot connected with the side of her head, and sent Kari sprawling to the stone streets as her blades clattered away.  She moved on instinct, launching herself back the way she had fallen, the prince’s massive sword barely missing the tip of her ear as it chipped a cobblestone.  He turned and pursued, and Kari hardly got to her feet before he slammed her across the chest and sent her skidding across the plaza.  His sword hadn’t penetrated her breastplate at that angle, but he’d bruised her ribs at the very least. 
 
    Amnastru approached, cocky, as Kari staggered to her feet with no weapons.  Kari looked about for Seanada, but she was gone, walled off from the fight by that hardened dirt.  Had she been captured by the grasping ground beyond the wall?  Or was she searching for some way to get back to the fight?  Kari tried to circle left and then right, but Prince Amnastru stepped in time with her in both directions, keeping her from getting back to her waushims. 
 
    “And you thought I was going to run?” he taunted her as he came into attack range. 
 
    “I’m not running,” Kari said, remaining calm.  “We’re just getting started.” 
 
    She pulled the Wraith’s goggles over her eyes and willed herself to fade from sight.  The prince’s eyes widened, but Kari was sure he’d have some means of detecting her, just as Seanada could when they traveled.  She wasted no time rushing to her blades, and scooped them up and got to a ready position just as the prince homed in on her.  By his posture and mannerisms, he still couldn’t see her, but he had an idea of where she was – or was that just because she had picked up the waushims? 
 
    Kari let herself fade into sight as she strode past him at a safe distance.  “Why Prince Amnastru, you almost looked frightened there for a moment,” she taunted him back. 
 
    He smirked now, and stepped in, then sidestepped and spun.  Kari crossed her blades to catch his, shocked when his sword struck her from the other side, ripping into armor and flesh and throwing her violently to the side.  Her shoulder jammed awkwardly when she tried to stop her momentum from making her slide all the way to the wall, and there was a fire in her left breast from the sword’s bite.  She didn’t know what had happened; it was like she’d seen him in a mirror, and reacted in the wrong direction. 
 
    Kari got to her feet again, but her left arm was weak from the wound.  What I wouldn’t give to be in my paluric armor right now, she thought.  Or have my scimitars, for that matter. 
 
    Amnastru came at her again.  This time, Kari fended off the attack from the “wrong” direction, but took a blow to her right side instead, sending her skidding across the ground the other way.  She grunted and whined in pain as she stood, her waushims drooping to her sides.  A couple of the townsfolk moved as if to help her, but Kari shook her head to warn them away. 
 
    She reached up and put the Wraith’s goggles on again.  Now she could see Amnastru’s heat and blood flow; there would be no fooling her with his mirror-trickery.  Of course, now both of her sides were injured, and it was going to be a challenge simply to keep her guard up or put forth any sort of offense.  At that moment, however, that wasn’t a pressing concern. 
 
    Seanada landed, in her normal form and armor, on the prince’s back and managed to arch around his hood and sink her fangs into his neck.  He screamed and cursed, grabbed a handful of her hair and ripped her free of her perch before throwing her to the ground.  Seanada’s head bounced off the cobblestones and she looked stunned for a moment, but even as the prince raised his greatsword to finish her off, those golden eyes opened, and Kari’s jaw dropped. 
 
    In the span of the second that it took Amnastru to swing, Seanada sprang to her feet and struck him in the chest with both hands, throwing him backward.  He got his footing quickly and swung again from distance, but Seanada slid several paces to her left in a blur, leaving behind a shadowy form that the prince’s blade passed through.  He kicked the shadow, though, and it sent the real Seanada to her back, even far away from him as she was. 
 
    Kari didn’t waste her opportunity.  She faded from sight and made for the distracted prince.  Ducking low, she swung at the inside of his far knee and ripped through the buckles of his greaves.  Spinning back the other way, she destroyed his other leg plate and the straps that held it in place.  His legs were exposed now, and she backed out of range and let herself fade back into sight.  She’d told Seanada she was no assassin, and though she had to grab what few opportunities she was given, she didn’t want to kill him with a cheap shot. 
 
    Why not? she wondered.  What difference did it make in the long run?  Her goal was to kill him, not give him a fair fight.  Koursturaux had warned Kari that the kings and their princes would not afford her the luxury of a fair fight, so why was she so dead set on doing so for them? 
 
    I’ve got people to influence, she concluded. 
 
    “The legion; it’s almost here,” Seanada said, glancing to the east over her shoulder. 
 
    “And your time is almost up,” Amnastru said with a fanged grin.  “Very resourceful of you to try stealing my power, but it will not be enough for you to turn the tide.” 
 
    Raising his hand yet again, the cracked beams and timbers of the destroyed inn flew to form a cage around Seanada.  He hardly paused to admire his handiwork before he charged at Kari.  She was able to deflect his attacks, but had to keep giving ground and circling to keep from getting overrun.  He was powerful and she was injured; her stamina was not going to hold out for long against such an onslaught.  She had to think of something quickly, and with the way the prince counteracted their arcane attempts, it had to be something martial. 
 
    Kari tried disarming him or riposting, but both proved fruitless, his reach too great for her to overcome without setting up a way to step in on him first.  If he kept her to the outside, he could just wear her down without her ever getting close enough to harm him.  She had taken off his lower greaves, but that did her little good when she was kept over half a dozen feet away. 
 
    Come now.  You have only minutes to defeat me and save your friends.  Stop delaying and bring the fight to me. 
 
    The Wraith’s words came back to her mind and she realized she was making a terrible mistake: she was fighting Amnastru as she would when she was wearing her paluric armor and wielding her scimitars.  She was wearing heavier, inferior armor, that was true, but the waushims had different strengths and weakness than her scimitars, much as they felt the same to wield.  Kari had to bring the fight to Amnastru, and she realized her best option. 
 
    Kari lunged, drawing the expected short chop.  She sidestepped and then stepped in, and his blade came at her sideways.  She deflected it, stepped back the other way and in another step.  Amnastru was forced to adjust his attack angles and try to step back to reestablish distance, and Kari suppressed a smile.  She had him on the defensive, which was not where his strength lay.  A few weeks before, fighting offensively would not have been where Kari’s strength lay, and it still wasn’t, honestly.  But she just had to make one adjustment… 
 
    She balked, then took a step back, and he took the bait, trying to crush her with that great overhead chop of his.  Kari caught it on the haft of her left waushim, ignoring the bone-tingling impact as she intercepted his strength with less than an inch of metal.  She turned, brought her other waushim around, and with hand-eye coordination that would have impressed a brys, she slid her waushim so his sword was caught between her blade and haft.  She twisted hard, trying to wrest the weapon from him, and took a punch across the jaw for her efforts. 
 
    As hard as he’d hit her, she didn’t go down or even stagger all that much.  Her wits were a bit scrambled and she spat out a considerable ball of blood and saliva, but this mallasti body absorbed impacts better than her rir one would.  With only one hand on his blade, he lost control of his weapon and Kari sent both of them skidding across the plaza.  She stepped in again and threw a straight kick into his knee with a thud, then slashed upward slightly at the joint between the leg and groin of his armor. 
 
    This time, she didn’t hold back. 
 
    A spray of blood told her she’d cut through the armor, but rather than fall away, he hit her again, this time squarely enough to knock her prone.  Kari scrambled backwards, trying to shake away the stars that clouded her vision, but he wasn’t charging after her.  She had hurt him badly, and he was holding a hand to the wound, trying to seal it, likely in similar fashion to the way Prince Fesarri had when Kari nearly disemboweled him.  The demonhunter got back to her feet and looked around as she heard the thunder of drums, the march cadence of a sizeable army. 
 
    Running out of time, she thought. 
 
    Prince Amnastru summoned his sword back to his hand, the blade disentangling itself from Kari’s waushim as it flew to him.  She rolled the haft of her weapon onto the top of her foot and then kicked it up into her hand.  Her wounds were healing slowly, but she had to hope that even after having healed the wound, Amnastru might be a bit fatigued by what she’d done to him.  She moved toward him to re-engage, knowing full well an army was coming, and it was entirely possible they’d join whoever was left standing – or whoever looked more likely to win. 
 
    Seanada broke free of her cage at last, and had a bestial gleam in her eyes.  “I understand now!” she said with a cackle.  “So sadistic, so vicious.  It’s in your very blood!  Well, now you can feel what it is you so casually inflict on others!” 
 
    She gestured with a hiss, and the wound Kari had inflicted ripped back open with another spray of blood.  The prince screamed.  He tried to throw Seanada away across the plaza again, but she deflected it with his own power turned against him.  He stumbled to his left.  The sound of drums now echoed off the buildings as the armies entered the streets.  All Amnastru had to do was stay alive and on his feet for several more minutes, and all hope would be lost. 
 
    You have only minutes to defeat me and save your friends. 
 
    Kari screamed as the wounds of her chest ripped back open.  “Seanada, what are you doing?” she growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    The half-succubus shook her head.  “No!  No, I’m sorry.  I can’t…I can’t control it.” 
 
    She disappeared in a rush of wind with a pop, but the damage was done.  Kari couldn’t muster the strength to go for the coup-de-grace with her chest cut up.  Amnastru was trying to repair the damage to his pelvis again, but he was drained; Kari could almost taste it as much as see it.  But it mattered little as the sound of marching feet filled the central square. 
 
    Kari looked over just as the first column of soldiers came around the destroyed inn, and suddenly hope flooded back into her.  There, at the front of the column, was the handsome elestram form of the Wraith, posing as Shadak.  Walking beside him, his demeanor one of calm, patience, and confidence, was King Emanitar Te’Mordrin. 
 
    “You…,” Prince Amnastru hissed.  “Get out of my father’s realm!” 
 
    “Hmmm, he certainly is assertive for someone wounded and alone, is he not?” Emanitar asked the Wraith.  “Mastriana, have you need of assistance?” 
 
    “No.  I’ve got this,” Kari said.  “This fool’s had this coming for some time.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure how she could have forgotten.  Forgotten everything she had spent the better part of two lifetimes learning.  She healed fast, yes.  But she had the power of Zalkar to call upon in battle.  She let his power flow through her veins.  His symbol didn’t appear; he obviously knew what it was she was about.  But the wounds of her chest healed partially through his power, and her Sakkrass-granted ability took care of the rest.  And what was more, Zalkar’s power drove away the fatigue of battle and wounds. 
 
    Kari approached.  Prince Amnastru cut at her viciously, but his healing was far from efficient or sufficient.  His leg gave way, and Kari seized her chance.  She didn’t swing for an immediate kill; she took his legs out from under him, slicing up both of his knees in the process.  She drove him onto his back and dove atop him, bringing the blade of her waushim down to stab him through the heart.  He caught it with his sword, and began to push both back toward Kari’s throat, his fangs bared in a hiss. 
 
    “I am still stronger than you!” he spat. 
 
    “You are,” she returned.  “But you’re not stronger than us.” 
 
    The waushim changed direction again, and Amnastru’s eyes widened in shock as Kari easily overpowered him.  It was not solely her strength, but the blasphemous prince wouldn’t understand that.  And he had no time to learn.  The pointed tip of the waushim’s blade pressed against his breastplate, then punctured it like it was nothing.  The blade slid to his sternum and then through it, and Kari leaned over and held his stare as she drove the blade into his heart. 
 
    Amnastru drew in a gasping wheeze and Kari growled, “That’s for all my sisters you and your father have murdered.  Don’t worry; he’ll be joining you in hell soon enough.” 
 
    The life bled out of his eyes, and then Kari stood in one swift motion and relieved him of his head.  Silence pervaded the square, and Kari looked around at all the shocked faces.  She couldn’t know what these people felt, as much as she might sympathize with them.  She was glad so many of them had turned so easily to Emanitar’s service, but ultimately, the armies and even the rebellion were not her most immediate concern. 
 
    “Seanada?” she asked the air.  “Where did you go, my friend?” 
 
    King Emanitar approached at last, the Wraith’s elestram form behind him a few steps and the soldiers taking up positions around the square.  The mallasti king stopped before Kari, admired her work, and then turned a muted smile her way.  “You look terrible…again.” 
 
    “I look a lot better than he does,” she returned.  She turned to the Wraith, who stepped beside the mallasti king.  “Do you know where Seanada went?  She…attacked me by mistake, then teleported away.  She drank Amnastru’s blood, and she lost control.  It wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    “I suspect I know where she went, then,” he answered.  “Worry not; we will make certain she does not harm herself.” 
 
    Kari hadn’t really considered that, but now she could hardly not think about it.  Still, there were more immediate concerns.  She dropped to one knee before King Emanitar.  “All has been done as you asked, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I should say so,” he agreed, gesturing for her to rise.  He lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Your sister will arrive shortly, so your exodus will hardly be noticed.  You may leave at your discretion, so long as you do so out of sight.  Morduri and I will have much to say to you, but it can wait.  Do not let us keep you here any longer than you wish to stay.” 
 
    “Is he meeting you here or somewhere nearby?” Kari asked.  “I want to say goodbye to him before I go.” 
 
    There was a twinkle in Emanitar’s eye, but he simply nodded.  “I will send word to him that you wish to see him.”  He turned to the elestram assassin.  “See to it our special envoy does not arrive before King Morduri; departure and arrival must coincide.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” the Wraith said, but his eyes remained fixed upon Kari.  “If I could in this form, I would give you a hug.  You have performed far beyond our expectations.” 
 
    “You mean you thought I’d screw up?” Kari teased. 
 
    There was momentary confusion as they puzzled out what she was trying to say indirectly in beshathan, but then both men chuckled.  “Far from it.” 
 
    Vrissi came into the plaza and approached, and she bowed stiffly before Emanitar.  “My lord,” she said.  “Or should I address you now as Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Do you accept me as your king?” he returned. 
 
    “I do, Your Majesty,” she answered him and herself at the same time, bowing again.  She turned to Prince Amnastru’s corpse, then Kari.  “Each time I find you, you seem to be in worse shape.  Come, let me afford you the comforts of my home again, until you have recovered.” 
 
    Kari looked at King Emanitar, and the syrinthian woman bowed to him again.  “You are, of course, quite welcome in my home as well, Your Majesty.  You and your…associate.” 
 
    “I have things to see to, but I will see you again soon,” the Wraith said to Kari. 
 
    “See you soon,” she echoed.  Then she and Emanitar followed Vrissi to the comforts of home. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    No word came from the Wraith about Seanada the next day.  Kari spent the day following King Emanitar around the city as he began fortifying it and speaking with its citizens.  It wasn’t surprising to see the people bowing to him willingly, but the staggering thing was the number of women who came out, crying, and kissed his feet.  If Kari had any doubts about these people embracing King Emanitar, the reactions would have made her feel foolish. 
 
    Of greater interest to her, though, was his reaction.  Kari wasn’t sure if the beshathan and syrinthian people could see or sense it, but there was an undertone of guilt there.  Kari couldn’t say why the mallasti king had waited so long to make such a move, particularly after Sekassus had nearly killed him.  Was there truth to his claim that he had plans, and was simply waiting for the opportune time to strike? 
 
    She thought of her taunt, asking him if he enjoyed being a coward.  It had been meant solely as a prod, but she could see now that it was largely untrue.  He had crossed the border with no army at his back, no protections from the princes or the people if they rejected his claim.  He had laid it all on the line.  If what Kari had been learning these last couple of years was true, the general populace really offered little threat to Emanitar, but he didn’t strike Kari as the type who would enjoy wiping out a population to defend himself. 
 
    Emanitar moved himself and Kari to another inn not too far from Vrissi’s home, and he ordered the rebuilding of the destroyed inn as his first non-military order.  Kari kept mostly out of his way while he assigned assistants and messengers to get as much information about the city as he could.  Conquest was far from his sole concern. 
 
    Kari warned him of the presence of the demons, but he wasn’t worried about them.  They were merely the Overking’s spies, and would care little that two kings were fighting.  It would be a topic of discussion at the Council session, obviously, but so long as his laws and rules were observed, the Overking apparently cared little about who killed who.  Kari was left to wonder how concerned he was about general populations being killed; after all, citizens dying meant his army was ultimately smaller.  Did he even care? 
 
    Kari slept well that second night, and woke with the dawn feeling refreshed.  A bit of the stress of the many battles remained, but her body had healed, her mind was clear again, and she was ready to go home once she bid farewell to the man responsible for her being here.  Just the thought of him now made her smile.  Was this yet a product of being turned into a mallasti?  She honestly couldn’t say; she wasn’t in love with him in a true sense, but she did love him on some level.  In him, she believed she had found the first of hopefully many kings, princes, and nobles she could trust here on Mehr’Durillia. 
 
    Morduri arrived late in the afternoon with the legion that had been guarding the border at his back.  Word was spreading fast; while Kari didn’t think Sekassus would fall so quickly or easily, his army and holding were being whittled away at surprising speed.  Now, Emanitar had at least a legion and a half at his back, and King Morduri was directly involved.  Sekassus would soon learn his crown prince and at least three others were dead, The Vandrasse was a traitor, and two kings had invaded his southern holding. 
 
    That was to say nothing of the explosion at Sekassus’ palace, or whatever the continued attacks the Wraith had mentioned might be.  It was certainly not a fun time to be the King of Sorelizar… 
 
    The people were confused at Morduri’s arrival with an army at his back, but when he and his “uncle” embraced, their excitement and hope both peaked.  Once it was clear there would be no fight between the two, the citizens of Shisaevas began to take an interest in Morduri.  It was not lost on Kari that many of the elestram females – and mallasti ones, for that matter – took more than a passing interest in the elestram king.  She chuckled as she recalled the old Anthraxis Council Codex referring to him as “one of the underworld’s most eligible bachelors.” 
 
    “I have to say, I’m surprised to find you still here,” he said when he approached Kari.  He took her in an embrace, and she didn’t resist at all.  When they separated, he looked into her eyes and smiled.  “When I asked you to pay your debt, I had no idea it would turn out this way.” 
 
    “Nobody back home is going to believe what’s happened here,” she agreed. 
 
    “So why are you still here?” 
 
    “I wanted to see you before I left.  Would you come up to my room so we can talk?” 
 
    Morduri exchanged a look with Emanitar, who tried valiantly to suppress a laugh and a smirk, though he lost both battles.  The elestram king gestured for Kari to lead the way, and he followed her silently until the door closed behind him.  To his credit, despite being amused, he didn’t laugh or make any faces at Kari.  His eyes read pride first and foremost, and he held up the large rucksack he’d brought with him from Ewuaswi. 
 
    “Here are your armor and weapons,” he said, setting the satchel beside the nightstand.  Kari approached and stood before him, looking up into those mystifying purple eyes.  “What is it you wanted to talk about?  Or did you just fancy one last go before you leave?” 
 
    “No, that’s…well, yes, but that wasn’t…,” she trailed off.  “I guess that’s sort of related to what I wanted to talk to you about.  Morduri, what…uh, Lord Irrasitus…” 
 
    He touched a clawed finger to the end of her nose to shut her up, then leaned down and kissed her.  His tongue was sweet against hers, and she laughed inside at the oddness of the way these people kissed.  He drew back after a moment, though, and smiled again.  “I think you have earned to the right to call me Morduri in any but the most formal of occasions,” he said.  “Aside from when we stand in Anthraxis or before my people, you may call me casually.” 
 
    Kari returned his smile, but it didn’t last.  “Morduri, what would you say if I told you I might be pregnant?” 
 
    He stared at her for a silent stretch, as if waiting for her to laugh or crack a smile.  When neither happened, he finally snorted.  “Not possible.  Kari, had you been in season, I would have been able to smell it.  And we would have taken precautions.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  By now you must have noticed you can smell and even almost taste certain things, yes?  Females presenting signs of being in season are never a secret.  They don’t affect us the way they might an animal; the pheromones aren’t that strong.  But we know.  I would have known.  That would have been a very strange position for us to have ended up in.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    He chuckled, but it became obvious why when he answered, “No, not bad.  Complicated, yes, but not bad.  What made you think you might have been pregnant?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m obviously not used to being mallasti, but this body has been acting a little strange lately.  I’ve been sick a few times in the last few days, and, well…I don’t want to get into gross details.  It’s not how our bodies react to getting pregnant as rir, but a mallasti isn’t anything like a rir, so…” 
 
    Morduri shook his head.  “Nothing to worry about,” he said.  “I’m afraid if you want to have more children, you’re going to have to find that man back home you’re always thinking of.” 
 
    Kari laughed.  “It’s so weird.  I thought I would feel guilty after what we shared, but even before you said what you did, I didn’t feel guilty at all.  It was more like I was being foolish to think I had to stay faithful to my husband after he passed, even though…” 
 
    “He told you not to mourn him too long?” he finished when she trailed off. 
 
    She met his eyes intensely.  “How did you know?” 
 
    Morduri sat on the edge of the bed and sighed.  “It was my father’s final order to his wife when his will was read,” he said.  Kari found it interesting that the beshathans – or at least the elestram, or Morduri’s family specifically – might adopt leaving last wills, but she didn’t say as much or interrupt.  “And yet, for all these years, she has remained solitary on my behalf, to help run my realm as regent while I put myself and my people before her.  You and I both have unspoken promises to fulfill when we return home, Kari.” 
 
    “I suppose we do.” 
 
    “And are you ready to return home now?” 
 
    Kari straddled his lap, facing him.  They shared another kiss, but when she drew away, she asked, “Am I?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered for her.  “Go find that man you’re in love with, and don’t waste any more of your time and effort on me.  My uncle and I have things to do, and then I must see to releasing my mother from her bond of servitude.  But before you go, I want to make certain you understand exactly how I feel.” 
 
    “When you first came to me, you hated me.  No need to deny it or act embarrassed; it was a natural reaction, and dare I say the correct reaction.  When you came to me this time, I could tell you still didn’t trust me, but when I told you what I wanted from you, I sensed a change.  The more we got to know each other, and the more intertwined our lives became as we planned this gambit, the more I could see it.  And all of that obviously culminated in you allowing me to mate with you.” 
 
    “I hope you understand that it was not lust.  It was something I was happy – honored, even – to share with you.  Emma is my mate, and my true love.  But you have become special to me in a way you might not appreciate.  Not in the sense of lovers, but dare I tell you that it is something more than friends?  I trusted you in a way I have not trusted a great many people in my life – and I still do.  A time of great change is coming to this world, and I am willing to put my life and my trust in you.  I hope only that you are willing to do the same.” 
 
    “I am,” Kari answered without hesitation. 
 
    “Good.  We will have a great many things to discuss once the next Council session has come and gone.  Depending on how things play out here – it is probably not in any of our best interests for me to remain here throughout the campaign – I will send you an invitation to meet with me in Pataria.  And I mean it when I say I very much look forward to seeing you again.” 
 
    “Even though I’ll be terra-dracon again,” she teased, rising up from his lap. 
 
    “Even though I expect – and hope – that there will be another man by your side.” 
 
    Kari reached out her hand, and helped him to his feet when he took it.  She wrapped him in a tight hug.  “Please give my best to Cestriana and Amalikor if you see them again before I do,” she said.  “As much as we might feel for each other now, Morduri, remember that it was them and their daughter that I did this for.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said.  He walked over and hefted the rucksack, then helped sling it over her shoulder.  “Just remember, you need to change back to your normal form as soon as you get home.  Otherwise, it may take a bit of explaining to get yourself out of prison.”  Kari laughed.  “Do you want someone to accompany you through the process of returning home?” 
 
    “I feel confident enough,” she said.  “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    Morduri leaned in and kissed her again, but chastely this time on the side of her snout.  He waved a smiling goodbye as Kari took hold of the little voice in the back of her mind.  She fell within herself, her mind stretching out through the heavens apart from her body.  Within moments she saw the great expanse of Citaria, recognized the continent of Askies Island, and saw the harbor of DarkWind.  She slid down toward the campus of the Demonhunter Order, to arrive in a little-used alleyway between its wall and one of the barracks… 
 
    …and arrived in the middle of a raging inferno and pall of smoke. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIX – Counterstrikes 
 
      
 
    Kari coughed and hacked, her eyes shut tight against the brightness and heat of the inferno.  She moved closer to the wall and crouched, trying to get out of the stream of heat and smoke coming from the blazing barracks.  She needed to change back to her true form, but this definitely wasn’t the right place to sit and let the transformation happen.  She shuffled along the wall and looked across the campus of the Order: the barracks were not the only building set ablaze. 
 
    Reaching the corner of the building, she could see that not only was this barracks house not the only building on the campus ablaze, but the campus was not the only place in the city on fire.  She stood transfixed for a couple of minutes, turning side to side slowly to behold parts of the city spewing columns of flame and smoke into the air.  It looked like the western quarter of Solaris after Zaliskower had struck, and she wondered if a dragon might have attacked the city. 
 
    “Hey, there’s one over there!” a voice shouted to her left.  Kari looked that way.  A group of recruits, poorly armored and armed as if they’d rushed out the door with no time to prepare, approached her warily.  “Drop your weapons and surrender!” 
 
    Kari started to reply, but realized instinct had her speaking beshathan.  She shook her head and switched to the Citarian trade tongue.  “Stand down, cadets, that’s an order,” she said, noting the utter shock on their faces.  “Where is Lord Allerius?” 
 
    The trainees continued to stare at her, dumbfounded, but then exchanged glances.  “He’s dead.  You should know, your companions killed him!” 
 
    Kari had to work hard to bite down the sob that rose unbidden to her throat.  Albrecht is dead? she thought.  This was unreal; it was like she had stepped into a nightmarish reflection of Citaria instead of the true world.  She thought of Seanada’s warnings about walking through the dream alone; could she have ended up in the wrong place?  Or was this actually happening? 
 
    “Stand guard and give me a couple of minutes,” Kari said.  “You’ll understand when I’m done.  Just don’t do anything stupid and don’t let anyone or anything near me, understand?” 
 
    Blank, blinking stares answered her, but Kari shook her head.  She shed her armor and the clothing beneath it, ignoring the muttered what the hell from one of the cadets.  Kari focused her will on returning to her true form.  She wasn’t sure if she needed to, but she thought of all the times she’d looked at herself in the mirror.  She could see her jawline, her nose, the wings, the hair, the black eyes; and then, pain shot through her entire body. 
 
    It hurt less than the initial transformation into a mallasti, but pain was pain.  The gasps of the cadets told her it was working, and once the pain faded to the dullest echo, she straightened out before them.  Most of the cadets had the wherewithal to avert their eyes, but not all of them, which was just as well.  The ones taking in Kari’s naked form couldn’t possibly miss the angry, pulsing symbol of Zalkar emblazoned across her chest. 
 
    “Lady Vanador!” one of them said, snapping her a salute, and the others followed suit. 
 
    Kari started getting dressed.  “Would one of you care to explain what’s going on?  Is Lord Allerius…is he really dead?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” one of the men answered.  “They…they cut his head off as he was trying to escape the burning building.” 
 
    “WHO IS THEY?” Kari shouted, and the young men and women recoiled.  “WHAT IS HAPPENING?” 
 
    “Demons…er, Mehr’Durillians, ma’am.  The attack started just hours ago.  We’ve been holding here as ordered, but there seems to be several groups of them attacking the city.  There’s fires everywhere you look.  The campus seems to be secure, and the fires are slowly being put out, but I think the city is still under attack.” 
 
    Kari put her hand to her belly and grimaced.  That gurgling passed through her guts just as with the first transformation, but this time, it left a sharp pain deep in her belly.  She took a few deep breaths and tried to shrug off the pain.  It wasn’t going to be easy, but it did release a surge of adrenaline, and after being in the heavier mallasti body, she felt extremely light on her toes.  She felt ready for battle, pain in her stomach be damned. 
 
    “Are you all right, ma’am?” 
 
    “Fine,” Kari said, her mind trying to think clearly when flooded with fury.  She pointed at the cadet who had been addressing her.  “You – you’re hereby field-promoted to Enforcer.  Take these others, get some armored coats at least, and then you are to patrol the grounds from gate to gate and make sure the perimeter isn’t breached.  Get these fires out, and then let citizens onto the campus as needed to take shelter.” 
 
    “You,” she said, pointing to one of the others.  “Get to the temple, tell the Council that I’m home and headed out into the city to kill the invaders.  Then you find Corbanis Tesconis or Erijinkor Tesconis, and you tell them to meet me at my home.  Get moving, all of you.” 
 
    She was answered with a resounding chorus of yes ma’am, and the recruits ran off to do as ordered.  Kari touched her belly again, and managed to hold off until the recruits were out of sight before she lost the contents of her stomach again.  Something is not right, she thought.  Had Diszaro “cut corners” when transforming her?  She couldn’t be concerned with it at the moment.  Emptying her stomach alleviated some of the issue, but she focused on the coming battle. 
 
    Leaving the alleyway, she saw the chaos of the campus.  There were rows of bodies laid under sheets on its central square, and she swallowed hard, knowing one of her closest friends was lying beneath one of them.  Rage boiled in her blood, simmered in her capillaries, and exploded in her fingers and toes, causing her clawed feet to churn the ground and her hands to grip the pommels of her scimitars like vices.  It was bad enough to see all the destruction and death she’d left behind on Mehr’Durillia, but now it had struck close to home.  The demon kings had struck at her very home. 
 
    The thought of home set Kari’s feet moving quickly.  The guards at the gate, holding their weapons and watching for trouble, nonetheless saluted her as she strode by.  They cheered at her back as she continued on; she was the Avatar of Vengeance, and she imagined to them, she must look like exactly that as she strode out into the chaos with her swords at the ready.  People were in the streets, bucket bridges trying to get the fires under control, but they were losing the battle.  When they saw Kari, though, it was apparent hope flooded into them, and they began to weep and pray to the gods for salvation. 
 
    Kari turned on instinct and prepared to dive for cover when she heard the sound.  It was a great flap of wings, and she cursed under her breath.  She pressed herself against the wall of one of the few buildings not aflame, and closed her eyes against the blowing dust and debris in the wake of the dragon’s passing.  But then she felt it: cold.  It was cold.  She opened her eyes as a great cheer erupted from around her, and she saw the nearby buildings had been extinguished, their charred edges now coated in frost. 
 
    Alamarise? Kari thought.  Couldn’t be; too small.  Not to mention, we’re a few thousand miles from his home, at least. 
 
    Any questions as to who it was evaporated quickly when Kari saw several lightning bolts and a handful of concussive force bolts chase after it.  She dashed between two buildings that were no longer burning, rushing to the parallel street from which the attacks appeared to come.  The dragon was unfazed by the attacks from Kari’s vantage point, but that didn’t mean he or she liked being attacked.  At the very least, Kari owed it to the dragon to try to keep it safe while it helped the city. 
 
    The streets were emptier and emptier as Kari went farther from the campus.  When she got near the origin of the attacks, she found a small group of mallasti and elestram watching the sky for the dragon’s return.  She started to approach, but kept to the shadows of the alleyway for a minute.  There were four of them, and only one of her; as strong as her faith was and as much practice as she was getting swiping arcane attacks aside, this group might be a mix of fighters and sorcerers.  And that was not a combination Kari wanted to deal with. 
 
    She pulled the Wraith’s goggles down over her eyes and willed herself to fade from sight.  There was no indication the beshathans were aware of her presence when she stepped out onto the roadway brandishing her weapons.  This felt cowardly, but Kari thought better of it a moment later.  Her pride and honor were a small price to pay to protect her city.  It made her consider the methods of someone like Eryn Olgaryn, but she shook the thoughts off quickly; there was little time to weigh either’s intentions. 
 
    The only thing Kari refrained from doing was decapitating them.  A scimitar slid neatly beneath one’s ribs, then she nearly eviscerated a second before the others even reacted.  When they did, it was too late: she was upon them.  Kari stepped between the remaining mallasti pair and spun several times quickly, cutting them down mercilessly.  Four beshathan bodies lay spilled around her, and when the dragon came through for another pass, it held back its icy breath when it saw only Kari standing there. 
 
    With a deafening roar, the dragon continued on in its flight path, turning its great head to the south and extinguishing the fires on a row of flats and buildings.  Kari watched its flight, and saw no further attacks aimed at it, so she got her feet moving again toward home.  The dragon was relatively safe, and it recognized friend from foe; that was as much as Kari could ask for in this particular situation.  Names and thanks would have to be exchanged later. 
 
    The more upscale areas of the city near the temples remained largely untouched.  Kari was glad for that; surely the priests and priestesses of the temples, among others, had come out to defend their homes and churches.  Hopefully, the watch and the Duke’s militia were organizing resistance, securing parts of the city and gradually forcing the attackers into an ever-shrinking area.  Once she got in contact with her family, it was what Kari was planning to do. 
 
    She ducked involuntarily as the dragon flew overhead again, but the great reptile turned south again, where the many fires were painting the underside of the heavens in an orange glow.  A group of hunters was following as quickly as they could in the dragon’s wake, so intent on following the trail of trouble that they didn’t even notice Kari.  She was sure she was visible again, but that hardly made a difference. 
 
    Exiting the north side of the city, Kari could see flames.  Her heart threatened to stop but instead sped up.  She knew where the fire was; there was no doubt.  She picked up her pace and ran down the length of her drive toward the conflagration.  Surely her family would be there, fighting the fire as best they could from safety.  She looked left and right as she ran down the road, though, and there were no signs of her workers or family anywhere in the fields. 
 
    “MOM!” Kari screamed as she put every last ounce of strength and willpower into her speed.  “GRAKIN!  LITTLE GRAY!” 
 
    She was hardly cognizant of when her legs had finally given way.  She was on her knees at the edge of the yard, watching the fire consume everything she and Grakin had built together.  There were no signs of life: no bodies, no one fighting the flames, not even anyone watching the house burn.  Kari tilted her head back and burned her throat raw with a deafening cry of “NO!” 
 
    They had gotten her.  She wasn’t sure which king it was – was it possible Sekassus had given so much ground to her, Emanitar, and Morduri because he had been planning this?  He seemed the least likely to be behind it, but what did that matter?  Someone had struck directly at Kari’s home.  Her house was on fire, her family possibly all dead, the city of DarkWind ablaze with it, and the very campus of the Order – and her subcommander, Lord Allerius – destroyed.  For all the gains she had made during her stay on Mehr’Durillia, she had lost so much more. 
 
    This is all my fault, she thought.  If I hadn’t waited to see Morduri one last time, I would have been here, where I belong, when this attack came.  And if I hadn’t slept with him, there wouldn’t have even been a question of whether I was pregnant. 
 
    She retched, but her stomach was already empty.  Her anger and disgust flooded out through her eyes instead, but she gripped the hilts of her scimitars and wiped her face when she heard a voice ask, “Who’s that there?” 
 
    Kari jumped to her feet and brought her blades to bear, and a pair of shadowy figures came forth from the vineyards.  “Kari?” Aeligos balked, and Eli stepped out next to him. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods you’re back and all right!” Eli blurted. 
 
    “I am most certainly not all right,” Kari growled at them. 
 
    “No, no, Kari, it’s okay,” Aeligos said with a placating gesture.  “The children are back at Mom’s old house, safely within the wards there.  Mom’s at the temple, running relief efforts, and Dad and Serenjols are working with the Order to hunt down the attackers.” 
 
    Kari fell to her knees again and wept.  She was soon wrapped in a double hug from the two men, but then she looked up.  “The tree,” she whispered.  “Save the tree, please.” 
 
    Aeligos and Eli dashed around the house without question, and Kari followed them as quickly as her near-useless legs would allow.  The tree was getting scorched from the direction of the blowing flames, but it hadn’t caught fire yet.  Aeligos looked around for a moment, then nudged Eli and gestured off into the fields.  “Kari, stay put,” the rogue said.  “We’re going to get buckets and water from the irrigation canals.” 
 
      Kari turned and put a hand to Grakin’s tree as the men ran off, and she closed her eyes.  “Zalkar, Father, this is all I have left of him.  Don’t let this tree burn, I beg of you.  Don’t let the fire take it.” 
 
    A great flap brought her attention back to the sky, and she dashed a short distance away as the dragon flew over and blew out most of the flames of the house.  It roared, swept out and around over the vineyards, then came back and loosed a second icy breath to finish the job.  It returned to the city without pause, and Kari burst into tears yet again, sinking down to her knees to lean against the tree. 
 
    The house was a total loss; she could see that even through the tears and the pall of smoke that still erupted from the newly-extinguished structure.  But the dragon had saved the tree, if indirectly, and Kari had to be satisfied with that.  She worked to get her emotions under control, asking Zalkar to flood her with his power so she could get her feet solidly back beneath her.  She wiped her face free of the tears, kissed the tree, and then turned back toward the city. 
 
    “Uh, was that a dragon?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    “It was, but who was that?” Eli replied. 
 
    “I don’t know, but they’re a friend,” Kari answered.  “Come on, you said everyone was at the orphanage?” 
 
    “Your kids are,” Eli returned with a nod, abandoning his bucket of water.  “Let’s go there first, and then Aeligos and I will get back to helping in the hunt.” 
 
    “What brought you back here?” 
 
    “Se’sasha is missing, thought we’d check for her here, like maybe she was looking for you.  Did Erik come back with you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did Erik come home with you?” Aeligos clarified.  “Didn’t you stop in Anthraxis before you came home?” 
 
    “Damnit,” Kari muttered.  “No, I didn’t.  But if he’s in Anthraxis, at least he’s hopefully safe, even if he’s not here to help us.  Let’s move.” 
 
    They made their way hastily back into the city.  The dragon was still taking attacks from the ground in places, but the fires were slowly being cleared.  Kari saw a company of militiamen marching into the city in formation as she and her companions arrived.  Beshathans were tough, no doubt, but they were just people with an affinity for the arcane.  With an entire city’s worth of soldiers and hunters closing in on them, they wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    Speeding toward the temple district, Kari and the men came to the orphanage to find it completely unscathed.  The reason why was immediately apparent: Kyrie Kyleah, high priestess of Kaelariel, was standing on the front walk as if daring anyone to attack.  Beside her were the other two priestesses: Danilynn Stahlorr of Garra Ktarra and Se’sasha Solaristis of Sakkrass-Ashakku.  Three powerful priestesses and an anti-“demon” ward around the house seemed to be more than enough protection. 
 
    “Kari!” Kyrie gasped when she saw the demonhunter approaching.  She ran forward and wrapped Kari in a hug.  “Gods, oh gods, Kari, I’m so sorry.  We weren’t in time to defend the house.” 
 
    “There you are, girl,” Eli said, approaching Se’sasha.  “We thought we’d lost you.” 
 
    The syrinthian priestess bowed her head.  “Forgive me.  I went to my people on Lady Vanador’s property, to tell them to seek shelter and take the other workers with them.  They are likely cold and frightened out in the northern vineyards and hills, but they should be safe for the time being.” 
 
    “Little Gray and Uldriana are upstairs with Damansha, and if anything manages to get past us, it won’t get past that mama bear,” Kyrie said.  “Are you all right, Kari?  You seem to be in a great deal of pain.” 
 
    “Long story,” she said, waving off the question.  “I’m just…having a hard time putting all this together in my mind.  I just got back from Mehr’Durillia less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “Out of the frying pan…,” Eli mused, but nobody finished or smiled at the joke. 
 
    “My children are safe?” Kari asked rhetorically, and the five others before her nodded.  “Then I have work to do.” 
 
    “And you have fun with that,” came an all-too-familiar voice from behind her, and Kari spun around. 
 
    “Wait,” Kyrie said, grabbing Kari by the shoulder.  “He can’t cross the wards.  Let’s all get ready and take him together.” 
 
    “Oh, can’t I?” Taesenus asked.  It was one of those situations where one would expect a smirk or at least a cocky grin, but there was no expression of pleasure on his face.  “Who do you think burned your home to the ground, then?” 
 
    “You are a dead man,” Kari said, taking a threatening step forward. 
 
    “Yes, you’re very brave when you have a gang of friends at your back.” 
 
    “I needed no gang of friends to take your arm off the first time.  What makes you think you’ll do any better this time around?” Kari spat. 
 
    “Because you have so much more to lose now,” he said, pacing to the side.  “You can waste your time trying to kill me now, or you can go save your city…and your brother-in-law.  Hmmm, which demon king did I sell him to when he made the mistake of leaving the safety of Anthraxis?  You’re resourceful.  I’m sure you can figure it out.  But the longer you waste time with me, the less likely it is to matter.” 
 
    “Erik!” Kyrie cried, and she stepped forward and called forth her divine power.  A beam of fire from the moon split through the cloud cover, striking the Demon Prince like a meteor.  The beam passed through Taesenus, and Kyrie muttered an uncharacteristic swear under her breath.  “He’s not really here.  Ignore him.” 
 
    “You and I are going to have a reckoning,” Kari said, pointing a scimitar at the image. 
 
    “Oh yes, we are,” he agreed.  “When you are alone, Karian.  Not where you are strong or have the advantage of friends.  Watch your back.” 
 
    “No, Taesenus,” Kari said, and he cocked his head.  She pulled the goggles back down over her eyes and went invisible.  “You watch yours.” 
 
    He grimaced.  The image wavered, then disappeared.  Kari faded into sight again, and her family and friends all beheld her in amazement.  “Gift, from a friend,” she said, then took the goggles off and handed them to Aeligos.  “Here, these will probably be more useful to you.” 
 
    The rogue stared at them curiously, but then slipped them on.  “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Aeligos!” Kyrie said, slapping the end of his snout. 
 
    “Sorry.  This is just…wow.” 
 
    Eli leaned over and whispered, “Hey, she did swear first.” 
 
    “You stay out of this,” Kyrie snapped at the half-corlyps. 
 
    “Think about being invisible, and you…will be,” Kari said as the rogue faded away.  “Come, we’ve got work to do.  Mom, can you, Danilynn, and Se’sasha protect this place even if Taesenus comes?” 
 
    “If he shows his face, I will call my god to deal with him directly,” Kyrie answered. 
 
    Kari half-smiled at that, but the amusement didn’t last.  She set off into the city with Eli and, she presumed, the invisible Aeligos with her.  They had an unknown number of beshathans to hunt down, a dragon to thank, and a lot of dead people to account for.  And that was to say nothing of redoubling their efforts on tracking down Taesenus and finding out who was behind the summoning of these beshathan strike teams to Citaria. 
 
    Despite the darkness, more and more people were coming out to see to relief efforts now.  Kari implored them all to be wary and seek shelter at the first sign of trouble, and she gathered an entourage of fellow hunters and some solitary city watch as she strode along.  The dragon passed overhead a couple more times, but the orange glow faded from the clouds, and Kari was pretty sure the flaming threat had passed.  Still, the great, majestic, winged reptile circled the city like a bird of prey homing in on its quarry. 
 
    They found Corbanis before long, the Tesconis patriarch’s six-foot-eight form hard to miss even in the dim streets.  He had a squad of hunters with him, and they were checking for signs of life among a similar squad of beshathans that lay around them.  When they noticed Kari and her followers coming, they straightened out and saluted her. 
 
    Kari returned the salute absently, but gestured toward the bodies.  “Any survivors?” 
 
    “Not as of yet, ma’am,” Corbanis answered formally, despite their relationship.  “These do not seem all that intent on being captured.” 
 
    “They’re fighting to the death?” 
 
    “Or killing themselves if it seems like they’re going to be caught,” he confirmed.  “It would seem whoever sent them made it clear they were not to reveal their master.” 
 
    “Well, tough shit, because we’re going to find out who it was if I have to resurrect one of them myself,” Kari said, drawing raised eyebrows from all those around her.  She didn’t have the time or inclination to excuse her foul language.  She was hurt, angry, scared, and irritated beyond measure, and she wasn’t mindful of letting that be known.  “Aeligos, you still with us?” 
 
    “You bet,” he said, and his voice coming from nowhere sent a few of the less-hardened watchmen and hunters scrambling away. 
 
    “I need you to sap one of them if we can find another squad that hasn’t been killed yet.  Preferably an elestram; mallasti have harder heads, I think.  Don’t ask me to explain right now, just trust me.”  She turned to the other hunters and watchmen.  “Subdue as many as you can, but don’t risk your life trying to capture them.  If they try to kill you, you return the favor and make good on it.  I have enough condolences to pass around after this is all said and done.  Don’t add yourself to my list.” 
 
    “I’ll be about fifty paces out in front of you, but you lead the way,” Aeligos said. 
 
    Kari nodded and gestured for the others to follow, and they paraded through the streets: two senior demonhunters, nearly a dozen less-experienced but well-trained other hunters, eleven watchmen, Aeligos, Eli, and a handful of war veterans who still had their armor and weapons from the Great War.  It was a sizeable bunch, and a capable unit.  Kari almost pitied the beshathans they came upon if they should manage to find some still alive. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    A renewed fire acted like a beacon for them, and they all tried to keep pace with Kari.  She was burning Zalkar’s power at this point, her own body spent after all the grief and shock she had been put through in barely an hour.  She came upon another quartet of beshathans, and the Mehr’Durillians took up defensive positions while a spellcaster took the center of the street, his clawed hands splayed in preparation to begin raining death on Kari’s soldiers. 
 
    His head snapped to the side as a dull thunk sounded, and the others turned to watch the elestram wizard fall ungracefully face-first into the street.  By the time they got their wits back on the coming trouble, Kari had impaled one of them on both of her blades and threw him aside like a sack of trash.  The others with her, mindful of her orders, overwhelmed and began to simply beat the Mehr’Durillians into submission.  Corbanis went for the sapped elestram, and he produced a pair of the magic-cancelling shackles. 
 
    “Just break their fingers if we don’t have any more shackles,” Kari said, and snaps and cracks preceded screams of pain from the subdued beshathans.  “Get them up.  You four and you two,” Kari continued, pointing at a group of mixed hunters and watchmen.  “Get them to the campus and lock them in the prison.  The rest of you, stay with me.” 
 
    They continued through the streets, but stopped short at a rush of wind that deposited Sonja a short distance before them.  “There you are,” Sonja said, then her eyes went wide.  “Kari!  You’re home!” 
 
    The demonhunter accepted a hug from her sister-in-law, who backed away and looked at the tears on her arm curiously.  Kari’s emotions were threatening to get the better of her, but to their credit, none of the men or women with her said anything.  “Report?” she asked Sonja. 
 
    Her sister-in-law seemed shocked to be addressed so stiffly, but she shook her head.  “The ones you captured and sent to the campus are the only ones left alive,” she said, falling into step with Kari as she turned back toward the campus.  “Master Maelstrom and I also used our arcane seals to try to locate Taesenus, but he’s not in the city, if he ever was at all.  Seems he took a liking to the illusions I used last time we encountered him.” 
 
    “He’s going to wish his life was an illusion when I find him,” Kari growled.  She sighed at herself, though, and turned to Corbanis.  “Set up squads and start sweeping the city street by street.  If anyone needs immediate help, either do what you can healing-wise, or get them to one of the temples for treatment.  I need to know what parts of the city are most heavily damaged, which have the highest casualties, and if anyone can get close enough to that dragon, I want to know its name and whether it’s comfortable coming to speak with me on the campus.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Corbanis answered with a salute, and he turned and began issuing orders to those hunters with him. 
 
    Kari turned to the watchmen.  “Thank you for your help.  Please return to your squads or to the watch commander, and have them let the duke know the situation is under control for the time being.” 
 
    She turned last to the war veterans that had joined the cause.  “You lot are with me.  I think we have some beer back on the campus, assuming they didn’t destroy the larder.” 
 
    There were some scattered chuckles, but most of them didn’t miss the sadness or the hurt in Kari’s eyes, and they nodded solemnly.  They followed her back toward the campus.  Aeligos became visible again, shocking Sonja, and they also walked with Kari.  No one asked her any questions or offered any insights or information without being asked.  Kari was frazzled, and apparently, everyone could see that. 
 
    They reached the campus without incident, and Kari was welcomed back by every hunter on the grounds.  Masters Arinotte and Perez approached, and she could see from the dirt, sweat, and soot on them that the two military priests hadn’t sat in the temple waiting for reports.  They had gone straight out into trouble, just like Kari, their military training coming back to the fore when serious danger loomed.  Kari saluted them, but she felt like her arm weighed half a ton, and while she was sure it showed on her face, she couldn’t muster up the concern to care. 
 
    “Masters,” she greeted them quietly.  “Where is Lord Allerius?” 
 
    The two humans exchanged a glance.  Master Perez headed back toward the temple, but Master Arinotte gestured for Kari to follow.  He made his way to the rows of covered bodies in the campus’ central square, and gestured toward a sheet stained with silver blood.  He started to speak but thought better of it, merely patting Kari’s shoulder and giving it a comforting squeeze before he, too, headed back to the temple.  They would be busy enough accounting for the dead in the morning. 
 
    Kari knelt beside the body of her friend and laid her hand on his chest through the sheet, paying no mind to the blood that stained it.  Albrecht Allerius was her best friend among the Order, even more so than either of her brothers-in-law or father-in-law.  He had started showing Kari the ropes of running the Order from the moment he found out she was pregnant and going on administrative duty.  She was a better hunter than him; no one had ever bothered trying to deny that, not even Albrecht himself.  And yet, he had taught her so much about leadership, how to run the Order, and even a bit about being a parent. 
 
    He left behind a wife and three children, though thankfully his kids were a little older – mostly late teens, if Kari’s guess was correct.  That wouldn’t make it any easier, but it meant the children could help bear the burdens of their mother.  They would receive a pension that would help them financially, but the words it’s the least we can do stuck in Kari’s mind.  It really was the least anyone could do. 
 
    Her mind flashed back to her earlier thoughts, and she had to put considerable effort into not breaking down into a crying mess.  If I had never slept with Morduri, he’d still be alive, she thought.  It was unbelievable that one night of irresponsibility had cost her best friend and so many others their lives. 
 
    “Stop that,” Sonja said through a shuddering breath.  Kari turned and looked over her shoulder.  “That is not true, and you know it, Kari.  Don’t take any more of this onto yourself than you already have to.” 
 
    Aeligos looked back and forth between them, then his brows knitted.  “Kari, none of this was your fault, and you being here wouldn’t have stopped any of it.  The initial assault hit here; if anything, you may have been caught off guard along with everyone here.  We’re talking a few dozen Mehr’Durillians and possibly even Taesenus…Kari, you’re lucky to be alive.  I know that doesn’t mitigate how you feel, but this wasn’t your fault, and you shouldn’t feel guilty for still being alive.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  They were right, but now she wondered how much of her thoughts Sonja overhead.  Her sister-in-law’s face was devoid of judgment, but Kari couldn’t help but wonder how much of that sadness was knowing she had slept with a “demon king.”  Sonja turned and looked away for a moment, and Kari shook her head.  Aeligos looked back and forth between them again, but then offered Kari a hand to stand up. 
 
    “I don’t think I can get up without wetting my pants,” Kari said.  Having finally sat down and let the adrenaline and divine power leave her body, she felt limp and weak, and that sharp pain in her belly was making its presence known. 
 
    “I’ll help you up, ma’am,” offered one of the larger, burlier veterans who still remained near her in a respectful, kneeling semi-circle around Lord Allerius. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Kari said.  “I think I’m just going to pass out here.” 
 
    And then she did exactly that. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was difficult to figure out where she was at first, but it came to her after a couple of groggy minutes.  It was her mother-in-law’s old house, and she had been bundled up on the floor of what used to be Little Gray’s room.  There were several little beds in the room, but they were all pushed to the side, and none of the children were sleeping in them presently.  Kari was alone, wrapped up in blankets on the floor, and she wondered hazily why she wasn’t on any of the beds, or at least a couple of them pushed together. 
 
    She tried to push up to a sitting position, but her arms wouldn’t hold her up and she hit the blankets with a muffled thud.  The sound of a couple of people coming up the stairs preceded Danilynn and Kyrie rushing into the room.  They both knelt beside Kari, and Danilynn took her hand while Kyrie leaned down and gave her a hug.  Kari still felt awful, but finally being able to lie down for a stretch coupled with the warmth of the two women’s presence helped. 
 
    “How long was I out?” Kari asked, putting her hand on her forehead. 
 
    “Just a couple of hours,” Danilynn answered. 
 
    “I appreciate the warm blankets, but would it have been too much to put me on a bed?” 
 
    Kyrie and Danilynn looked at each other and grimaced.  “Kari, there was a lot of blood,” her mother-in-law said. 
 
    “I don’t remember being wounded…?  I was wearing my paluric armor,” she said, trying to recall the events since her return.  “Why was I bleeding?” 
 
    Kyrie sighed.  “We’re not sure, but it was…coming from your womb.” 
 
    That could only mean one thing.  Kari shook her head and groaned.  “Oh, that idiot,” she said, laying her head back on the ground.  This was definitely something she had no desire to try to explain now, especially not to her mother-in-law.  “It’s a long story, but I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.  Just a side effect of magic we used when I was on Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “What kind of magic?” Kyrie pushed, her brow scrunched up. 
 
    “Well, to keep it simple, they turned me into a mallasti for a time,” Kari explained.  “But the man who did it didn’t know very much about rir.  He said there might be some side effects when I changed back.  I guess he wasn’t exaggerating.  Is…is it all right now?  Am I in any kind of danger?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Danilynn said, moving to Kari’s other side and laying a hand on her forehead.  “You were slightly anemic when they brought you back, but you’re healing extremely fast, and if you were in any danger, you’re not anymore.” 
 
    “Then I need to get back to the campus.” 
 
    “You almost bled to death!  You are going nowhere,” Kyrie said. 
 
    “But Erik…” 
 
    “Your Order is full of capable warriors and tacticians, my husband not the least of them,” her mother-in-law insisted.  “If you want, we’ll help you to the sitting room for some tea and to see if you can hold down some food.  But you are not leaving this house before the morning.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Kari said. 
 
    Kyrie and Danilynn helped her to her feet, and she lost any will to argue with her mother-in-law.  She still had virtually no strength, and her companions had to bear the bulk of her weight as they made their way down the stairs.  There were a number of children in the fireplace room, and they looked up when Kari was brought down.  Before the caretakers could even say a word, the children all rose and ran to the base of the stairs, surrounding Kari. 
 
    “Are you the Avatar of Vengeance?” 
 
    “Did you kill the demons that attacked the city?” 
 
    “Can I play with your swords?” 
 
    “When can I join the Demonhunter Order?” 
 
    “Children, that’s enough,” one of the caretakers said, rushing over to try herding them away from the overwhelmed demonhunter. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Kari said, trying to smile.  “Sorry for stealing your room, kids.  You can have it back now.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” the caretaker asked, and Kyrie nodded her assent. 
 
    Danilynn got Kari to a chair near the fireplace while Kyrie moved to the kitchen area to get a kettle to put over the fire.  The caretakers began putting together some food at her request, and in just a little while, Kari was sitting wrapped in a blanket with a cup of tea and a plate of crackers and cheese.  She hadn’t been so pampered since she was pregnant with Uldriana, and despite all the heaviness of her heart, she had to smile. 
 
    Kyrie and Danilynn sat with her, and her mother-in-law reached over to touch Kari’s face and forehead.  “Your color already looks better.  And your temperature, too.  You gave us all quite a scare there.” 
 
    “I knew something was wrong when I changed back to my normal form,” Kari said.  “But with everything that was going on, I had to ignore it.” 
 
    “You need to pay better attention to the warnings your body gives you,” Danilynn chided her.  “You heal fast and you’re probably the toughest woman I know, but that doesn’t mean you can just ignore the damage you do to yourself.” 
 
    Kari nodded, hearing a bit of Morduri’s advice echo within Danilynn’s words.  “You know I’m going right back to Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    Both women perked up at that.  “I don’t know that that’s a good idea,” Kyrie said. 
 
    “You heard Taesenus.  If Erik is in trouble, I know people who can help.  Nobody else in the Order knows Mehr’Durillia or the infernal and beshathan languages like I do.” 
 
    “We can discuss that in the morning, ma’am,” Corbanis said as he arrived.  Kari hadn’t even heard him enter the house.  “For now, we’ve arranged to have a couple of hunters sent to Anthraxis to try to figure out if Erik is truly missing, and where he was taken if so.” 
 
    “Cancel that order,” Kari said.  “I don’t want anyone else going there to potentially be abducted.  You get hold of Kris through Kaelariel, and get him back here, and then get the Silver Blades ready to move.  As soon as I can walk straight, I’m going to see our resident information gatherer, and then we’re going to go get your son from Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “Kari, be reasonable,” Corbanis began. 
 
    “Corbanis, if you can’t follow orders, leave your tags on the table and get out.” 
 
    “Kari!” her mother-in-law gasped. 
 
    “I will not have my orders second-guessed,” Kari said evenly.  “I just spent several weeks on Mehr’Durillia, during which I killed or saw killed four of Sekassus’ sons, and the realm of Sorelizar cut in half by war.  The Council is coming into session soon, which means we have only a small window of opportunity to get in and rescue Erik while whatever king has him is stuck in Anthraxis.  By the time you send a couple of hunters to Anthraxis and they find anyone that will talk to them – if there’s anyone to be found – it’ll be too late.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Corbanis said stiffly.  “Anything else I should pass along to the Council?” 
 
    “Not unless you’re interested in filling Lord Allerius’ position.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” he balked. 
 
    “Lord Allerius is dead,” Kari said, hoping in the back of her mind that saying it might help her accept it and dull the pain a bit.  “I’m going to need a second-in-command, and someone I can leave in charge when I’m not around.  You’re my highest-ranking hunter at this point, and I know I can trust you.  But while I value your experience and your input, you can’t second-guess me or tell me to be reasonable.  If you’re up to the task, let the Council know when you get back to the campus.” 
 
    “With all due respect, ma’am, wouldn’t that mean I’m stuck on administrative duty in DarkWind?  Because, honestly, I’d rather be available to fight by your side when we do as you’re planning to do.” 
 
    “Hmph, good point,” Kari said.  “All right, offer rescinded, then.  I still meant what I said.  Go pass along my orders.  I’m going to curl up with my children now that my stomach is in less of a knot.” 
 
    “Sounds good, ma’am,” Corbanis said with a salute, and after giving his wife a quick peck on the snout, he left the house again. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Kyrie asked when Kari started to rise. 
 
    The demonhunter got her feet solidly beneath her and shook her head.  “No.  Nothing is all right.  But if they think my killing Sekassus’ sons was surprising, the kings haven’t seen a damned thing yet.  They want a war?  Now they’ve got one.  I’m going to get some sleep with my children while I can.  Wake me if anything important comes in.” 
 
    Neither woman responded, so Kari walked slowly up the stairs, her legs still shaky and weak.  She found the room where Damansha was sleeping with Jessirra, Amayalou, Little Gray, and Uldriana.  She climbed into bed as unobtrusively as she could, not wanting to wake her friend or the children.  But there was something to her scent, apparently, because Little Gray and Uldriana both turned in their sleep and curled up to her. 
 
    Despite all that had happened in the last few hours, that made Kari smile. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari woke with a start.  Dawn was almost breaking, and Damansha and the children were still sound asleep in the bed.  Amayalou and Jerrissa were both nursing now, though, and Kari suspected Damansha might not be as asleep as she looked.  Kari kissed her own children and then got out of the bed and padded quietly to the stairs.  Her legs were still weak and now stiff to boot, and she had difficulty descending.  With her healing ability, she hadn’t expected that. 
 
    Her dreams had been weird.  She dreamt of a beshathan child, and wondered if it was some lingering thoughts of Morduri and their lovemaking.  Whatever the case, it was in the past, and she was comfortable leaving it there.  Morduri had been a fine lover, and she enjoyed herself thoroughly, but the true purpose it had served had nothing to do with him.  She now felt ready to try a relationship with Kris, no longer afraid that mating with him would betray Grakin. 
 
    Her breath caught and those thoughts shattered into a million pieces when she reached the base of the stairs.  Sitting by the fireplace, reading a book, was none other than the man she had just been thinking about.  There was no bottle of spirits this time, no indication he had tried to drink himself to sleep during the night.  He was awake, and he lifted his eyes and turned to face Kari when he heard her gasp. 
 
    He looked good.  Really good.  Gorgeous, even.  Kari was attracted to Morduri, which had apparently been magnified by her mallasti form, but nothing like this.  The very sight of Kris warmed Kari’s blood, among other things.  She was wary of doing anything impulsive as she had with Morduri, but she felt ready: ready to tuck Grakin lovingly into her heart while she opened it to another.  It was what Grakin had wanted.  It was what Kris wanted.  And it was what Kari wanted. 
 
    She approached him shakily, and he rose to his feet and took her in an embrace as much to steady her as to actually hug her.  “How did you get here so fast?” she asked him. 
 
    “Family secrets,” he teased.  “Normally I don’t use it, since it lets enemies know where I’m going, but in this case, it was worth the risk.  Corbanis and Aeligos already filled me in.  But to be honest, Kari, you look like you’ve been through hell.  Are you up for going anywhere?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I am,” she said, tears coming to her eyes.  She may not have felt like she was betraying Grakin anymore, but the thought of not going to rescue Erik personally tied her stomach right back in a knot. 
 
    “All right, then, you stay here,” he said firmly.  “Eliza is going to take us to Anthraxis, and then she’s going to get Markus, Sherman, Katarina, and Sharyn – whoever that is – from Lajere and bring them there as well.  We’ve got a lot of people going, and your friend Amastri is already trying to get us definitive word on who has Erik.” 
 
    “So he was definitely taken?” 
 
    “Afraid so,” he answered, and he squatted and scooped her up in his arms.  He set her down in one of the chairs, then took the one across from her.  “From what little we’ve heard so far, Taesenus lured him into a trap of some kind, and he was abducted.  Normally, that sort of thing is a capital crime in Anthraxis, but when it involves a demonhunter?  Not so much.” 
 
    “And Amastri is helping?” 
 
    “Surprisingly so.” 
 
    Kari tilted her head to the side.  “You called Koursturaux old girl.  How much do you know about Mehr’Durillia and its kings?” 
 
    “I know enough,” Kris said.  “I can speak infernal, and a lot of people there will know who I am.  But I think that’ll be a help, not a hindrance.  There’s also the matter of who likely has Erik.  It’s not going to be one of the Ancient Ones, I’m sure of that.  And I find it hard to believe any of the Major Kings would do something like this.  I suspect it’s one of the lower-ranked kings, someone looking to make a name for themselves with the Overking – or avenge something that was done in the past.” 
 
    “Curlamanx,” Kari whispered. 
 
    “Well, King Arku, to be precise,” Kris said with a nod.  “That’s my guess.  He’s never liked this world much, and your in-laws did give him quite a black eye here on Askies.” 
 
    “Are you and your father ready to declare war on Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    Kris shook his head.  “Not yet.  But we’re not declaring war on Mehr’Durillia, Kari.  We’re just punching back at the idiot kings too stupid to be subtle about their desires to conquer this world.  You’ve apparently already been doing that to Sekassus.  As much as you might think otherwise, the Overking fully understands, and isn’t likely to move directly against you unless you threaten him or his power.” 
 
    “Are you comfortable attacking Si’Dorra, though?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No need.  We’re going straight to the heart.  You should know from having been there, but Arku’s people aren’t all that loyal to him.  They’re not going to stop us.  We’ll have our work cut out for us when we reach his palace, but if you’re right, and he’s caught up in the session of the Council, we can probably rescue Erik.” 
 
    “Probably?” 
 
    “That’s about as certain as anything gets on that world,” Kris said with a shrug.  “Hell, it’s about as certain as anything is here.  We’ll get it done, Kari.  You’ve got more important things to think of…two of which are sleeping upstairs.” 
 
    Kari nodded, which made Kris smile.  “Yeah…more important things to think of,” Kari echoed.  She pushed up to her feet unsteadily, and Kris rose to his, ready to catch her.  “I’m not going to let another opportunity pass me by.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, approaching. 
 
    “I thought about this a lot while I was on Mehr’Durillia,” Kari answered, then she bobbed her head to the side.  “Or, more specifically, I thought about you a lot while I was there.  Kris, I don’t know if what you said about your suspicions is true, but either way, I’m still not a young woman.  I can’t and don’t want to wait until I think everyone else is ready for me to move on.  Grakin didn’t want me to mourn him too long, and he mentioned you by name in his last letter to me.”  She nodded somberly to his surprised gaze.  “Yeah, so…what I need to know is if you’re interested in me, and if you can be a good father for my children.  Or do you even want to?” 
 
    He stayed just a step away from her, suddenly looking a little embarrassed.  “You might find this really weird, but…,” he started before he met her eyes again.  “Kari, I have pictures of you on my wall back home in Streka.  I grew up reading about you.  In a way, I’ve always been in love with you.  I know I was a jackass during the War, and I’m sorry about that; everything I wanted to say and do to you, I screwed up in some way.  I wanted to tell you how I felt about you for so long, but you always had that singular focus, and…” 
 
    “Why did you leave?” she asked him.  “After the War, you just disappeared.” 
 
    “I thought I’d ruined things with you beyond salvage,” he said, and Kari shook her head; he couldn’t have been further from the truth.  “I went back to Dannumore.  The war there hadn’t ended when I came home to fight in the Apocalypse; I decided that was where I needed to be.” 
 
    He grimaced slightly and sighed.  “I know it’s probably a bit weird that I’ve idolized you for so long.  But I do love you, Kari.  I always have.  I can’t make any promises about being a good father; all I can tell you is that I love you, that I would love to help you raise your kids, and that I’ll put in every effort to be the best father I can, to your children and to ours.” 
 
    Kari didn’t bother to wipe away the tears, and merely glanced over her shoulder.  “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Most of the family went to sleep at my father’s temple, I think.  Not enough room here at the house, but they obviously let you and Damansha stay here with the children.” 
 
    Kari turned back to him.  “Then don’t waste another moment.  Kiss me, you fool.” 
 
      
 
    #~#~# 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 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 – king of the realm of Si’Dorra, this half-erestram king is reputed to be the cousin of Celigus Chinchala.  A vicious king with few allies, he has invaded Citaria once before, unsuccessfully. 
 
      
 
    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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