
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Eve of Redemption, Book VIII 
 
      
 
    The Awakening 
 
      
 
    by 
 
      
 
    Joe Jackson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright 2018 by Joe Jackson 
 
    All rights reserved 
 
      
 
    Cover Typography by Andreas Zafiratos 
 
    Map by Andreas Zafiratos 
 
      
 
      
 
    Follow the author: 
 
    http://Citaria.wordpress.com 
 
    www.Twitter.com/shoelessauthor 
 
    www.Facebook.com/shoelessauthor 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    “I refuse to accept the view that mankind is so tragically bound to the starless midnight of racism and war that the bright daybreak of peace and brotherhood can never become a reality... I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word.” 
 
    – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    “The Awakening” is a bit of a departure from what you’ve come to expect from the Eve of Redemption series.  This will be the first work that doesn’t follow Kari at all until its last pages.  It details the work of the group who found the first jade seal, as was mentioned in the final chapter of Convergence.  This book begins after Kari’s departure from Terrassia following her hunt for Annabelle, between the events of The Huntresses’ Game and Preludes to War, and the timelines will meet up at its conclusion. 
 
    In short, don’t panic.  This cast is not replacing Kari and the Silver Blades; they are being added to the main cast, but I chose to do this in a way that they would be intimately familiar to you rather than have them appear as add-ons who took care of an incredibly important and complex subplot.  To leave out the details of the jade seals being discovered would, to me, feel like deus ex machina of the worst variety. 
 
    So buckle in and enjoy this classic quest, and get to know these new heroes! 
 
  
 
  



  
  





 Chapter I – Dark Resurrection 
 
      
 
    The room was a cacophony of sound, all measure of order lost in the opening minutes.  While the meeting was supposed to involve only the representatives from the major cities, it had been invaded before the opening welcome remarks from the city council.  Angry, terrified, or curious townsfolk forced their way past the guards and into the assembly hall, determined to get the answer to the question the meeting was intended to ask: 
 
    Why are the dead rising across the continent? 
 
    Leighandra Evenstar looked over the crowd from her place near the high windows, her studious nature urging her to capture the scene as thoroughly as possible.  Representatives from all of the major cities were present, but not every nation.  It was disappointing, though not surprising, that the elven, luranar, kwarrasti, czarikk, and gnoll nations had sent no diplomats.  It was the expected outcome in the case of the gnolls, but despite the distant nature of relations between the major city-states and the lands of the elves, wolf-folk, cat-folk, and lizard-folk, the organizers had expected to see ambassadors from those other peoples. 
 
    The easiest conclusion was that the luranar, kwarrasti, and czarikk had experienced no instances of their dead rising.  But that wasn’t necessarily the correct conclusion, as evidenced by the fact that the elven ambassador, too, was missing.  As a half-elf, Leighandra had limited access to the otherwise xenophobic elven nation, and she knew for a fact that their dead had, in some instances, risen.  Were her mother’s people that xenophobic that they would ignore efforts of this magnitude to put a stop to the problem? 
 
    Shouts were exchanged between the city council and the invading townsfolk.  Eventually the guards restored order, but Leighandra raised her brows in surprise when she heard the council declare that the citizens could stay, so long as they remained quiet and in the rear of the gallery. 
 
    “And I do not want to hear the words zombie, necromancer, or scourge until we have all had our say and come to a consensus!” bellowed Councilor Peters.  The stocky man looked like he’d once been a blacksmith or perhaps a wrestler.  At the very least, he looked nothing like what Leighandra would expect of a city councilor.  He was burly and intimidating, and the boom of his voice only magnified the effect. 
 
    “Call it what you will, man, but the dead are rising, and you’ve got to do something about it before we’re overrun!” shouted one of the citizens. 
 
    Peters pointed at him.  “Final warning!  One more comment from anyone not here in an official capacity, and it’s out with the lot of you.” 
 
    “Yes, then, let’s begin,” said a dark-haired human with a worried face.  He was gaunt and a bit sallow-looking, but still held himself with dignity.  “It’s a shame our eastern and southern neighbors didn’t see fit to join us, but that may change if this issue persists.  Now then…” 
 
    The doors were opened before he could continue.  Leighandra turned that way along with every other man and woman in the chamber.  Elves were uncommon among the human and rir society at the best of times, and when they came among men, it was typically for a specific purpose.  There was an air of relief about the chamber despite the mystery of the woman’s appearance, the stares of the people reflecting curiosity, but also a grateful respect.  Somehow, the presence of an elf made the people feel less alone in the midst of the chaos, even more so than the gathering of diplomats already in the chamber. 
 
    The elven woman nodded briefly to those who met her peridot gaze, her fair skin with its golden undertones appearing to glow in the light of the chamber.  She paused only long enough to click her tongue against her teeth, and a wolf loped into the chamber beside her.  That set some of the people on edge, but the magnificent animal walked with her like a well-trained dog and yet so much more.  Leighandra knew her mother’s people well enough that she recognized the druidess and her companion for what they were. 
 
    The council gestured the elven woman forward, and she strode toward them with her back straight and her chin held high.  When she reached the floor before the podium, she bowed with grace, flipping her golden-green hair back into place afterwards.  “Greetings, gentlemen,” she addressed them with the melodic accent that bled in from the elven tongue.  “Forgive my tardiness; I was detained briefly at the gates on account of my companion, Vo’rii.  I believe the ambassador from the luranar was similarly detained but should be arriving shortly.” 
 
    “Clearly, we didn’t leave specific enough instructions for those morons at the gates,” Peters growled, but he calmed himself and cleared his throat.  “Our apologies, madam.  We’re only just getting this conference underway, so thankfully, your detainment cost us little but embarrassment before you and your people.  I am Jason Peters, this is Reed Morgan, and this is Angus Mitchell.  How shall we call you?” 
 
    “I am Yiilu ’n’Torae D’ansu,” she introduced herself with a gesture of respect.  “For the sake of expediency, feel free to simply call me Yiilu.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Yiilu,” the gaunt man, Councilor Mitchell, said.  “It is no small thing when this city has the honor of receiving elven ambassadors; we appreciate your presence.  You said the…” 
 
    The doors opened again and Leighandra gasped as a wolf-man strode into the assembly chamber.  She was far from the only person to do so.  If the people had been put on edge by the druidess’ wolf companion, the effect of the luranar’s appearance was more obvious.  Unlike most of the other occupants of the hall, he wore an impressive-looking breastplate, a shield and a sword across his back.  No doubt he, like Yiilu, had only just arrived in town, and came straight to the meeting after being delayed. 
 
    The fact that he’d lacked time to get settled made little difference to his appearance.  He had a regal bearing, the salt-and-pepper coloration of his fur accentuating the icy blue eyes that looked solely forward, toward the council, and took little stock of the nervous citizens.  It may have seemed arrogant to some, but Leighandra got the impression he was mindful of intimidating any of the townsfolk by meeting their eyes.  At the same time, he gave no indication that he was unnerved or at all uncomfortable among the foreign people. 
 
    What truly set him apart in the chronicler’s mind, however, were the three golden bands about his upper left arm.  Does anyone else know their significance? she wondered. 
 
    The luranar stepped beside the elven woman and bowed his head graciously to her before he turned to address the council.  He had no chance to speak, however, as Councilors Peters and Mitchell stood. 
 
    “Three golden bands…,” Peters muttered.  “By the gods, they sent their crown prince.” 
 
    The assembly began muttering amongst themselves, but Councilor Mitchell kept his head about him.  “Welcome, Prince Auremax, to the City of Solaris.  Thank you for answering the summons of this assembly.” 
 
    The luranar bowed.  “Thank you, gentlemen, but I am a prince only among my own.  Here, I am your fellow servant of the people, and I come among you to lend what aid I may, not to be treated or pampered as royalty.  Auremax will suffice.” 
 
    “Have the kwarrasti dispatched an ambassador as well?” Councilor Morgan asked, rising to his feet as he realized he was the only one not standing. 
 
    “No, sir.  Queen Cecia al’Morinh entrusted me to deliver their feelings on the matter.  I do apologize for my tardiness, but…” 
 
    “We understand,” Peters interrupted with an upraised hand.  “Our apologies for the zeal of our guards.  The last thing we wanted was to give a poor impression to our neighbors on their first visits to Solaris.  We may not know your peoples well, Masters Auremax and Yiilu, but we respect your people and your nations, and we welcome you to our city.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” Yiilu said with a dismissive wave. 
 
    Auremax made a gesture of agreement with the elf.  “I know enough about your people to remember all the proverbs about wolves at the door,” the luranar said dryly, eliciting some laughter about the chamber, and prompting Yiilu to consider her wolf companion with a creased brow.  “As far as I am aware, our Caerumach neighbors have sent no emissaries either, but though they told us little of their circumstances, we do live close enough to them to know.  I will speak for them unofficially, if that is appropriate in your sight.” 
 
    “That would be appreciated.  Very well, let us begin,” Councilor Mitchell said. 
 
    The two other councilors sat behind the podium, and the elf and the luranar went and took seats beside each other.  Auremax absently stroked the head of the druidess’ companion, which drew some short chuckles from the others in the chamber.  From the elf, however, it drew what looked to be an uncharacteristic smile.  Vo’rii, to her credit, kept her tongue from lolling out of her mouth in pleasure. 
 
    “I suppose there is no purpose to treading lightly around this issue.  The reason you were all summoned here was to enquire whether the recent instances of undead rising were specific to certain parts of the continent, or whether they stretch from sea to sea.  So please, if your home city and its associated lands have not seen a measure of increased undead activity in the last several weeks, please stand and move to the gallery with the citizens.” 
 
    Not one person moved, and Councilor Mitchell’s sallow coloration paled even more.  “It’s just as we feared. This is either some curse from the gods, or a concerted effort to throw all of our nations into chaos.  Prince…,” he began, but then stopped himself.  “Auremax, would you tell us of the goings-on in the south?  How widespread is this issue in the lands of our luranar, kwarrasti, and gnoll neighbors?” 
 
    The luranar prince rose.  “My people and our kwarrasti neighbors commit our dead to the pyre, so the issue is not as troublesome to us.  However, from time to time our people are lost, killed in skirmish or accident, or simply fall to the elements after wandering too far from safety.  Some of these have come back among us, so when we received your message, it was determined that I should come among you personally and see to what relief efforts I could.  As for the gnolls, well, I do not wish to speak ill of our neighbors, but they are less concerned with the remains of their dead, and I suspect it may be a larger problem for them – which means in time, it will be a larger problem for us.  For all of us, really,” he added, glancing around at the other emissaries. 
 
    “Don’t they eat their dead?” came the high-pitched voice of one of the more diminutive ambassadors. 
 
    Leighandra took in the squat, dark-haired woman.  She looked human in every respect but for the short frame, somewhere between four and five feet tall.  Despite the darker tones of her skin and the rich black of her hair, she had green eyes that didn’t seem to register just how offensive her inquiry might be to the luranar ambassador.  Leighandra had little experience with the hill people, but the diminutive woman had undoubtedly come from that nation to the west. 
 
    “No, though at one point, that was true of their people,” Auremax said.  “The Caerumach are changing over time, just as my people did many years ago, Miss…?” 
 
    “Wineseller… Starlenia Wineseller,” the woman returned with a smile.  If the bluntness of her question had caused any offense, her smile seemed to diffuse it. 
 
    “And what of your nation, Yiilu?” Mitchell asked. 
 
    The druidess rose.  “Our people are interred in such a way that rising from their graves is nigh impossible, buried nestled in the roots of our great trees.  But the land cries out under this abomination, this torment.  The Earth Mother herself groans with the indignity laid upon her, and Queen Tiyaana saw fit to send me to you, that my mentor, Peri, could see to some other matters important to Her Majesty.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned by the news coming out of Aurun Ch’Gurra,” said a rugged-looking human as he stood.  Leighandra found herself intrigued by his wondrous, long ebon dreadlocks, gathered into a tail, along with the short beard and mustache that framed his handsome, dark-skinned face.  His eyes were coals, intense, and by his dress, Leighandra marked him as a frontiersman from the north.  “Delkantar Clintarrin of Chandler’s Grove.  I can’t help but think the work of the Red Mask and the demonhunter Karian Vanador in the past few months has something to do with all this.  Still, while all this news of undead is troublesome, we must consider that if the rumors of overthrow in Aurun Ch’Gurra are true, there’s likely a connection of some kind.  There are too many things afoot for this to all be coincidence.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Delkantar,” said another of the ambassadors.  “It’s entirely possible that one event was put in motion specifically to distract us from the other.  Considering the wider effects of the undead scourge, I’m inclined to think the events in Aurun Ch’Gurra bear some looking into.” 
 
    “There is little need for you to concern yourselves with that,” came the indignant reply from the shakna-rir ambassador.  The green-skinned rir rose and adjusted the front of his tunic reflexively.  “While there is currently a… transition taking place in our homeland, it does not require the assistance of outside kingdoms.  Indeed, we would prefer you respect our borders and political sovereignty as usual.” 
 
    “Transition?” Starlenia piped up.  “The way our people have heard it, your queen was murdered and replaced.” 
 
    The chamber erupted into excited or terrified chatter, and it took Councilor Peters and the guards several minutes to quiet everyone down and restore order.  “Gods, is this true?” the gruff councilman asked the shakna-rir ambassador.  “Is Queen Tumureldi truly dead?” 
 
    The ambassador made a dismissive gesture.  “With all due respect, I did not come here to discuss the politics of my homeland, but to address the threat of the undead which, I assure you, has affected us just as acutely.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, sir,” the luranar prince said, rising again, “you owe this gathering at least a cursory explanation.  Many of us are ambassadors of the various kingdoms of this land, and if your monarch has fallen at the hands of an assassin, our kingdoms deserve to know the truth behind it.  Surely if our king fell to an assassin, your people would be curious to know the cause and what effect it might have on relations?” 
 
    The shakna-rir ambassador snorted.  “We have little time to consider the political struggles of savages.  Our kingdom should be of little concern to you, and yours is of no concern to us, I assure you.” 
 
    The luranar prince’s ears stood up straight and his jaw opened for a moment, but rather than utter a word, his features froze into an icy glare, and he folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “How dare you,” said another of the many humans present. 
 
    He, with his close-cropped black hair, a short goatee and mustache, and broad shoulders, looked to be a warrior, but there was something about his bearing that instead made Leighandra think knight.  Was it the lack of visible scars?  No, it’s the way he’s reacted, Leighandra thought.  This seems like a man accustomed to jousting with words, not just swords. 
 
    The nobleman continued, “Do you not know who you’re speaking to?  This is Prince Auremax Talvorus, son of Kalamaris Talvorus, by whose bravery you still have a kingdom.  Or have you so quickly forgotten the man who saved all of us from the wrath of Arku Chinchala?” 
 
    There was muttered agreement all through the crowd at the mention of the late luranar king’s name, the people nodding in remembrance of his bravery.  It was a tale Leighandra knew well: how only a few years before, toward the end of the Apocalypse, the luranar king had rallied the nations of Terrassia to his side as he met the invasion of the demon king Arku head on.  King Kalamaris had lost his life in the battle, but those who fought alongside him succeeded and drove the demon king back to the underworld.  It was obvious to Leighandra that many had forgotten, even in only a few short years, but it didn’t take much to remind them of the fallen luranar monarch. 
 
    The shakna-rir ambassador started to speak, but then held his tongue, his gaze flicking back to the luranar prince as though afraid to meet his cold stare. 
 
    “You honor my father by your words; I thank you,” Auremax said, bowing his head toward the human knight.  “Are you known to my people as they are to you, sir?” 
 
    “Your father was… my friend,” the human said.  “I’m sure this will only open up more questions than it answers, but my name… is Galadon Tercullin.” 
 
    Councilor Peters gave a solid voice to the confusion of the people.  “How can that be?  I thought… we thought you were killed in the same battle as King Kalamaris!” 
 
    “I think, for all intents and purposes, I was,” the knight said with what seemed to be an embarrassed shake of his head.  “It’s a long and rather inglorious tale; one for another time.” 
 
    “Have you resumed your throne in Dira Ch’Tori, Majesty?” Councilor Mitchell asked. 
 
    Galadon waved off the question.  “No.  There is so much to the story, and it has little to do with the reason we’re all here.  Please, let’s focus on the here and now, and not the past.  If this problem is as widespread as the number of us present suggests, we’re already far behind our enemies.  We must make plans and take decisive action immediately.” 
 
    “Plans?  Action?  What are you suggesting we do?” the shakna-rir ambassador asked. 
 
    “Anything rather than sit idly by and be killed,” Delkantar answered.  He gestured toward Galadon and Max, adding, “By the gods, we have one of the heroes of the Apocalypse in this room, and the son of another!  If this isn’t the work of divine providence, then no such thing exists.  We should take advantage of this, and now.” 
 
    “But where do we start?” Councilor Morgan prompted. 
 
    “Start small,” Starlenia offered.  The irony of her comment drew some nervous chuckles from the other ambassadors.  She grinned at her own joke, but then stood.  “The longest journey begins with a single step.  Whatever we do, let’s take that first step now, before it’s too late.” 
 
    Delkantar nodded and turned back toward the council.  “This city has a vast cemetery, does it not?  And since you are the ones who solidified this call for help, I must assume you’ve seen some problems within it.  If lords Galadon and Auremax are willing, I would join them to look into the problems personally.”  Delkantar looked to the luranar and the human in turn.  “You’re both men of the sword and the faith, are you not?” 
 
    Galadon nodded, and Auremax looked toward the human knight.  “My father thought I was too young to fight in the Apocalypse by your side.  But I am not too young anymore.  If direct conflict is the only means to gain the answers we seek, then I will join you – both of you.” 
 
    “Count me in,” Starlenia said.  “I’m good at going unnoticed.  I may not be much help fighting a hoard of undead, but maybe I can help you find the source of the problem before it’s upon you.  And my people sent me here to get answers, not just chat.” 
 
    “Sirs, if this is agreeable to you, I will join them as well,” Yiilu told the councilmen as she stood with the others.  “We will see what we can find here, and then, should they agree, I will take these men and woman to my homeland, to visit the Archmagus Karinda Bakhor.  Clearly if the issue is this widespread, she will be working to solve the riddle as well.  She may better be able to direct our efforts should the situation here provide few clues.” 
 
    “What of the rest of us?” one of the other northern ambassadors prompted.  “We didn’t come here to fight the undead!  We came to lay plans for how we can work together to accomplish such an end.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly what you should do,” Delkantar told him.  “But I’m a man of action, not words.  Life in the northern forests is harsh and doesn’t lend itself to idle chatter.”  He seemed to realize he’d misspoken and held a hand up.  “I just mean I’m not much for diplomacy or rallying the people.  Let us counteract the immediate threat while those of you better suited lay grounds for countering the overall threat.  It’s likely we’ll find nothing until night falls, if the problem here is anything like it is back home.  We’ll report to you with our findings on the morrow, if we should have any by then.” 
 
    “Prince Auremax?” Councilor Peters slipped. 
 
    The luranar gestured toward the frontiersman.  “In truth, I was headed northward to look into problems with the gnolls there, but I am curious to see to this issue firsthand.  As I said earlier, my people have had limited incidents in our homeland.  I am intrigued by Delkantar’s mention of Karian Vanador’s work.  I met her not so long ago; I had not made the connection before.  Could it be her presence has emboldened our collective enemies?” 
 
    “To my knowledge, she has left Terrassia,” Yiilu said.  “My mentor accompanied her to her home in DarkWind, which is why I am here on my nation’s behalf.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised to find her egress is what’s emboldened our enemies,” Galadon said.  “She removed a great evil from this land, but I think it may just have opened the door for other, smaller evils to take its place.  I think Lady Yiilu’s suggestion that we go and see Karinda Bakhor makes a good deal of sense.  We will make our first order of business to secure this city, that the rest of you can use it as a base of operations for all who will join in this fight.  Then we will get input from the archmage and see where our road takes us.  But plans must be laid, and our collective militias must be organized.  We will serve as the vanguard for now.” 
 
    Leighandra finally stepped forward and added her voice.  “If it’s acceptable to you, I will join you all as well.  I am Leighandra Evenstar, a chronicler by trade, and I will aid you and make record of your deeds.” 
 
    Delkantar’s brow creased and he took her in with a cocked head.  “Can you hold your own in a fight?” he asked, drawing the others’ attention before they looked at Leighandra. 
 
    “I am classically trained in the art of the duel, as well as with some sorcery, though I’m far from a master of either.  I doubt I’ll amaze you compared to our two heroic counterparts here, but I can more than hold my own, and will not be a liability to you.” 
 
    “Enough said; you’re coming with us,” Galadon said with a short wave of his hand.  “I’ll need to return to the inn to gather my things.  I’m not equipped for this sort of expedition, but we’ll do what we can.” 
 
    “Is this acceptable to you, sirs?” Auremax asked the council. 
 
    “We’re not going to stand in your way,” Peters declared.  “If you have need of weapons or other sundries, refer the owner back to us for payment.  But I implore you, gentlemen and ladies, don’t get yourselves killed!  Find out what you can and report back to us.  If things get out of hand, fall back to the city and let the militia do its job.  The last thing we want is to send regrets to any of your home cities over not properly backing your efforts.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Delkantar said.  “I’m familiar with the skirmish tactics of the Ghosts of Liam; if things go badly, I’ll get us out of there.” 
 
    “The Ghosts of Liam?” Councilor Morgan echoed. 
 
    “Frontiersman militia in the northwest,” Peters answered.  “Possibly the finest band of fighting men and scouts outside of the Order of the Western Star.” 
 
    “Hmph,” the shakna-rir ambassador offered, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    Delkantar ignored the shakna-rir’s indignant reaction, instead staring at Starlenia, though he never said anything to her.  He gave her a crooked smile, and after an appraising glance, Leighandra could see why.  No matter what her unassuming name, size, and casual demeanor said, there was an air of danger about the little woman.  The chronicler fully expected to see Starlenia covered in knives and blades when they set out on their task. 
 
    “Should we include the Red Mask in our efforts?” Leighandra asked before the others could leave the chamber. 
 
    “They are already spread thin, working to put out all these little fires,” Councilor Mitchell said.  “So they are, in effect, already working with you.  It would not be a bad idea to let those at their headquarters here in the city know of your intent, that they can offer you their aid.” 
 
    “Let me see to that,” Delkantar said.  “I’ll meet the rest of you at the west gate soon.” 
 
    “By your leave, gentlemen?” Auremax prompted the councilmen. 
 
    “Go with the gods; we will continue laying plans, as you said.  Return to us with anything you find,” Councilor Mitchell said in dismissal. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Galadon said, and he led the others from the chamber. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Initially, Leighandra worried that many well-meaning townsfolk might try to follow them out to the cemetery and end up trampling evidence.  Thankfully, the six men and women and one wolf were the only ones to leave the assembly hall intent on taking action.  As with the other ambassadors, the people were more intent on talk and staying safe for the time being.  Those who tried to follow in the investigators’ wake once they’d left the council’s keep were turned back by the town guard, who patrolled the edges and gateway of the cemetery. 
 
    The Solaris cemetery, a sprawling place like a city unto itself, was eerily quiet even under the midmorning sun.  There was a sense of unease, but it wasn’t just from her companions; it was as if the land itself had the undertone of trembling, anxious in expectation of what was to come.  As a half-elf, Leighandra wasn’t as attuned to nature as her mother’s people, but she had a broad sense of its pulse.  Nature was always talking, if one but stopped and listened.  Here, the land didn’t cry out in her mind the way Yiilu had described, but Leighandra could feel an inexplicable pain that emanated from it.  This was definitely an epicenter, one of many across the land. 
 
    Auremax and Galadon treaded lightly, letting Delkantar and Starlenia look for any more subtle clues left behind by the perpetrators.  The two knights spoke quietly as they inspected the crypts and mausoleums for evidence of tampering.  It was hard to tell what they were talking about without getting closer and directly eavesdropping, and Leighandra didn’t want to come across as rude to her new acquaintances. 
 
    She wondered at Galadon still being alive, but knew there would be plenty of time to get to know the knight’s story – assuming they survived this initial investigation.  Just as curious to her was the story of the luranar prince, and how well he might follow in his father’s footsteps.  He looked every bit the warrior-prince, just as Galadon resembled the knightly king, and she saw an interesting complementing between them that brought a smile to her face. 
 
    Yiilu and Vo’rii were inspecting the area from a distance.  Leighandra wasn’t as sensitive as the elven druidess, but she understood her mother’s people.  To the elves, walking through a cemetery was considered an affront to both the living and the dead.  It was a wonder that Yiilu had come with them at all, but then she was already thinking ahead to bringing the results of their investigation to Karinda Bakhor.  Would Yiilu then want to take them to the court of the elven queen, Tiyaana?  It seemed unlikely, considering the number of outsiders among them… 
 
    Vo’rii hesitated to enter the graveyard, despite the wolf’s sensitive nose that might help them uncover even more clues.  That thought brought Leighandra’s attention back to Auremax, and she had to fight off the urge to laugh.  Instead, she headed toward the others as Delkantar and Starlenia gestured for everyone to join them.  Yiilu picked her way carefully along the paths, staying far from the edges of the graves, and Vo’rii followed at the druidess’ heels.  Leighandra looked around curiously as she saw that the trackers had called them all to meet in the center of the cemetery. 
 
    The chronicler noted the contrasts among the gathered ambassadors-turned-investigators.  Just as she’d expected, Galadon was now dressed in riding clothes covered with a breastplate and greaves, a greatsword across his back.  His pauldrons were marked with a gold cross with crossed swords behind it, the alternate symbol often worn by knights who followed the Ghost.  Galadon and Auremax both appeared to be knights of some kind – paladins, perhaps? – and their demeanors were those of defenders.  Now that she knew who they were, neither came as a surprise: Galadon was a war hero, no matter the mystery behind his survival, and Auremax was the son of another war hero. 
 
    Delkantar was a frontiersman, one of the rugged men of the north who ranged the forests and kept the encroachments of beast and beast-men alike in check.  The fact that he came from Chandler’s Grove had to mean he’d lived in the wilds for much of his life.  Accordingly, his armor and weapons were light.  He wore leather gear with some metal plates here and there, enough to protect without limiting his mobility or making too much noise when he was out in the forests.  He had a hunting bow and a quiver, not surprisingly, but also had dual blades sheathed on his belt. 
 
    The swords looked to be something between rapiers and longswords, though Leighandra had never seen their like before.  He was the picture of the rugged woodsman she’d always conjured in her mind when she sang of the exploits of the northern frontiersmen.  The north was far wilder than the south, the woodlands home to many of the less-civilized species of Terrassia.  Somewhere out there were tribes of czarikk and gnolls, among other creatures, and a man like Delkantar would undoubtedly know much about them.  Leighandra pondered the czarikk and why they hadn’t sent an emissary, but continued assessing her companions. 
 
    Yiilu would’ve been the most interesting of the group to most outsiders, but Leighandra was familiar with her mother’s people.  The druidess wore leathers fashioned to look like a coat of leaves and sprigs, and had the traditional scimitar that had become the symbol of the druids among the elven nation.  She looked like she might fit in among Delkantar’s people, but Leighandra knew Yiilu’s primary strength came from nature and the magic it yielded to those who understood its workings.  She was pretty, even for one of the elven people, but her looks were tempered by the slight unkemptness of her that said she, too, was one who lived out in the forests much of the time. 
 
    I suspect that wolf is probably her best friend, and not just her traveling companion. 
 
    Starlenia was the enigma, dressed and equipped similarly to Delkantar.  She didn’t give an air of a forester, but had no doubt chosen her gear for the same reasons as the woodsman.  She almost looked like a young human, but the slightly weathered features of her face said she was no girl, as did the aura of danger that surrounded her for some reason.  If Leighandra didn’t know better, she might’ve suspected Starlenia of being an assassin, or at least an operative of some kind among her people, whoever they were.  She marked those thoughts down for later, when she would pose her chronicler’s questions to her companions, all the better to log their tale. 
 
    “What do you think?” Galadon asked when everyone had gathered. 
 
    Delkantar gestured around.  “It doesn’t take much of a tracker to see that the graves and the cemetery as a whole have been disturbed.  Still, I can’t help but suspect that this is something local, despite the fact that it’s widespread, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “A network,” Starlenia agreed.  “Many necromancers, each working a different locale in concert to disrupt the entire continent.  Bold and difficult, and obviously something that took a great deal of time to set up and coordinate.” 
 
    “Does that not suggest there is a single coordinator?” Auremax offered, a hand to his lupine chin.  For some reason, it drew Leighandra’s attention to his whiskers, and she stifled another little laugh.  He glanced at her, but gave no indication he noticed her mirth. 
 
    Galadon straightened out.  “You don’t suppose…?” 
 
    “It’s a bit early to make that sort of leap, but it was my first assumption,” Starlenia said, gaining Leighandra’s full attention; she had no idea what the little woman meant.  “You saw the way the shakna-rir ambassador behaved; something is definitely happening in his homeland, even above and beyond the rumored assassination of their queen.  Again, it’s early to make any assumptions, but an empire whose leader has just been murdered would pose little trouble to those working in the shadows, no?  They’d be looking for a murderer, not necromancers.” 
 
    “Pretty good logic to me,” Delkantar said with a grimace. 
 
    Galadon bobbed his head.  “It’s something that bears investigating, but judging by the ambassador’s attitude, I’m not sure we’d be welcome to snoop around in the Khalarin.  Let’s focus on solving this locally first, and then we can move on to the larger issue, yes?  I suspect whoever these fools are, they do most of their work under cover of darkness.  I think perhaps we should go get something to eat, get to know each other and how to coordinate our efforts a little, and lay more solid plans as to what to do if and when we find our culprits.” 
 
    “I believe consulting with the Archmagus will be most helpful, but the earlier suggestion that we deal with the troubles here and use it as a safe haven does make sense,” Yiilu said.  “It may also turn out that we can capture some of these… necromancers, and get answers directly from them before we trouble Lady Bakhor.” 
 
    “So where is a good place to take refreshments that allows wolves?” Auremax asked. 
 
    Galadon laughed and patted the luranar’s shoulder.  “If these people have any idea who you are, they will likely fall over themselves offering you a place to eat and rest.” 
 
    “I was speaking of Vo’rii,” the prince returned.  Silence fell over the others as Auremax held Galadon under a dispassionate stare, and the knight stammered briefly.  Finally, the prince’s shoulders shook lightly as he chuckled.  “I jest, of course.  Lead the way, old friend.” 
 
    Something passed between the two, and Leighandra laughed with the others.  It was like watching old friends who’d been apart for some time.  Do they know each other?  Max’s comment about his father thinking him too young to fight in the Apocalypse suggested they hadn’t ever fought side by side.  But if Galadon and Kalamaris had been friends, then they may have met before that fateful war. 
 
    They all turned back toward the city.  Following behind, Leighandra noted the final detail about Auremax that marked him as one of the wolf-folk: the fluffy tail.  The luranar weren’t completely alien to her, but she’d never seen one so close before, and she etched his appearance in her mind in pictures and words, the lyrics of a song beginning to form as she considered this stranger in the midst of her new companions.  Surely any song that featured a wolf-man would garner immediate attention from those who listened to her chronicle. 
 
    The companions found an inn nearby and settled down for a midday meal.  The innkeeper made no mention of Auremax’ appearance or the presence of Yiilu’s companion.  No doubt the city council would be glad for that, especially after the incidents at the gates involving the elf and the luranar.  No small amount of work and instruction had gone into trying to make sure the foreign folk were welcomed, and yet there had already been several failures on that front. 
 
    Gods, I hope the czarikk ambassadors aren’t still being interrogated at the gates… 
 
    They sat staring at each other, as if no one wanted to be the first to pose a question to their new companions.  The innkeeper brought drinks and food, but Auremax refused the ale put before him and requested water instead.  Leighandra sipped her own ale, casting her gaze upon each of the men and women before her, the words of a song continuing to build within her soul.  At last, her whistle whetted by the drink, she decided to get them all speaking. 
 
    It was too obvious and too complicated to question Galadon first, so Leighandra started things off small.  “Winecellar… what sort of surname is that?  Where are you from, Starlenia?” 
 
    The woman looked confused.  “My family’s made and sold wine for generations; hence, Wineseller.  I come from among the hill people, the Okonashai Nation north of Aurun Ch’Gurra, just outside of the traditional boundaries of the Khalarin Empire.” 
 
    “Oh,” the half-elf laughed.  “I thought your surname was Winecellar… like a root cellar for storing wines.” 
 
    Starlenia chuckled, but didn’t seem as amused as the sound indicated.  “And what about yours – Evenstar?” 
 
    “It was a city in the north several centuries ago that was decimated by a dragon attack,” the chronicler related.  “My family lived there for as long as anyone can recount; at least since the days when my ancestors came here from Askies and settled the frontiers.  They named the city and consequently took it as our surname.  You may recall the city of Evenstar from the tales of the gold wyrm Taeluriel and her rider, Asceri Moonshade…?” 
 
    Galadon sat forward with his brows raised when she mentioned the dragon.  “Never heard that one myself.” 
 
    “Pretty common fable in the northlands,” Delkantar commented.  “I thought the legends of the dragon-riders were all but forgotten.  Then Karian Vanador came flying into Chandler’s Grove on the back of Alamarise, the great silver dragon.  These are indeed strange times in our homeland, friends.”  He shrugged under Leighandra’s gaze.  “Clintarrin is a name as old as the trees of the north; can’t tell you what it means, if anything.” 
 
    The chronicler smiled.  She glanced at Yiilu but knew better than to ask an elf about their name.  The people guarded their personal names and family lines jealously until one proved themselves a true friend.  With the elves, that was no easy feat.  And, just as expected, Yiilu made no attempt to become the center of attention and speak of herself.  She wasn’t withdrawn, but was taking in her new companions as curiously as Leighandra was questioning them. 
 
    The chronicler turned to the luranar prince.  He had taken off his gauntlets, revealing a gold wedding band on his left hand.  That was a temptation for questions, but Leighandra stuck to her initial line of inquiry; she didn’t want him to feel she was being too nosey before she even knew the details of his name!  “And you, Prince Auremax?” she prompted, her use of his title getting some attention in the common room.  “Is there a tale behind the surname of Talvorus?” 
 
    The luranar marked the attention of the locals who’d looked over at the mention of his royal title.  He offered a pleasant smile and casual wave, and the people left him be.  “It marks us as descendants of Talvor,” he answered, but he paused before elaborating.  “My people have a long and bloody history, and though we remember it, we generally prefer not to speak of it.  Still, if it is for your chronicles, I suppose it is worth sharing.” 
 
    He took a sip of his water before he began, “My people are not actually from Terrassia; we originally came from an island called Tsalbrin, far to the west.  Talvor was a clan chief, and ruled over one of the largest of our settlements along the shore of a southern bay.  Our people were constantly at war: with the gnolls, with the bah’qitur, with just about anyone who came too close to our hunting grounds or villages – all except the elves.  Over time, it became apparent to Talvor that our people were not going to survive there.” 
 
    “The elves went through similar circumstances, despite being far less war-like than we were,” he continued, glancing at Yiilu.  “When they built their great ships to leave Tsalbrin for more peaceful lands, Talvor beseeched them to let us go with them.  They taught our people to build ships, and as the stories say, our peoples came to Terrassia side by side.  But Talvor left a marker where our ancestral home was, cursing those who would take what was ours, even in the wake of our exodus.” 
 
    “When they landed on these shores, the elves went into the forests of Laeranore, and my people… well, ended up fighting many of those they encountered here.  Talvor eventually led us into what you now call the Badlands, a place few other kingdoms were interested in bothering.  But we found a great and fertile valley, and were aided in settling it by the noble kwarrasti wanderers.  We had only the Caerumach gnolls to contend with, but once we were settled in, we held them at bay.  Now, we have established peace with them.” 
 
    He folded his arms before him on the table.  “So, we are Talvorus: the sons of Talvor.  Perhaps I will tell you of Saint Kaegan at some point, but that is a tale for another time.” 
 
    “Is that how your people account for it?” Delkantar asked Yiilu. 
 
    “There is certainly far more to it, but yes,” the druidess confirmed.  “Our peoples’ fates have been tied together since those long-gone days on Tsalbrin.  How very curious that the prince and I should be brought together here, now, to face this threat to both our nations.  This time, there will be no running for our peoples; we must stand and face this threat.  It is a situation I believe will bring all of our peoples closer together in the end.  Whatever fool has set these events in motion… they will not garner the result they hoped for.” 
 
    “They certainly won’t,” Galadon agreed.  “We may be few, but our allies are many, and those responsible for this have united nearly all of our nations against them.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me,” Starlenia said.  “Is the force behind this just that stupid, or do they want us unified for some other reason?” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Auremax prompted her. 
 
    “The only nation that isn’t unified with the rest of us – at first glance, anyway – is the Khalarin Empire.  Who, as I mentioned earlier, just had their queen murdered and replaced.  It may be too early to say so for sure, but doesn’t it seem like someone’s goal is to either have us all crush the Khalarin Empire, or have them shatter the rest of our nations?” 
 
    The chronicler regarded Starlenia; the woman certainly put two and two together quickly.  I wonder if the council meeting has gotten anywhere near as far as Starlenia in trying to sort out all of the facts, she thought.  If they had to tread lightly around the shakna-rir ambassador, they probably weren’t getting anywhere fast.  Would the assembly be better off if they sent the blunt woman of the hills back to verbally spar with the shakna-rir ambassador? 
 
    Leighandra wasn’t sure she could do the Okonashai woman justice with the words of her song.  “That… is a terrifying prospect,” she muttered.  And yet I’m glad we have such a devious mind with us if that’s what we’re going to be dealing with. 
 
    “Let us hope we get some answers this evening, even if they must come on the tips of our blades,” Auremax said.  “This is far from what I expected when I came here, but if I am honest, this does seem more likely to produce answers than holding council.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll come to some helpful conclusions just comparing what they know back at the keep,” Galadon said.  “But knowing what we face is only half the battle; the fight will not be won with words and knowledge alone.  Thank all of you for agreeing to come and see to this issue firsthand.” 
 
    Delkantar nodded.  “We’ll head back out there at dusk.” 
 
    “And catch us a necromancer.” 
 
    Starlenia snorted, and everyone looked to her.  “Or several,” she muttered. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter II – First Mistake 
 
      
 
    The other ambassadors were still meeting when dusk fell and Leighandra accompanied her new companions out to the cemetery.  Just how much the assembly had shared or how useful it might ultimately be was more than she could say.  At the least, the chronicler hoped someone was keeping careful records of all that was discussed in her absence.  Her concerns about that faded along with the failing light of the sun, though. 
 
    Crossing into the cemetery now, with the light of day nearly extinguished, the sense of unease Leighandra had felt earlier in the day was staggering.  Yiilu, too, was fidgety, the full-blooded elf’s eyes darting back and forth, her head on a swivel.  Thus far, Yiilu had proven to be a woman of few words, but there was no mistaking her behavior.  Leighandra was nervous, but her elven companion felt it all much more keenly. 
 
    Likewise, the hair on Vo’rii’s neck stood up, and the wolf’s ears and nose twitched.  She looked up at her master now and then, but her attention shifted back and forth across the sprawling grounds before them.  How much different did this necropolis smell to the keen nose of a wolf?  Could Vo’rii detect the presence of the undead, or even just the sense of unrest that lay beneath the surface?  And if she could, did that mean Auremax might be able to as well? 
 
    Leighandra cocked a half-smile.  With their connection to nature, she, Yiilu, and Vo’rii would be invaluable to this group.  But they were far from the only ones. 
 
    Auremax and Galadon bristled with anticipation as well.  The chronicler had questioned whether the two might be paladins before, but she was certain of it now.  Auremax held on to a pendant about his neck, whispering what had to be prayers in his people’s tongue.  Galadon was less overt with his faith, but he still wore it on his sleeve in another sense.  Whatever Leighandra, Yiilu, and Vo’rii could sense through the natural veil, these two men likewise sensed on some level through the divine. 
 
    What a godsend these two will be if this turns out as badly as we expect, she thought. 
 
    Starlenia was nowhere to be seen.  The woman had disappeared into the shadows like a wraith – an ironic comparison that had Leighandra smirking as more words of her epic song fell into place.  But Starlenia’s boast that she was adept at moving about unseen had been no boast at all.  Starlenia may not have been an assassin, but Leighandra was pretty sure the woman could be if she wanted to.  Just what did Starlenia do when she wasn’t acting as an “ambassador”?  She hardly fit what Leighandra would expect from a vintner, that much was certain.  It was a mystery Leighandra was intent on solving at some point. 
 
    Delkantar was making his way through the rows of graves and crypts as though ranging a forest of a different type, his long dreadlocks flying behind him.  He had seen evidence of a disturbance under daylight; now, though his eyes were less useful in darkness, he was watching for new trouble to arise.  As the last rays of light were cut off and the orange sky faded to pink and then purple, the ranger redoubled his efforts, crisscrossing the cemetery again and again.  Leighandra had no idea who the Ghosts of Liam were, but Delkantar had the moves and bearing of a scout in addition to everything else. 
 
    Just what is life like up in those wilder northlands? 
 
    Auremax whirled around suddenly, his blue eyes wide and his nostrils flared as he took in a deep sniff.  “Did you feel that?” he asked Galadon. 
 
    The human paladin turned to see what had gotten the luranar’s attention.  “Feel what?” he returned, but then his eyes went wide, too.  He patted the symbol of the Ghost on his shoulder in a reflexive motion, then drew the greatsword from across his back. 
 
    Leighandra followed his gaze, and the low-light vision that was her part-elven heritage saw it plainly.  Dozens of corpses were clawing free of their graves, and the doors of mausoleum and crypt alike shook as their “occupants” tried to come forth. 
 
    The half-elf wasted no time earning her keep: Her human companions and possibly the luranar, too, would be night-blind.  She called forth the song of power in her soul, tapping her connection to the mystical nature of the world around them.  She strung strands of hovering light about the cemetery as though making notes on sheet music.  It wasn’t anywhere near as strong as daylight, but it marked their enemies well, and the humans looked a bit less tense, if such a thing was possible in the face of an army of walking corpses. 
 
    Being a chronicler and storyteller by trade, Leighandra knew the legends of many kinds of the undead.  Fortunately, much of what they faced seemed to be the most basic type: zombies.  A number of skeletons, devoid of flesh and with only bits of old, rotted clothes clinging to them, were also ambling about the area.  The makeup of this army of disturbed corpses pointed to their suspicions of a local necromancer being true.  This was not the sort of display that took a great deal of power, but even as that thought crossed her mind, Leighandra grimaced. 
 
    These types might not take much in the way of power, but this number…? 
 
    “Did you see anyone?” Auremax called to Delkantar. 
 
    The ranger shrugged, but brought his blades to bear as shambling corpses advanced on him.  His cuts were quick but not deep; his technique wasn’t far off from Leighandra’s own style as a duelist.  It was difficult to disable the undead – particularly the skeletons without hacking and hewing – but Delkantar sliced, ducked, and weaved between the ranks of advancing corpses.  Was he already displaying the skirmish tactics of the Ghosts of Liam he had mentioned at the general assembly?  Whatever it was, Leighandra was impressed. 
 
    The luranar prince started to slip the shield off his back but thought better of it when he saw how disorganized and uncoordinated the undead were.  Instead, he put his left hand to the end of the two-hand grip of his bastard sword.  He used the large blade to terrific effect, cleaving through anything that got close to him.  There was no hesitation in him; Leighandra knew that some were indecisive when it came to destroying undead, too fixated on the fact that they were once people.  Auremax and Galadon held no such reservations, keeping the growing wall of walking corpses from their friends.  And through it all, Auremax continued whispering under his breath in the luranar tongue. 
 
    Leighandra found her will bolstered by the paladins’ bravery.  She’d never fought beside a paladin before, but the tales and legends – the recent war involving Galadon and Kalamaris not the least of them – often referenced the effect paladins had on their companions.  To feel it now firsthand was an amazing thing for Leighandra, and she looked forward to writing about it in her journal when they got back to the city. 
 
    If we get back to the city, she mused, the press of the undead growing worse. 
 
    “Find the living one, Vo’rii,” Yiilu said in elvish, and then she lifted her hands and called out to the Earth Mother.  Vines, shoots, and grass all around the graveyard grasped at the undead, slowing them down or even stopping them in place in some cases.  The mindless corpses didn’t have the wherewithal to free themselves, so the Earth Mother’s gift was even more potent than it might have been against living adversaries.  The elven druidess then followed on the heels of her faithful companion. 
 
    Leighandra started to give chase as well, but stopped short when a zombie fell in three pieces before her.  Starlenia appeared from nowhere, her short blades dripping disgusting ichor from the corpse.  Just as the chronicler had expected, Starlenia had a collection of knives and blades all about her person, and she obviously knew how to use them well.  The Okonashai woman jumped up on a tombstone and glanced about before she frowned. 
 
    “There’s no one else here but us,” she said.  “No sign of a necromancer, but maybe he’s just not here in the cemetery?  Can sorcery be enacted across distances?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Leighandra answered.  “I’ve never tried to conjure an effect over a long distance, but perhaps we can trace the power back to its source.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    The chronicler nodded toward the luranar prince.  “He sensed this before it happened; maybe he’s sensitive to necromancy?  Let’s secure the area and then we’ll see.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s that nose,” Starlenia said with a snort.  “I’m following the druid and her wolf.  I have a feeling they’ll find this necromancer in short order.” 
 
    “Go with them,” Galadon said, gesturing for Delkantar and Leighandra to do likewise.  “We’ll handle things here.” 
 
    The paladins stood side by side, in danger of being overwhelmed by the building tide of undead, yet given reprieve by Yiilu’s blessing.  Leighandra hesitated a moment, watching the human paladin fighting beside his friend’s son, looking so much like mentor and student.  But there was fire in Prince Auremax, and from what she could see thus far, he was well-trained.  He and Galadon defended each other in turns, and they seemed to be making headway in thinning out the dozens of undead that continued to press toward them.  Leighandra left them to it. 
 
    The chronicler followed after the others and found them pinned between two crypts.  Delkantar was holding the line at one end, using the bottleneck of the alleyway to great effect while Yiilu and Vo’rii did the same at the other end.  The druidess was calling on the trees to wrap their branches into a living wall to seal off her end, and Vo’rii nipped at anything that got too close to the elf, hamstringing the undead and pulling them to the ground. 
 
    Dashing back and forth between them was Starlenia, looking every bit like the assassin Leighandra imagined she could be.  She ducked under Delkantar’s fury and danced around the pouncing wolf, stabbing, slashing, and kicking at the undead in a dance of death.  She and her blades were covered in ichor, but here, like with the paladins, the tide was being stemmed. 
 
    Who are these people? Leighandra wondered, amused. 
 
    Outside the alleyway, though, she presented another target for the nearby horde.  Many of the undead turned in her direction and began to approach.  There would be too many for her to fight effectively.  Her duelist’s style was perfect for single combat, and fairly effective against two or three, but against a dozen?  She knew she’d be overwhelmed and torn to bits. 
 
    The chronicler channeled a bit of the sorcery in her blood, heating her blades up for two purposes: One was simply to give the undead a light source to pursue.  She might not be able to fight them effectively, but she could draw them off of her companions until they had things under control.  The other purpose was to set some of the old bits of clothing that clung to the skeletons ablaze, which she began to do where opportunities presented themselves.  Once the first went up in flames, its ambling nature spread the fire to other undead quickly. 
 
    Leighandra turned in panic as a clawed hand grabbed at her, and it gripped her with the near-limitless strength of the undead.  She cried out in pain, but couldn’t wrench her hand free, barely able to dance out of the way as another tried to grab for her.  The other was ablaze, and the heat of the fire threatened even more pain and suffering before she was torn apart.  She yanked with all her might, but she couldn’t break the grip of the undead. 
 
    I am not going to become one of these things! 
 
    The grip of the hand loosened suddenly, and when she turned that way, Leighandra realized it’d been severed.  Auremax followed up with a cleaving strike that laid the offending zombie low, and then turned to the blazing one still pursuing Leighandra.  “Fall back toward Galadon!  There are more coming; we need to retreat.” 
 
    “This has got to be several necromancers, no?” the chronicler asked, shaking the severed hand free of its grip on her arm. 
 
    “This is far more than a necromancer,” the luranar prince muttered with a shake of his head, and he shoved Leighandra lightly toward the other paladin.  “Go quickly while I gather our other friends.” 
 
    She moved to Galadon’s side as ordered, keeping her wits about her as she saw the press of the undead still coming.  Galadon’s arm was bleeding.  “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    Galadon shrugged.  “Been worse.  Let’s keep the way to the gate clear.  Max and I saw at least twenty more dig their way free while we were cutting down the initial wave.  I don’t think this is going to stop any time soon.” 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    “It’s what he said his friends call him.” 
 
    Leighandra smiled at that, but it faded quickly.  Her strings of lights over the cemetery revealed a terrifying sight.  There were so many undead milling about now, she thought nearly the entire cemetery had to have risen.  Why hadn’t the city been overrun yet if the necromancers could manage this sort of feat?  Or was that on this night’s agenda?  And if they could manage this here, across a distance, what might they be doing to all the other cities and nations? 
 
    The chronicler worked to not get overwhelmed.  They had to escape, set the city guards to walling off the cemetery, and then warn the council and other ambassadors that things were getting worse.  No matter their good intentions, this didn’t seem like something she and her new friends could take care of themselves. 
 
    Auremax came back with the others in his wake and gestured westward.  “We need to go that way.” 
 
    “Away from the city?” Starlenia asked.  “Do you know something we don’t?” 
 
    “I felt something… some power to the west just before the undead began to rise.  I think this is far more than some necromancer, but we should look in that direction.” 
 
    “Did you sense anything?” Yiilu asked, turning to Galadon. 
 
    “Can’t say that I did, but it’s the only thing we have to go on.”  He glanced back toward the city.  “Looks like the guard have noticed all the trouble out here.  Let’s see if we can get to the heart of it, and leave defending the city in their hands for the time being.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Delkantar told Auremax. 
 
    The luranar paladin set off to the west, laying low the zombies in his path.  For all the terror that surrounded the undead, the shambling horde didn’t faze him in the least.  Again, it seemed to point to the necromancers being fairly weak, but at the same time, so many had risen that it also suggested great strength or numbers.  They didn’t have much to go on, but the luranar’s nose or whatever sense had picked up the surge of power may have tipped them off to something nearly anyone else would have missed. 
 
    The group stayed close together as they advanced through the ranks of undead.  What had started as dozens had now escalated into hundreds, and Leighandra’s hackles rose as they went into the army of zombies willingly.  Every step they took in Auremax’s wake led them farther from the city and safety, and deeper into the heart of this evil.  Terror mounted and threatened to overtake her, but she concentrated on the paladins before her and the elven druidess beside her, and put her faith in theirs. 
 
    They ran beyond the lights Leighandra had conjured, but Auremax kept them moving forward, his steps sure and straight.  “Stay close to me,” he whispered over his shoulder.  “There is something nearby.” 
 
    The humans stayed close out of necessity, their steps shorter and more tentative though they did their best to keep up with him.  The army of the dead thinned out as the group continued to move westward, eventually approaching a crumbled section of the outer cemetery wall.  There was dim firelight showing from the far side, and Auremax continued to lead them that way.  A few of the shambling dead tried to pursue them, but were cut down easily by the long blades of the knights before they could get close to anyone.  Most of the undead forgot about the group once they were out of the immediate area; pursuit ceased once they’d reached the wall. 
 
    With some light to see by, Starlenia disappeared into the shadows again.  Delkantar split off to the right, flanking the gap in the crumbling wall from where Auremax and Galadon were approaching.  Yiilu and Vo’rii followed the woodsman, leaving Leighandra to go with the paladins.  When she approached the gap, she saw what the others were considering. 
 
    There was a circle of men gathered around a campfire.  One of them was chanting in a low voice, the others standing around silently.  Hooded cloaks blocked out most of the men’s features, but the one who was chanting had his hood down, his cloak open so one arm could be outstretched toward the flames, the other clutching something about his neck.  He was human, bald with darker skin as though he came from the Khalarin Desert.  And there was a darkness in his eyes that was more than just a trick of the firelight. 
 
    Auremax looked across to Delkantar and made a gesture suggesting they just strike these men down, and then try to take prisoners if any survived.  Before any of them could move, however, Starlenia dashed from the shadows and cut down one of the cloaked figures in seconds.  It seemed she couldn’t get to the chanting man without being discovered, so she’d done what she could.  And then she did the next best thing she could: She ran, drawing their attention along with her, and leaving their backs exposed to the rest of the companions. 
 
    Well done, my friend! Leighandra approved. 
 
    The luranar paladin dashed through the gap and intercepted one of the cloaked men before he could give chase after Starlenia.  He pulled up short when he came face to face with the man.  A clawed hand came up and swiped at the luranar’s face, leaving bloody gashes across his snout, and Auremax stumbled back.  When it struck, the creature’s hood slipped off, and Leighandra saw it was no man at all – at least, not anymore. 
 
    These were fast as opposed to the zombies they’d left behind in the cemetery.  Though desiccated and clearly undead, they moved with preternatural speed and dexterity, and between that and their appearance, they took the advantage over Auremax.  He recovered quickly after being wounded, shaking his head and then showing his fangs with a growl, and Leighandra found even her knees went a little weak at the display. 
 
    Galadon stepped up beside Auremax to aid and bolster the luranar paladin.  They worked in tandem to take back the advantage.  Things would’ve gone better if Max had simply cut the man down from the shadows, but Leighandra knew that was not the way of a paladin.  Starlenia, on the other hand, had no such reservations. 
 
    Delkantar ducked around the wall to intercept another of the withered corpses, and Vo’rii moved in tandem with him.  Soon, a full-on melee ensued, five of the undead facing the main group while the sixth gave chase to Starlenia.  The necromancer, who didn’t seem to be undead, ceased his chanting, and turned his attention to the attackers.  Leighandra recognized his use of the arcane as he began to call upon a spell, and she tried to weave through the ranks of her allies and the undead to get to him first. 
 
    It was of no use, but his attempt to channel was interrupted as the campfire billowed and then changed to a green hue.  A tendril of the green flame arose and lashed out at him, staggering him back under its heat, but he got his wits about him and tried to bend it to his own will.  The necromancer and Yiilu battled for control of the flames, but then one of the undead turned and made for the druid. 
 
    Yiilu had allies as well, though.  The necromancer’s concentration was broken when Vo’rii hamstrung him, and then he cried out when Starlenia brutally stabbed him in the side as she dashed past, the other undead still on her tail.  She spun through a couple more and ran between Auremax and Galadon, who stopped her pursuer.  Whatever the Okonashai woman lacked in diplomatic skills, she more than made up for in battlefield tactics and bravery. 
 
    I should like to meet these hill people some day, Leighandra thought. 
 
    Delkantar claimed fingers and then a hand from the husk he fought, though its speed had allowed it to get close to him and score some hits of its own.  Thankfully, the withered husks weren’t armed; with their speed, having the advantage of weapons’ reach would have made this a far deadlier dance.  Still, cutting off pieces was hardly slowing the undead down, and Delkantar no longer had the assistance of Vo’rii.  If that troubled him at all, it didn’t show yet. 
 
    Leighandra took advantage of a husk’s focus on Galadon, and thrust her saber deep into its side.  There was no squelch, more like a sawing feeling and sound, as though she had stabbed a deep pile of paper or parched wood.  Fortunately, she didn’t spoil her blade on ribs, and it came back out with little resistance, but she was surprised as she was slapped in the face with what had to have been a desiccated tail. 
 
    “By the gods, what are these things?” Leighandra muttered, rubbing the spot where she’d been struck.  She got her saber before her and kept the husk at bay, but if a full-on stab through the side hadn’t killed or even disabled it, she wasn’t sure what she could do other than keep it from bothering her allies.  She assumed a fencing pose and kept the husk at a distance regardless of whether her strikes did anything to disable it. 
 
    Auremax stabbed one under the ribs, and though the strike didn’t truly wound it, his blade held the undead in place long enough for Galadon to cleave it in two with his greatsword.  At last, one of the husks was down, and Leighandra redoubled her efforts as hope flooded into her.  Starlenia appeared behind her opponent, and the two women began to systematically cut it down, piece by piece, though it was a slow process.  Despite its speed, the thing was feral, reacting each time to being struck, constantly changing targets and never breaking the women’s defenses.  After Leighandra drew its attention again, Starlenia at last found the mark with her short blade, severing its spine high up.  That dropped it into a heap. 
 
    Vo’rii was dragging the necromancer by an ankle, and by the time he fought off the wolf, it was too late: Yiilu stood over him with her scimitar to his throat.  Leighandra moved to assist Delkantar, and Starlenia broke off from her to lend aid to the paladins.  On a hunch, Leighandra heated up her blades with her sorcerous power again.  A few choice stabs set one of the husks up in flames easily, and she then held it at bay, letting the flames do her work.  That earned raised brows from Delkantar, but only for a moment before he slipped in and helped her finish cutting down the ruined form of the undead. 
 
    Auremax laid another husk low, and Galadon took a few stinging hits to slam another with his armored girth, sending it into the campfire.  The tide was turned, and the others were cut down or set ablaze, reducing them to lifeless, withered flesh or dust once again.  Leighandra looked to each of her companions; nearly all of them were wounded to some degree.  Nothing looked serious, but when Auremax licked the wounds on the side of his snout and then spat out the tainted blood, concern flooded into her.  They’d need to thoroughly clean all of the wounds when they were safely back in the city; there was no telling what disease or other filth undead claws might carry. 
 
    The necromancer, surrounded now by the companions, merely smiled and took hold of the pendant about his neck: a silver skull on a chain.  Galadon kicked the man down flat to his back, stopping whatever he was doing, but he continued to smile. 
 
    “You are too late.  Death approaches,” he said, no humor in his voice despite the smirk. 
 
    “The zombies are headed this way,” Starlenia said.  “If you want answers before we cut this fool’s throat, better get them quick.” 
 
    Auremax looked farther westward.  “It… it is not even him,” he whispered.  “Can the rest of you feel that?” 
 
    “Feel what, my friend?” Galadon asked, putting a hand to the luranar’s shoulder. 
 
    “Power.  Some great, malevolent power, somewhere to the west of us.  Whatever it is, it is massive, and evil, and I believe the true source of this atrocity.  This man, whoever he is… he is nothing more than a pawn.” 
 
    The necromancer laughed, but stopped short when Starlenia slapped him on the forehead with the flat of her blade.  “I wouldn’t be laughing if I were you,” she spat. 
 
    “Do you not understand?  Kill me and I will become a different kind of weapon for the master.  The more you kill, the more weapons you give us!  This is a war you cannot win.” 
 
    “Not if we commit you to the pyre,” Auremax said.  “Who is your master?  And where are they located?” 
 
    “I will tell you nothing.” 
 
    Starlenia knelt down beside him and slowly drew her blade across his tunic, leaving a trail of ichor.  “You sure about that?” she asked him.  “You want me to get answers out of him?” 
 
    “No.  Not like that,” the luranar paladin said.  “We will take him back to the city, and let him face the judgment of the people there.  If they choose to get answers in such a manner, then let it be upon them.” 
 
    Starlenia shrugged in response.  “We still have a whole mess of zombies headed our way.  We’d best get moving soon.” 
 
    The necromancer rose into the air then, his arms out to the sides as if crucified.  At first, he looked terrified and in agony, but then a look of elation crossed his face.  Weapons were brought to bear in the face of the unexpected assault, but he made no move to strike or cast a spell that Leighandra could tell.  Then his eyes went black, his lips peeled back in an unnatural grin, and the voice that came forth was not his own. 
 
    “How very foolish of you to make yourselves known to me, interlopers.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Auremax demanded, stepping forward. 
 
    “I am the Mistress of Blood, your Crimson Queen, and death has now laid its claim upon you all,” came the response. 
 
    The necromancer’s belly split open from crotch to chin, then, his innards exploding upon the unsuspecting companions.  Leighandra luckily got only the barest of sprays on her, but Yiilu and Auremax took the brunt of it.  The luranar’s fur was completely matted in seconds, and he turned to spit some of it out of his mouth.  Yiilu, by comparison, stood mortified, frozen in place in astonishment by how disgustingly she’d just been assaulted. 
 
    The body dropped to the ground with a wet splat, but even before it had time to settle, it began to rise again. “Oh, I don’t think so,” Starlenia said, lifting the head and severing the spine at the base of the skull, then giving a stab through the ear as well for good measure.  That seemed to keep it from rising again, and she immediately set to work searching the corpse for clues, only taking enough time to wipe its blood casually from her cheek with a sleeve. 
 
    Vo’rii began licking the druidess to wash her, but Yiilu gently prodded her companion away.  “No, my friend.” 
 
    “This is going to take days to wash out,” Auremax groaned, stripping one of the husks of its cloak to wipe off what he could.  “Are the zombies still heading this way?” 
 
    “No sign of them,” Delkantar called from near the gap in the wall.  “If they yet remain in there, they’re either at the city side, or wandering aimlessly without anyone to guide them.” 
 
    “We should lend what aid we can if the former proves true.” 
 
    Galadon nodded but glanced at his companions.  “How badly wounded is everyone?  Anything serious?” 
 
    “Just flesh wounds, I believe,” Leighandra said. 
 
    “I have some berry salves I can apply once we have washed this filth from us,” Yiilu offered.  “But it will be of little use if we do not cleanse the wounds first.” 
 
    The chronicler moved to one of the husks.  Its features were distorted, desiccated and nearly unrecognizable even as male or female.  But the talk of wounds reminded her that she’d been struck by a tail, and she wanted a closer look.  A casual inspection revealed that they hadn’t been human when alive, yet judging by the shape of the heads, they weren’t rir or czarikk either. 
 
    “What were these?” she muttered. 
 
    “Broke,” Starlenia huffed.  She shrugged when fixed with everyone’s attention.  “No sense leaving money on the dead.  I got the silver chain, coins, and a missive of some kind off the necromancer, but it’s in a language I can’t read.  We can take a closer look when we’re back in the city.” 
 
    “Were they not human?” Galadon asked, squatting down beside Leighandra.  “Oh, I see they weren’t.  Good question; what were these, then?” 
 
    “Long dead and dangerous,” Yiilu said with a grimace.  “This defilement only continues to become more distasteful with every discovery we make.” 
 
    Auremax licked his wounded snout and spat again.  “We should burn these before we go back to the city.  Whatever evil lies to the west of us, if it can raise corpses across distances, we must take heed of the necromancer’s warning and leave it no weapons to turn against us.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that to you big, strong men,” Starlenia quipped, moving over to Delkantar’s spot along the wall.  She slapped his rump and gestured back toward the others. 
 
    The woodsman fixed her with a dubious stare, but then smirked and left her to keep watch.  Sheathing his swords, he helped Auremax and Galadon pile up the remains.  The husks burned with little trouble, dried as they were.  It took more effort to burn the necromancer’s bloodied remains, but Yiilu was able to assist with that.  Hardly any of them noticed the passage of time but for how fatigued and disgusting they were with the blood drying upon them. 
 
    By the time they were satisfied that they had done all they could at the necromancer’s camp, dawn was breaking.  Tired as they were, Auremax and Galadon began the trek back to the city by cutting through the cemetery.  Leighandra felt like she could hardly walk, much less lift a sword and fight, but she followed along with the others.  Curiously, as the sun began to climb into the sky, even though filtered through the trees, there was no sign of the zombies.  There were tracks and evidence of the disturbance, but the only undead to be seen were those that had been struck down. 
 
    “What a bloody mess,” Galadon grumbled.  “Apparently, the city’s temples need to send priests to re-consecrate these grounds.  Unless that being that spoke to us is strong enough to overcome even that…” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.  That was a wholly unnatural power, one I have never sensed, much less dealt with before,” Yiilu answered. 
 
    “We knew this was big before we undertook this foray,” Auremax said.  “But this may be even bigger than its breadth suggested.  If Starlenia’s suspicions are correct and this all has to do with the usurping of the throne in Aurun Ch’Gurra, then we may face not one, but two armies.” 
 
    The druidess made a calming gesture.  “Let us return to the city and give our report to the council as promised.  Once we have informed them and gotten ourselves cleaned up, those of you who wish may accompany me to Laeranore, and we will go meet with Archmagus Karinda.  If this is as big – or bigger – than we suspect, she must know something.” 
 
    “Yes, we won’t solve this mystery in a day,” Delkantar said, peering cautiously between the crypts as they continued along.  “That we were attacked at least gives us one advantage.  Our enemies, whoever they are, are not subtle.  That was their first mistake.”  He took two more steps and then turned back to Yiilu.  “Wait, are you inviting us to Laeranore?” 
 
    “We will not be going to the court of Queen Tiyaana, but yes.  If we wish to visit Lady Bakhor, I will need to bring you into my peoples’ lands.” 
 
    The elves didn’t let in visitors at the best of times.  To be invited to visit their lands was a great honor, and to be allowed in when there was trouble of this magnitude would mean even more.  The invitation clearly resonated with the three humans.  Leighandra had lived there for a time during her youth, but gradually left the lands of her mother’s people as she got older and her half-human nature became more of an issue. 
 
    The most surprising reaction – or lack thereof – was from Auremax.  As she thought about it, though, Leighandra remembered his tale from their lunchtime discussion.  “You have been among my mother’s people before, Prince Auremax?” 
 
    Yiilu smiled at the luranar paladin, and he bowed his head.  “Yes, but please… I do not like being called Prince even among my people.  Call me Max if you like, or Auremax if you find you must be formal for some reason.  Just as with this meeting of nations, I have served as an ambassador for my people several times to go and meet with Queen Tiyaana and her court, and so have been to Laeranore before.  It is still always an honor to be allowed to walk among the hallowed forests of the elven nation.” 
 
    “So, you two know each other?” Delkantar asked, gesturing back and forth between the luranar and the elf. 
 
    “Not personally, but I have heard of the young prince before,” Yiilu said with another smile.  “I know Queen Tiyaana has ever enjoyed her visits from the luranar ambassadors, and… Max has been no exception.” 
 
    He bowed his head, though he didn’t manage a smile, covered in blood as he was.  They continued on and reached the gate to the city, where there was evidence of many more zombies having been cut down by the militia.  The gate had been well-defended, and it didn’t appear as though any trouble had breached the city proper.  The guards beheld the bloody, worn-looking group before them but waved them through without question. 
 
    “How long before the council comes back into session, do you figure?” Galadon yawned. 
 
    “Long enough for us to get washed up, at least,” Starlenia said.  “And you two have wounds that need tending.  No telling what sort of infections you might get from injuries by undead hands.  Better to get washed up and let Yiilu see to those wounds.  The council can wait.” 
 
    “She makes a convincing argument, if not a proper one,” Max said.  “Lord, am I tired.  I cannot even imagine what I look like to the rest of you at this point.” 
 
    Leighandra grimaced.  The image of the luranar paladin, his fur matted with dried blood and the mark of a slash of claws across his snout would likely never leave her memory.  It was all at once heroic and yet horrifying, and not the way she wanted to picture him.  When he pulled the tail of his mane out of his armor and began clawing through the bloodied strands, it only intensified the effect. 
 
    “You would be hard-pressed to look braver,” Galadon answered him.  “It will take a good deal of explaining, but my memories have been befuddled since… since the War.  But I recall much about your father, and I see much of him in you.  It was an honor to fight by your side, young prince.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I very much look forward to hearing what you remember of my father.” 
 
    When they reached the inn, the entire commons went silent.  There was a decent-sized crowd for breakfast, but all eating and conversation ceased the moment the group entered.  They didn’t even need to say anything to the innkeeper, who gestured for them to approach and then ushered them through to the baths.  He had his serving girls begin bringing in hot water, and ran a long sheet down a clothesline in the center of the room to divide the men and the women. 
 
    “Give me a minute to get washed up and I’ll help you get all that blood out of your fur,” Starlenia commented before she went to the women’s side.  Max fixed her with a surprised stare and the Okonashai woman laughed.  “I used to have a dog that got himself into muddy trouble all the time when I was a kid.  Oh, don’t get indignant.  I’d never compare you to my dog.  He was much more fun.” 
 
    Max laughed at that and began unstrapping his armor.  Leighandra smirked and followed Starlenia into the women’s side.  Despite the amount of fighting the woman had done, Starlenia finished her bath in minutes, and shrugged on a younger girl’s-sized robe before she went around to the men’s side.  The chronicler could only laugh as their side of the sheet went completely silent for a time. 
 
    “Great Spirit, are these scars?” Starlenia asked, and Leighandra turned toward the sheet, though she couldn’t even see silhouettes through it. 
 
    “Not as such, no,” Max answered.  “More like birthmarks of some kind.  You… thank you, you were not being facetious when you said you were used to cleaning fur.” 
 
    “I loved that dog,” the woman muttered.  “You can handle any bloody fur from the waist down yourself, though.” 
 
    “I will, thank you.” 
 
    Leighandra burst out laughing along with Galadon and Delkantar, and Yiilu had to make an effort to keep her mirth in check.  “How are those wounds, gentlemen?  Anything new you see after getting washed up?” the elf called. 
 
    “Still nothing major.  You can see to them once we’re all proper,” Galadon answered. 
 
    Vo’rii had thankfully been spared any spray from the death of the necromancer, and so only Max’s fur drying took any considerable time.  He sat down by the room’s hearth to speed things along while Yiilu began tending to their wounds.  As promised, the elf applied a sweet-smelling salve to the companions’ wounds.  She only had to scold Max twice before he stopped licking at his and left the salve to do its work on his snout. 
 
    As tempting as it was to go get some sleep, especially after a warm bath, instead the companions shared a light breakfast before preparing to make their way to the keep.  Delkantar stood in the middle of breakfast and held forth his mug of hot coffee in salute.  “To new friends, and the road ahead, no matter where it takes us.” 
 
    The others tapped their mugs and glasses with his, the clinks and tinks ringing in Leighandra’s mind, yet further notes in the song of her soul. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter III – First Encounter 
 
      
 
    Mercifully, they escaped the council meeting after only a short time.  Each of them described the night’s events from their own experience, and Leighandra was impressed by how well the stories fit together.  All told, it still wasn’t much, but they had two things to go on that would be of aid to the many nations: There was a great power aligning to the west, but that power was apparently focused through more local necromancers.  It gave the various cities and towns somewhere to start in their countermeasures, at least. 
 
    “I still feel dishonest for not sharing our suspicions about Aurun Ch’Gurra,” Auremax said as they left the keep.  “However, with the shakna-rir ambassador there, it was the only wise thing to be done.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Galadon said.  “Either he’d have just contradicted everything we said, or he’d have taken the information straight back to whoever the true source of the problem is.  This way, no matter if he’s part of the problem or ignorant to it – or, of course, if the situation in Aurun Ch’Gurra isn’t even the source of the trouble – he’ll give no indication to whoever this Crimson Queen is.  We can share more when we have definitive proof.” 
 
    “Proof that will likely involve going to Aurun Ch’Gurra to obtain, which we’re not at all ready to do,” Delkantar grunted. 
 
    Not yet, anyway, Leighandra thought.  But getting into places unnoticed was supposed to be Starlenia’s specialty, and getting information unobtrusively was one of Leighandra’s strengths as a chronicler.  Before she could voice her thoughts, though, Starlenia spoke. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s going to come to that at some point,” she said as they walked.  “If it turns out this Crimson Queen is the usurper in Aurun Ch’Gurra or at least hiding within the city, someone is going to have to go in there and get a better idea of who and what we’re up against.” 
 
    “You said you are adept at going unseen… would that include among such a foreign people to your own?” Auremax asked. 
 
    I guess I’m right where I belong, the chronicler mused, turning to Auremax.  The luranar paladin looked so much better now, the blood all cleaned out of his fur, the wounds on his snout healing, and that regal bearing returned.  Leighandra thought he was handsome for a luranar, and she wanted to delve further into his family history when time allowed.  But this wasn’t the time or the place for such details. 
 
    “Aurun Ch’Gurra is pretty diverse for the capital of an empire,” Starlenia answered.  “My people go there to trade fairly often, so my appearance wouldn’t be considered alarming right away.  I’m sure with some preparation, we could make it look like I belong there, but that’s not something we need to worry about right now.  I’m guessing Karinda will have something to say about any such plans.” 
 
    “Have you ever met Karinda before, Yiilu?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Not personally, no,” the druidess answered.  “However, I believe a young woman from my home city serves as her apprentice.  Despite her nature that keeps her apart from our nations, I believe Lady Bakhor is a staunch protector of these lands and this world as a whole and will gladly aid us.” 
 
    The woodsman looked across to Auremax.  “You’ve been to Laeranore before; have you ever met her?” 
 
    Max glanced at Delkantar but shook his head.  “I have only been to Laeranore a couple of times, and always in the company of older, more experienced ambassadors.  We never attempted to go speak with the wizard ourselves.” 
 
    Starlenia looked the luranar paladin up and down as they walked.  “Why, how old are you?  Don’t your people trust their crown prince to act as ambassador on his own?” 
 
    “I count nineteen summers,” he answered, and Leighandra wasn’t the only one shocked by the declaration.  “I am crown prince only due to a special circumstance, not on account of age or being first-born.” 
 
    “Special circumstance?  What would that be?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “He must be the seventh son of Kalamaris,” Leighandra put in before the prince could answer.  She didn’t know terribly much about the luranar, but all the tales of the heroics of King Kalamaris she had heard and sung mentioned the fact that he, too, had been a seventh son.  It was a superstition among the wolf-folk, one that seemed to be a lot more prominent among the royal line than the rest of their people.  “The seventh son… just as his father before him.” 
 
    “You’re the seventh son of a seventh son?” Delkantar asked, a twitch at the corner of his mouth suggesting amazement and amusement in equal measure.  “That’s supposed to be quite an omen in some cultures.” 
 
    “Honestly, it is less a rarity among my people than yours, given that our women typically give birth to multiples,” Max said with a deferential gesture.  “Among my people, a seventh son may be birthed in a woman’s second litter.  Not as likely with your people, though I have heard that it is possible in odd circumstances.  In my case, it is as much the fact that I was a single birth as that I was the seventh son.” 
 
    “Of a seventh son,” Starlenia added.  “One born with a whole mess of… birthmarks that look more like scars to my eyes.  By the Great Spirit, my people are superstitious enough… you’d tickle everyone’s omen-sense, shaman or otherwise.” 
 
    “And then here you are, in the middle of all this,” Galadon said with a snort.  “Something tells me we’re fortunate to have you with us.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes, but it looked as playful as exasperated.  “I choose not to put faith in such things.  Doing the right thing should have little to do with the circumstances of one’s birth.” 
 
    “Well said,” Delkantar agreed. 
 
    They left the city shortly after, on their way east to the town of Farview, and then to the border of Laeranore.  Despite the weight of everything before them, that left an air of excitement among everyone in the group. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    The travel was light and quick despite being through the southern end of the great forests.  Delkantar read the trail signs, avoided the territories of wolf and bear alike, and made sure the companions remained on course despite their preventative measures.  Whoever the Ghosts of Liam were, Delkantar did their number proud to Leighandra’s thinking.  While trailblazers and rangers were common in the northern forests, he seemed of a higher caliber than any she’d ever met.  She resolved to ask him about his training once the companions’ fire-side conversations finally turned away from the current events. 
 
    They came upon the town of Farview after a few days.  It was one of the many forested burgs of Terrassia that had grown from a trading post or rangers’ way-station into a proper town.  There wasn’t much of interest in the town, but the companions were able to resupply and spend a night in the comforts of an inn.  They left the town the following morning, avoiding any more attention after Max, Vo’rii, and Yiilu started to attract peoples’ interest. 
 
    “I’m surprised the innkeeper didn’t say anything about you or Vo’rii,” Galadon said, and Max turned a curious gaze his way.  “No offense, my friend; it’s just that many of our people aren’t accustomed to seeing yours.  People can act strangely when confronted with something new and different.” 
 
    The luranar nodded.  “Ah.  Farview is the closest town to the border of Laeranore, and my people stop there along the way when we go to visit the elven queen.  I have found that your peoples are accommodating, if a bit distrustful of mine.” 
 
    “Border towns do have a tendency to be more open-minded on such matters,” Yiilu said. 
 
    “Frontiers towns, too,” Delkantar agreed.  “We tend to measure men by their actions, not their appearance.  It’s not unusual for even gnolls to occasionally come trade, if they can behave themselves while they’re in town.” 
 
    “Do you know much of the gnolls?” Max queried. 
 
    “Not really.  Nothing useful, anyway,” the woodsman said with an apologetic-looking gesture.  “I could say some things about them as people, but nothing solid, nothing fair.” 
 
    Max smiled at that, and they continued on. 
 
    Yiilu and Vo’rii stepped to the forefront as they approached the elven border, and after a time, the druidess motioned for the others to halt.  Ahead lay more of the forest, but something about this particular section was different.  These stands of trees looked and indeed felt more ancient than those they had passed along during their journey from Solaris.  Though it had been some time since Leighandra visited the lands of her mother’s people, she knew just by sight that they had reached the border of Laeranore. 
 
    The chronicler watched the reactions of her companions for the telltale signs as well.  Each of them appeared spooked in some sense, with the exception of Auremax, who had already visited the elven lands.  This was the product of the nation’s wards; the elves didn’t build walls, lay out totems or markers, or post armies at their borders.  There was a natural enchantment, one that had stood as long as they’d inhabited this land, and it sent a chill down the spine of the staunchest of men.  When one approached the border of Laeranore, there was no doubt. 
 
    Though there was no standing army just within its border, Laeranore was not without its defenses.  Leighandra had never witnessed it personally, but the legends spoke of the very trees coming alive to defend the border when necessary.  More practically, they had sentries and patrols to watch for incursions.  It was possible for those who got lost and simply ignored the warning feel of the enchantment to pass through Laeranore’s outer edge without issue.  Those who continued deeper into the realm – particularly those with ill intent – were typically driven out by however much force it took. 
 
    The elves didn’t have a xenophobic reputation for no reason, after all 
 
    “Behold, the lands of Laeranore,” Yiilu said with a gesture.  “From here, it should take only another day’s walk to reach the tower of the Archmagus.  Normally, you would be driven out of our lands, but my people will not trouble us so long as I walk among you.  If we find ourselves surrounded at some point, however, do not be concerned; all will be well.  It may come to pass that my people decide to make certain I am not with you under duress.” 
 
    Delkantar was practically bouncing at the knees.  “Thank you again for this.  I’ve long wanted to walk the forests of your people, but I’ve never had a valid reason to do so.” 
 
    “Do you really have walking trees, or is that just a tale you tell to keep outsiders away?” Starlenia asked, eyeing many of the nearby boles and then glancing up to their crowns. 
 
    The druidess smiled and continued onward.  She let out a shrill whistle, one that made both Max and Vo’rii’s ears stand up straighter.  Whatever its purpose, she strode confidently into the deeper forest of Laeranore without looking back, and the rest of the companions fell into step behind her.  Leighandra took up the rear, allowing the others to get better first glimpses of the forest, and for Yiilu to act as their guide.  She was interested to hear whether the stories of the Arborean Guardians were true, too. 
 
    “Oh, it is no tale, my friend,” the druidess answered at length.  “The trees here are ancient even by the standards of my people, and there is a sentience among them that defies explanation.  Even those ancient stands that do not walk yet speak – to each other, mostly, though occasionally to those of my attunement as well.  That is the First Truth as we call it, something outsiders have never understood: Laeranore is not the land of the elves, but the land of the tree-folk.  We are but long-term visitors here.” 
 
    “So, the trees were alive before your people arrived here, according to Max’s story?” Galadon asked, still looking to and fro in wonder. 
 
    “Indeed.  It is part of what drew us to this place, what set this forest apart from the rest of these lands and made us feel welcome and at home.  The forest welcomed nature’s children into its bosom, and here we have resided for nearly the turning of two eras.  You will find most of our cities are built into this forest, at one with it despite the fact that our domiciles are not all that far off from what is familiar to you.  Then there are the cities, though they are few and typically near the coastline, where the trees left room for those of the flesh to build their dwellings.” 
 
    “We are far from the only inhabitants here,” she continued.  “There was once a mighty black dragon that called this forest home, and at times we see migrations of czarikk pass through our lands.  So again, I stress that Laeranore is not the land of my people, though it is where we make our home, and what we deem our nation.  We defend her as she defends us.” 
 
    “How did a rir archmage come to live among you?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Her mother was called elf-friend,” Yiilu said, but the gesture she made said she wasn’t all that familiar with the details.  “Lady Karinda grew up among these lands and has remained here as a defender of Laeranore.  She is exceptionally long-lived as a rir, something we suspect may be a combination of her arcane power and the effect of living in this forest her entire life.  But there is much to her story that I do not know, and so cannot tell you.” 
 
    Leighandra felt eyes upon her, and judging by the way Starlenia swiveled her head back and forth, she guessed she wasn’t the only one.  There was a feeling of foreboding here, strong enough that the chronicler still felt it despite having lived here for a time and, technically, still belonging here in part.  Was it the sentries watching them, or the trees themselves?  Leighandra thought of the druidess’ words regarding the sentience of the trees, and suddenly felt quite small and out of place in these woods. 
 
    The forest became so thick that the light started getting choked out.  Yiilu looked to the group and smiled at the wary expressions of the humans.  Then, without a word, she turned back ahead and let out a trilling sound that was somewhere between whistle, ululation, and song.  All around the companions rose a sound like cicadas, the cacophony just shy of causing discomfort, but then it faded.  There was the sense of movement all around, and then a soft glow began to emanate from the trees all about them. 
 
    Leighandra smiled.  Not the trees, but the insects upon them, as the creatures emitted a glow from their backs to light the way for the travelers.  The chronicler had lived among the elves for many years, but still found the nature-beseeching power of the druids fascinating.  They disliked being called nature tappers, though that was how many regarded them.  Instead, they spoke of their craft as a symbiosis of creator and created, much like a priest, only directly attuned to nature herself.  Leighandra had never found an attunement with nature, instead finding her inner song aligned with the arcane, and so the magic of the elven people was amazing to her despite being a half-elf. 
 
    Likewise, it was even more astounding to the outsiders who had likely never witnessed anything like it before. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Max whispered, despite having traveled into Laeranore before. 
 
    Delkantar chuckled as he strode up beside Yiilu, and he absently stroked Vorii’s head.  “I’ve heard of the wonders of your people for years, but just what you’ve shown us in the last few days has been… wondrous.” 
 
    “You should see the works of my mentor, Peri,” Yiilu returned.  “Come!  We have a few hours of travel left and then I will beseech the forest to give us ample shelter for the night.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to see that,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    They traveled a while longer before stopping for a meal and some much-needed rest.  The companions had stuck to an easy schedule despite the urgency of their current trek, still trying to recover from their arduous first night together.  A deep clearing at ground level provided a perfect campsite, though there was still a thick canopy overhead, and Yiilu sang a prayer to the forest around them as her companions began to put down their packs.  Leighandra understood the words but wasn’t sure what to expect when the druidess spoke to the forest itself. 
 
    The trees responded in moments, reshaping their limbs and thick, gnarly roots to provide nooks, crannies, and shelves for the companions to stow their things.  It took everyone a few minutes to get their wits about them after the amazing display and put the trees’ accommodations to use.  The air here was warm and humid, so Delkantar fashioned a rocky pit and started a small fire, just enough to let the humans see their companions and the trees around them without calling on the insects to sit in vigil all night.  Soon, the six new friends and Vo’rii sat around the campfire enjoying a meal and a cool drink as the day wound down. 
 
    “How dangerous is the forest itself?” Delkantar asked as the meal got underway.  “You said you’re not the only inhabitants here, but do we need to worry about animals or other people during the night?” 
 
    “It will not be imprudent to keep watch over our camp, though I do not expect anything will disturb us,” Yiilu answered. 
 
    Max turned to Galadon over dinner.  “I have been meaning to ask… I know you said your memories have been muddled, but what do you remember of the War, specifically about my father and the fight with Arku?  I am certain my people are not the only ones who believed you had been slain alongside my father.” 
 
    Starlenia, Delkantar, and Yiilu all bobbed their heads in agreement, and Leighandra did so as well when the paladin’s gaze swept over her.  The legends of that great battle were well-known to the chronicler, and she had sung many a song in remembrance of Kalamaris’ and Galadon’s heroics.  It wasn’t all that unusual for someone to survive a war when they were believed to be dead, but when it was a king and they disappeared from history for several years, it was something that begged for an explanation. 
 
    “I don’t remember much about the War at all,” Galadon answered after a minute.  “The last few years have been difficult, recovering from lingering injuries I received, presumably in the battle with Arku.  But I remember little of the fight itself, or even the events leading up to it.  The last truly reliable memory I have from before then was meeting your father, when he came and told me that something truly wicked was coming to our lands.  I’ve heard plenty of the stories, but they’ve done little to help my memories return.” 
 
    “Where have you been all this time, though?” Delkantar prompted.  “You haven’t been home in Dira Ch’Tori, have you?” 
 
    The paladin sighed.  “It’s difficult to explain.  I woke up six months ago in Norfolk, to find that the War I’d been injured in ended some four years and more ago.  I have no idea how I got there, who was caring for me, or how I survived for so long without waking up.  None of it has really made sense.  And then the people there… a few knew me by reputation, but it was as though I had woken up in another time altogether.  I don’t understand it; by my reckoning, I should be dead.” 
 
    He dismissed his own thoughts with an impatient gesture.  “Anyway, when the call from Solaris came, I accompanied the town emissary from Norfolk to see what this was all about.  I suspect now that maybe I was dead, but I’ve been brought back for some reason to get to the root of this problem.” 
 
    “Like Karian Vanador…,” Delkantar mused.  “One can’t help but think there must be some major storm coming if the gods are resurrecting champions to lead us.” 
 
    “You were resurrected?” Max blurted, nearly dropping his dinner. 
 
    Galadon shrugged.  “I’m honestly not certain.  Perhaps it’s a question we can put to the archmage when we meet her.” 
 
    Starlenia smirked.  “Anyone else hiding any secrets?  Secret lover?  Royal blood?  Shapeshifter in disguise?”  She looked at the wolf as she said the last, but Vo’rii didn’t do more than flick her eyes in the woman’s direction. 
 
    Leighandra had to bite down a laugh, and again when everyone started looking back and forth between them.  “Auremax, it would seem, is married.  Is anyone else?” she prodded.  Nobody answered; instead they looked to the luranar paladin as he absently spun the gold band about his finger. 
 
    “Married, eh?  Got any kids yet?” Starlenia questioned him. 
 
    Max stared into the fire for a few moments before he answered.  “Yes, I have a wife back home in my village, and two daughters.” 
 
    “Not bad for only being nineteen!” 
 
    “Starlenia!” Leighandra blurted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t heckle the prince!” 
 
    The luranar waved off Leighandra’s defensive outburst.  “It is all right.  I was married young on account of being the crown prince.  The crown does not typically go from the younger to the older; when I was named prince, then, I was married and expected to sire a son.  If we ever have occasion to travel to the land of my people, you will meet a great deal of my family, most notably my eldest brother, King Terist.” 
 
    The chronicler regarded Max curiously but didn’t press further.  There was something to his final statement that didn’t seem to fit.  She got the impression he was hiding something.  She marked it down in her thoughts as something to ask about slowly, over time, being careful not to overstep her bounds as a new friend.  There was so much to each of her companions, and she wanted to find out everything she could about them.  It was in her nature to learn all she could and preserve it as historical record.  But asking all about one’s background and family could be a delicate matter, and she had to be mindful of that. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be king now that you’re nineteen, though?” Starlenia pressed. 
 
    “My brother took up the crown when our father was killed.  It should rightfully pass to me now, but Terist is a good king, and I am in no hurry to assume the weight of a crown.” 
 
    “What about you?” Leighandra asked, turning the tables on the outgoing rogue, for lack of a better term to describe Starlenia. 
 
    “What about me?” she returned predictably. 
 
    “There must be something interesting about you.” 
 
    Starlenia shrugged off the suggestion.  “I’m just a vintner from the Okonashai north of the Khalarin Empire.” 
 
    “A vintner with a particular affinity for short blades,” Delkantar chuckled. 
 
    The woman straightened out, which only accentuated her shorter stature.  “My people don’t build big cities like yours.  We live off the land, and everyone’s got to have the skills and talents to keep the entire clan alive and prosperous.  Yes, I know how to use blades, whether to hunt, to defend our people, butcher an animal, skin the harvest, or whatever needs doing.  I know how to tend the vineyards, watch over the children, read the weather patterns, patrol the border, and lead the clan in prayer to the Great Spirit.” 
 
    She tossed a stick casually into the fire.  “If there’s one thing I don’t know how to do well, it’s sit still.  Which is the main reason I was sent to meet with the rest of you in Solaris.  My people could’ve sent a number of better-humored diplomats, but it was agreed this wouldn’t be a situation that we, as a host of nations, could talk our way out of.”  Leighandra leaned back defensively as those green eyes fell over her.  “I see the way you look at me.  I’m not what you think I am, but I do have skills that will be of great use to the lot of you going forward.  And if not, well, I’ll be off to my vineyards again without protest.” 
 
    “You have already been of tremendous help,” Max assured her.  “I hope you will not take offense to this, but you remind me of a proverb about great things coming in small packages.” 
 
    Starlenia cracked a half-smile.  “Short statures run deep in our clan’s bloodlines, but in the end, we’re still human.  We just chose to go our own way long ago.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Starlenia,” Yiilu offered.  “We owe your people our thanks for sending such a capable soul.” 
 
    “I hope you took no offense to my curiosity,” Leighandra added.  “I’m a chronicler by trade, and I’ve been trying to get a feel for each of you.  Though I hold our knights in high regard and have a deep respect for Delkantar and Yiilu, I hope you don’t think I look down upon you.  That couldn’t be farther from the truth.” 
 
    Starlenia shrugged.  “Good to know.  I’ve just seen you look at me sometimes like you might be afraid of me.  The only people that should be afraid of me are the idiots behind this mess.  Them, I plan to stick a few knives in.  But sticking knives in people isn’t what I like to do; it’s just something I’m willing to do if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Galadon said.  “We are all here for a similar purpose, no matter what methods we may ultimately use to see to that purpose.  And doubtless there will come times when each of our various skills and preferences will come in handy.  We may need to add more to our party if our enemies prove as numerous as we fear, but I’m quite satisfied with who we have, and our collective capabilities.” 
 
    Vo’rii’s head went up, and nobody missed it.  The wolf’s ears stood straight at first, but then they angled back sharply and she uttered an uncharacteristic growl. 
 
    Starlenia leapt across the fire to be near the others, and Leighandra backed closer to Yiilu and Vo’rii.  The three men put their hands to the hilts of their weapons, but kept them sheathed for the moment.  It did seem odd to Leighandra that there might be a threat here, in the deep woods of Laeranore.  That the trees and even animals hadn’t warned Yiilu ahead of time was surprising, but the chronicler assumed maybe the forest didn’t quite work that way. 
 
    Glowing green eyes appeared in the depths of the shadows ahead, slit-pupiled and clearly belonging to neither elf nor man.  Vo’rii rose to her feet, her hackles raised, and bared her teeth in a snarl.  There came a clacking sound, as though teeth were coming together with force, and a slight scent of cinnamon wafted through the still air of the forest.  Whatever stood out there in the dark made no move to enter the circle of firelight.  Leighandra had only so much patience for that before she took hold of the song in her soul and strung lights out there, just as she’d done in the cemetery. 
 
    The creature didn’t even flinch as its form was revealed.  It was wrapped in a stately black robe trimmed in gold, but the chronicler took in the brown skin, the row of ivory horns that ran over its head in a row, the eyes that could apparently go in opposite directions, and the long, hooked claws upon its fingers.  It was picking at its teeth in between clacking them, its eyes going in different directions to study each of the companions in turn. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Delkantar muttered. 
 
    The demon – for what else could it be? – turned its head fully in the human’s direction and finally gave voice to its thoughts.  “Not what, human; who.  I… am called Tilcimer.  How very interesting to find humans traversing the land of the elves.” 
 
    “One could say the same of you,” Yiilu answered stiffly.  “What business have you in these lands?” 
 
    “Business…,” the demon echoed, glancing off into the depths of the forest for a stretch before it returned both eyes to the group.  “How appropriate a choice of words.  I have a business proposition for you.” 
 
    “We will have no dealings with a demon.  Begone,” Max said, taking a step forward. 
 
    The creature narrowed its eyes.  “Think carefully upon this, mortal.  I have chosen to come and make this proposal to you, rather than your enemies.  You have very little idea of what you face, and if I know the Archmage, she will tell you only so much, content to leave you blind and wandering along some… preordained path to doom.  I, by contrast, may be able to aid you to some degree, in exchange for certain considerations if my suspicions turn out to be true.” 
 
    Galadon pulled Max back lightly by the shoulder.  “What suspicions?  What do you know of all this?” 
 
    The creature disappeared in a blur, and every one of the companions was clearly shaken when they turned to find Tilcimer pacing back and forth behind them.  “As it stands, your suspicions are correct: I was created by Seril some time ago.  As such, I know much of what my creator imparted to me, and I have some inkling of what may be behind these recent disturbances here, if not who the true culprit is – yet.” 
 
    “Is this some remnant of your creator’s evil plans?” Max demanded. 
 
    The Tilcimer made a sound of exasperation and then clacked its teeth a couple of times.  “Boy, if all that comes out of that mouth of yours is foolishness, best learn to close it now.  You will find that your enemies are far less tolerant of it than I.”  The creature moved in that barely perceptible blur, appearing behind Max for only a moment before it was gone again, now back where it had started.  “Are you in such a position of strength that you can afford to not even hear me out?” 
 
    “Speak, Tilcimer.  I’m listening,” Leighandra put in, gaining the creature’s attention. The others glanced at her, but though they took up wary stances, they made no further moves or sounds of protest aside from Max assuming the straight-backed, arms-across-his-chest posture. 
 
    “Something was buried beneath these lands long ago – not here in Laeranore, but beneath the lands of Terrassia as a whole – and I believe it has awakened.  If it is as my creator remembers and endowed me with knowledge of, it is in possession of something of great power that I would very much like to add to my collection.  That is the price I ask for my aid.  What I can offer you in return is information of the sort Lady Karinda will not share, or even know.” 
 
    “We can’t promise you something we don’t know the value of,” Starlenia scoffed.  “What kind of idiots do you take us for?” 
 
    The creature smiled, but it was not a pleasant sight.  The teeth were too white, too sharp, and too numerous to take that grin for anything but predatory.  “Oh, little woman… if I thought you were idiots, I would not have wasted my time even speaking with you.  No, in you I see the potential to get what I want, all without attracting the attention of my enemies here on Citaria.  In any case, I never expected an answer here and now.  This is a proposal, an offer, one you may accept or decline at your leisure.  But know that should you decline, you will have only so long to change your mind before I fade into the shadows and let this conflict play out as it may.” 
 
    “Let us speak with the Archmage,” Leighandra said.  “I’m curious to see what she may have to say about you.” 
 
    Tilcimer let forth a humorless hmph.  “As am I.” 
 
    “How about a token of your good faith?” Delkantar said, gesturing for Max and Galadon to be patient for a minute.  “What can you offer us that will truly be of use?  Can you give us something that proves you’re actually interested in helping us, and not simply baiting us into some clever trap?” 
 
    The creature folded his arms across his chest, which only made Max clutch his own arms that much tighter.  “This one is worried about the gnolls to the north,” Tilcimer said at last.  “And well he should be.  There is a member of his extended family up that way, but the situation is quickly spiraling out of control.” 
 
    “What?” Max blurted, his stoicism cracked.  “My family?” 
 
    “This is precisely why you need as much aid as you can get.  Do you really think this plot is solely about raising the dead to attack your nations?  Oh no, young prince.  This is far bigger, far deadlier, far more consequential than some undead incursion or overthrow in the empire of the shakna-rir.  This has the potential to be world-breaking… or world-saving.  What part will you play in all this?  I cannot say.  But I can aid you.” 
 
    “Why?” Galadon challenged.  “Why would you help us, demon?” 
 
    “I already told you that: I desire something of great power buried under these lands.  It is my sole desire.  The ultimate fate of this world is, admittedly, of little consequence to me,” the creature answered.  He made a dismissive gesture.  “But is that really of importance to you?  Would you deny the aid you need simply because of its source?  As I said, I do not expect an answer now.  But think you well on what I have offered, and act you quickly on what I have already told you.  There is something far larger afoot than I believe even Karinda suspects.” 
 
    With that, he was gone.  He moved from the camp faster than the eye could follow, and the companions exchanged glances.  Leighandra was intrigued; he could likely have killed them all easily if he could move that fast, but he had chosen to speak with them instead.  More than that, he had offered them what seemed to be a valuable bit of information.  Max hadn’t spoken much of the gnolls in the north but to mention he was preparing to head that way when he was summoned to Solaris. 
 
    “Should we look into the gnoll situation in the north after we see the archmage?” the chronicler asked. 
 
    “It could be a trick – something to draw us far away from the root of the problem while his other allies continue to plague our lands with the undead,” Galadon spat. 
 
    “What members of your family are up north already, Max?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    The luranar paladin shrugged.  “As was mentioned earlier, I am the seventh son of a seventh son.  Of course, that means I have a tremendous family, many of whom travel the lands to follow the will of the Lord.  It could be any of a number of relatives – or possibly even one of my wife’s family.  I cannot say with any certainty.” 
 
    “Maybe Lady Karinda will have some idea,” Yiilu said.  “I am alarmed that such a being can walk the lands of my people with impunity.  While we are here, I should like to send word and ask for it in turn, to find if he has been causing any trouble here.  If he has not, then perhaps – though he be evil – his desires do align with ours enough to listen to what he has to say.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t trust him,” Galadon insisted. 
 
    “Nope, but we should still listen,” Delkantar agreed. 
 
    “We will listen first to the archmage,” the luranar paladin said with a sigh.  “If what he told us of the gnolls to the north is true, that will be a far better indicator of how trustworthy he may be, though we will never trust him fully or with our lives.” 
 
    “Let us bed down for the evening, that we are refreshed when we reach the tower of the archmage tomorrow,” Yiilu offered.  “Leighandra, would you grace us with a song to help get our minds off of the discomfort of this meeting?” 
 
    The chronicler smiled and reached into her backpack, pulling forth a miniature harp.  She thought to herself while plucking the strings absently, and then she began to sing for her friends. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter IV – Guidance 
 
      
 
    They reached the tower of Karinda Bakhor the next day.  The appearance and intentions of the Tilcimer had dominated the discussion after breakfast.  Everyone agreed the creature couldn’t be trusted, but at the same time, they questioned the wisdom of ignoring his help.  Tilcimer had made no secret of what he wanted, as little as he explained its significance.  It was certainly unusual for an evil creature to all but admit it was such and yet still make a case for being helpful.  Ultimately, they stayed their original course, that they would ask the archmage about it before they committed to any particular path. 
 
    The tower was a rather nondescript ebon structure in a perfectly circular clearing.  It felt out of place, soaking up the sun with no canopy of trees sheltering it from the open sky.  Oddly, however, there were no visible windows of any kind, and only a single, plain wooden door sat at ground level on the south side.  There was a hitching post, a trough for watering one’s mount, and a solitary covered stall for sheltering one, but there were no such animals present. 
 
    There was something surreal about the scene, and Leighandra couldn’t put her finger on it.  Looking about, she figured it was how all the sense of wonder and amazement that came from being within the elven lands fled in this place.  There was a pervasive silence that served to deepen the slight sense of foreboding that said this was the dwelling place of something of great power.  If Leighandra hadn’t heard so many good things about the archmage, she surmised she might be terrified to approach. 
 
    Her companions were sorting through similar thoughts and feelings, she could tell.  Max’s ears and nose twitched occasionally, his lupine senses probably trying to glean something from the surroundings to calm fraying nerves.  As if sensing his anxiety, Vo’rii left her master’s side and sat beside the luranar paladin, and he absently stroked her head.  That helped ease what remained of Leighandra’s own anxiety, a chuckle resonating in her mind at the question of just how lupine the luranar truly were when one got down to details. 
 
    “This clearing seems… unnatural,” Delkantar commented to Yiilu, who agreed with a silent nod.  “Yet I suspect if the forest were put out by her presence, it would encroach.” 
 
    “Well, no sense being rude,” Starlenia said, striding forward and rapping on the door. 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” Galadon commented, following behind her. 
 
    Leighandra and the others gathered at a respectful distance by the time the door was opened.  A young elven girl answered the knock, though the chronicler kept in mind that young was sometimes a relative term when dealing with her mother’s people.  The girl could be as young as fifteen or one hundred years beyond that and still be considered a youth by elven standards.  Even Leighandra had trouble telling at times, though in this case, she suspected the girl truly was a youth even by human standards. 
 
    “Sister D’ansu!” the girl said, chattering away in elvish.  “Oh my goodness, you brought visitors to our lands and the archmage’s tower?  And they even have a luranar with them!  I…” 
 
    She trailed off and her cheeks flushed.  “Where are my manners?” she said now in the common trade tongue.  “Welcome to the Archmage’s tower.  I am Duaana, her apprentice.  Are you here to see Lady Karinda?” 
 
    “We are, Sister,” Yiilu said with a polite bow of the head.  “We have many questions, and I believe Lady Karinda will be the one best suited to answering them.” 
 
    Duaana gasped suddenly.  “Prince Auremax?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    The elven girl beamed with excitement, sucking in her lip for a moment.  “Come in, come in.  Make yourselves comfortable, and I will alert Lady Karinda to your arrival.” 
 
    “No need, dear,” came a pleasant voice from behind her.  “I have been expecting them.  Show them in and then return to your studies.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” Duaana said, and she stepped back and gestured the group inside. 
 
    The inside of the tower was nearly as nondescript as the outside, but Leighandra looked immediately to the windows.  It was a fascinating use of arcane power to create windows that were one-way, completely invisible from the outside.  They somehow allowed a pleasant amount of light in to augment that coming from the room’s hearth.  For the archmage, it was probably a trivial use of arcane power, but to the chronicler, it was amazing.  She had barely learned to tap the sorcery in her mother’s blood that flowed in her veins; to do something even as “simple” as this astounded her. 
 
    Before the fireplace – which was emitting light but no heat – was a semicircle of chairs and benches.  Sitting in a high-backed rocking chair was the archmage, studying the group with eyes that were almost solidly ebon.  It was a bit unsettling to meet them, and Leighandra used the excuse of finding a seat to break eye contact.  Karinda Bakhor wore a black robe trimmed in white, and despite the stateliness of it, the length of blood-red hair that ran down her back, and those unsettling eyes, there was nothing to say this was one of the strongest wizards in the world, if not beyond.  If anything, the woman looked unassuming and harmless – a dangerous misconception, Leighandra knew.   
 
    Duaana retreated up the tower’s winding staircase once the companions were seated, leaving them alone with her master.  Karinda smiled softly but still said nothing, taking in each of the companions studiously, as though somehow reading their life story at a glance instead of putting questions to them.  She took a sip of the tea she was holding that had somehow escaped Leighandra’s notice until then.  It was those eyes; they were inescapable. 
 
    “You have been expecting us, Lady Bakhor?” Max finally asked when under her gaze. 
 
    “Please, call me Karinda,” she said with a dismissive gesture.  “Yes, I have watched you since the moment the first meeting came to order in Solaris.  Though I did not attend in person, I watched from afar, and am quite familiar not only with the goings-on in our lands, but what has transpired since and the resolutions reached by the council of ambassadors.  Prince Auremax, your people often say that there are no coincidences in life; are you a believer in this proverb?” 
 
    “I am.  Though there are little coincidences at times, the larger, more specific ones tend to be the work of divine providence.  At least, that is how my people see it.” 
 
    “The six of you,” she began, but then she glanced down at the wolf lying on her floor in an attentive, sphinx-like pose.  “Seven of you did not come together by chance.  It was not by coincidence that you were chosen to attend the meeting, nor that you all chose to act, nor that you have banded together and come here to see me.  Without a lesson in theology or a tangential explanation, suffice to say that each of you was… nudged in this direction to accomplish the will of the gods.” 
 
    Delkantar leaned forward.  “Do you speak of prophecy?” 
 
    “Not as such, no,” the archmage said with a shake of her head.  “There is no prophecy per se; but there have been signs that fall in line with superstitions, and they do seem to point to a significant event coming to pass here on Terrassia.  That being said, there is no indication what that event might be, either for good or ill, and of course, one must consider that these may just be superstitions and nothing more.” 
 
    “What sorts of signs?” Starlenia asked, her brow furrowed.  “The shamans of my home have been speaking of changes in the balance for over a decade, but many of my people have stopped paying attention to them.” 
 
    Leighandra whipped her gaze to the secretive little woman, and she wasn’t the only one to do so.  “You didn’t mention that before…” 
 
    “We hadn’t talked about any prophecies or signs before, and I sure wasn’t going to be the one that brought it up when I don’t really know much about it.” 
 
    “There is a being of light… I believe an angel,” Karinda answered.  “I have watched it moving through history for some time, effecting change and influencing events across the world, most recently the work of Karian Vanador here.  I suspect your shamans may have been sensitive to a very real change, and if their sensitivity reaches back more than a decade, the resurrection of Karian Vanador roughly twelve years ago may not solely be another sign, but perhaps the most important of them.” 
 
    Delkantar thrust his fist into his other palm.  “I knew it!  I knew her presence and her work at Fort Sabbath had to play into this somehow!  It’s not every day a resurrected hunter rides into town on the back of a silver dragon and kills a centuries-old vampire.  And for the dead to start rising in the wake of it?  Well, Max’s people may say it best: It can’t be coincidence.” 
 
    Karinda tilted her head and studied the human again.  “Were you one of the Red Mask who accompanied Lady Vanador?” 
 
    Delkantar squared his jaw and shook his head.  “I wish I had been, but no.  I was actually in the west, near the Village of Winds, when Lady Vanador and the Red Mask killed Annabelle.  But the stories that were being passed around when I returned home to Chandler’s Grove… amazing stuff.  Strange, but amazing.” 
 
    Galadon bobbed his head at the assessment.  “What other signs have you seen that make you suspect something is coming?” 
 
    “I will reveal that to you in time, for they are numerous and vague,” she said, gesturing for no interruptions. “For now, I believe we should speak of your encounter with the Tilcimer.” 
 
    “The Tilcimer?” Starlenia echoed. 
 
    “So you know of him, my lady?” Yiilu asked, sitting up a little straighter. 
 
    The archmage took a sip of her tea, staring into the fire for a few moments.  “Oh, I have known of him for some time.  At times, useful.  Other times, a pest the likes of which you could hardly imagine.  I assume he told you that I would keep secrets from you, all the better to drive a wedge between us and force you to go to him for answers?” 
 
    “Well, he’s not entirely wrong,” Starlenia said. 
 
    The archmage turned those black eyes on the Okonashai woman.  “When you stood over your enemies in the cemetery, contemplating what all of it meant, what did you feel?” 
 
    Starlenia started to speak but then stopped and furrowed her brow, her mouth tightened.  “Overwhelmed.” 
 
    “And how do you think you would feel if I began telling you a list of vague signs and the various folk tales, legends, and proverbs they either point to or are pointed toward, when you are already overwhelmed by what you face?  If I keep anything from you, young ones, know that it is to prevent you from being paralyzed by fear or – worse – indecision.  Some massive evil has awakened in these lands, and the rising of the dead is either a charade to mask it, or a byproduct of it.  But the rising itself is not the event we should be concerned with.” 
 
    Karinda took another sip of her tea.  “Understand foremost that the weight of the world does not rest solely on your shoulders.  You are in a position to serve as a pivot, to tip the balance in favor of the forces of goodness and light.  If you fail, it is not the end of the world.  Likewise, if you refuse, there are many others who can and will stand in that gap.  Accordingly, you are not pawns or puppets.  If you choose to serve as this pivot, it will be your free will decision.  You are under no compulsion, and I will not force or guilt you into doing anything you do not wish to do.  This is a dangerous road you walk, and there is no guarantee of survival, much less success.  I can aid you with information and certain trinkets, but these things must be done slowly and subtly so as not to attract our enemies’ attention directly to you.” 
 
    She swept that black-eyed gaze across the group, then settled it on Starlenia.  “Now… is there anything you haven’t told me?” 
 
    The Okonashai woman perked up.  “We found these on the necromancer we killed in the Solaris cemetery,” she said, handing the silver skull on the chain and the note to the archmage. 
 
    Karinda regarded the pendant and set it to float in the air before her.  Her eyes seemed to turn even darker and her blood-red hair moved with a life of its own, but ultimately, she shook her head.  “This would appear to have been a focus of some kind, but whatever force was using it has ceased and masked itself well from my sight.  I suspect it will not be the last of these we see, though.  Should you encounter more necromancers in your work, search them for similar items.” 
 
    The archmage then unfolded the paper and perused it.  “This makes little sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, we couldn’t figure out what language it was, either.” 
 
    “Hmmm?  Oh, it is written in ancient syrinthian,” Karinda commented.  “It is the content that makes little sense.  The references are all to people and places I have never heard of.  This may be something that you must research with other, elder archmages.  For now, hold on to this, and see if it provides clarity at a later time.” 
 
    “What the heck is syrinthian?” Starlenia prodded. 
 
    “It is the language of the people of the same name.  Have you never heard of the snake-folk of Mehr’Durillia, or what is more commonly called The Underworld?” 
 
    “Snake-folk?” Galadon said, sitting up straight.  The companions exchanged glances.  “Among the undead we fought with the necromancer were strange corpses that weren’t quite human.  It was difficult to make out detail with how desiccated they were, but they had tails.” 
 
    The archmage let out an exaggerated hmmm but added nothing more. 
 
    “Do you know what Tilcimer seeks in all this?” Max queried.  “We assume he cannot be trusted, but if he is useful at times, as you said, it would benefit us to know what he is after.” 
 
    The archmage smiled, but something about it gave Leighandra the impression that she was weary.  “Tilcimer’s desires are quite basic and straightforward.  Though his methods are an enigma, there is honestly little guile to him.  He seeks power, wealth, and a mate – and precisely in that order of importance.  What his ultimate goal is, I cannot say.  But he seeks foremost to be self-sufficient and, I believe, to sire offspring.  As the last of his kind, he is keenly beholden to the desire to avoid extinction.” 
 
    Galadon tilted his head.  “The last of his kind?  What kind is that, exactly?” 
 
    “The seventh and final species of serilis-rir – or demon, if you please – created by Seril.  There were only three created, and two have already been destroyed – ironically enough, both by the same man, at that.  This one, however, is different.  He is untrustworthy, doubly so because he is keenly intelligent, and thus may be quite manipulative should the need arise.  But he is not savage, insane, or prone to violence like his brothers.  I find him interesting if, as I said, obnoxious.” 
 
    Leighandra regarded Yiilu, the elf’s stare distant for some reason.  “Tilcimer mentioned that one of Max’s relatives was ensnared in some skirmishes among the gnolls to the north,” the chronicler said, turning back to Karinda.  “Is there anything you can tell us about that?” 
 
    Karinda glanced at the luranar paladin, but then shook her head.  “To be honest, I rarely pay attention to the gnolls in the north.  They seem to enjoy fighting amongst themselves over land, food, and mates.  As long as their troubles do not reach the rest of civilization, I leave them to their chosen lifestyle.  If there is something more behind their struggles now, though, that may be the optimal place for you to start.  Wandering from graveyard to cemetery looking for undead and necromancers will get you only so far and, in fact, mark you as enemies to be eliminated by whatever force lies behind these events.” 
 
    “Max thinks it’s somewhere to the west, and I was thinking it might have something to do with the overthrow in Aurun Ch’Gurra,” Starlenia said.  “Does that make sense to you?” 
 
    “Two associates of mine, fellow members of the High Council of Wizardry, reside in Aurun Ch’Gurra: Blake Malgar and his former apprentice Talbett Krissas.  The latter is the court wizard there.  Things are certainly turbulent, but I have refrained from casting my far-seeing into their home out of respect.  If there is a connection there, rest assured that they will find it, and as soon as I know something, so will you.” 
 
    “But was the queen there truly murdered?” Max insisted. 
 
    “There was a coup, and the queen was deposed, though whether or not she is truly dead, we do not know as of yet.  I am still awaiting the next Council meeting so that I may get more reliable information from Blake and Talbett.” 
 
    “You said you could aid us with certain trinkets… don’t suppose you could get me a set of paluric armor?” Delkantar asked with a chuckle. 
 
    Karinda half-shrugged while sipping her tea.  “If you think it wise to take the time to travel to Dannumore, ingratiate yourself to the bah’qitur monarchy, rise to a high rank in their military, and earn a set of paluric armor, I can certainly set you on that path…” 
 
    The woodsman laughed openly.  “Is that where it comes from?” 
 
    The archmage nodded.  “Your greatest asset is actually within one of you,” she said, her gaze falling back upon Galadon.  “Your past may be a key to your future, young man.  If you wish, I can begin the process of unlocking it, but it will take time.  The memories will return to you in pieces, and not all of them will be of particular use.  But, as it stands, you may know more than I on some of these matters.” 
 
    “Then do it, please,” he answered.  “Whatever we need to do to see this through.  Am I right in saying that for the rest of you?’ 
 
    Leighandra joined her other companions in nodding agreement. 
 
    Karinda closed her eyes, and the chronicler felt a rush of wind through her mind.  It was something ethereal and intangible, blowing only through her thoughts, but she watched as Max barely caught Galadon before the unconscious knight hit the floor.  The luranar paladin patted his friend’s face a few times, but the human knight wouldn’t wake up.  Max looked at Karinda over his shoulder, and she gestured for him to be patient. 
 
    “Is there anything else you can tell us?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “Is there something specific you need to know?” 
 
    “Anything, about any of this…” 
 
    “Not at this time.  But your companion will begin telling you things when he awakens.  Take your cues from that, and follow the clues.  If you feel lost and hopeless, go to the kwarrasti seer Kimlerin Chinchala and ask for her aid.  There may be times when you come here for my help and I am not here; rest assured I am tending to problems elsewhere.  I not only serve as the head of the High Council of Wizardry, but am frequently called to deal with specific matters all over the world.  But you have a great number of allies; use them to full effect.  Start in the court of your king if all other roads seem futile.” 
 
    “Dira Ch’Tori,” Delkantar said with a gesture toward Galadon when everyone else looked around, confused. 
 
    Leighandra bobbed her head.  Galadon had been the king of Dira Ch’Tori and its lands before the Apocalypse.  Where he stood in its rulership now was a mystery, but if he could go there and at least pull strings, that would greatly increase the potency of their group.  Though it was the smallest of the official kingdoms of Terrassia, Dira Ch’Tori was an economic power, and could draw resources and allies from other city-states, nations, and even from across the sea, given time. 
 
    “I do have a small gift for each of you,” Karinda said, reaching into one of the pockets of her robe.  “Though I suspect Prince Auremax will have little need for his.  These rings are quite common among the shakna-rir ranger corps; they allow the desert-dwellers to traverse the cold lands to the north without succumbing to the elements.  A minor enchantment, all told, but I expect that you will be traveling to the kingdom of the fures-rir to visit an old friend of mine at some point, and these will make your travels more comfortable.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady,” Leighandra said, taking hers in turn. 
 
    Galadon sputtered and sat up suddenly, then put a hand to his head in dizziness.  “Good grief, what… where are we?  Oh, right.” 
 
    “Did you learn anything?” Starlenia asked, sitting forward. 
 
    “Yes.  I learned that our esteemed archmage host can knock people unconscious with a thought,” he returned.  “I don’t know; I feel even more cloudy-minded than usual.  Will this pass eventually, Lady Karinda?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Your memories will likely come back as dreams.  Discuss them with your friends when appropriate each morning.” 
 
    “Just don’t share all of them, especially not in front of the women,” Delkantar teased.  The paladin backhanded him lightly in the shoulder and the friends shared a laugh, even the archmage smiling. 
 
    “There is more I can tell you, but I will wait.  Not, as Tilcimer likely told you, because I want to be cryptic or send you forth blind, but because our enemies will be watching you just as I do.  If you begin looking for signs, they will become aware of them as well, and with proper divinations, they will be able to lead you to your deaths.  For now, it is best if you find these things for yourself, and when the time is appropriate, I will tell you the rest of it.” 
 
    “But for now we head north?” 
 
    “I believe that is your best option.” 
 
    “And should we have any dealings with Tilcimer?” 
 
    “I will not tell you yes on this, but he is quite adept at finding things, particularly when it comes to information.  I will not tell you no, and accordingly I will not judge you if you choose to take advantage of him and his resources.  Just know that in the end, should you work with him in some fashion, you may be required to kill him.  In this, you cannot hold to your principles of honor, for if what he seeks makes him a threat to this world or its people, he will be destroyed just as his brothers.  In short, do not get attached to him, willingly or as a matter of honor.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think that will be an issue,” Galadon said. 
 
    “Go, then.  And know that I will be watching over you.” 
 
    “Farewell, my lady,” Leighandra said, echoed by the others.  “I think it best if we take advantage of the remaining daylight to begin our trek, if things are as urgent as they seem.” 
 
    “They are far more urgent than they seem.  Be vigilant, yet confident.” 
 
    The companions filed out of the tower.  Leighandra didn’t feel much more enlightened than when they’d arrived, but the sense of urgency prickled beneath her skin.  The situation was dire enough that even the archmage was concerned and scrambling for answers.  Just what was it they were up against?  And how did – or would – Tilcimer figure into things? 
 
    She followed the others as they circled the archmage’s tower to travel north.  There were still several hours of daylight left; they could put a few miles behind them by the time the sun set.  Or, more appropriately, by the time they grew weary traveling through the dark forest… 
 
    Starlenia glanced over her shoulder, gauging how far from the tower they were.  “I thought she’d be more helpful,” she muttered with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Oh, she was quite helpful,” Leighandra said, holding up her hand to inspect the silver ring that now encircled her finger.  It was a minor marvel that it fit her perfectly despite never having met the archmage before.  “She told us exactly where to go, if indirectly.” 
 
    “By the Great Spirit,” the Okonashai woman said, glancing at her own ring.  The others all looked at theirs, and smiles were exchanged. 
 
    “Like she said, her aid has to be subtle or our enemies will know where we’re going and what we’re doing.” 
 
    “First, though, we should go to Dira Ch’Tori, and then see what trouble there is with the gnolls,” Max suggested.  “It may be unrelated to the other issues, but the proverb of my people tells me otherwise.” 
 
    “Either way, we should see to your family member,” Yiilu agreed.  “Perhaps we will find new allies among the gnolls?” 
 
    The luranar prince glanced at the elf, but then nodded.  “Perhaps, though the gnolls can be rather… funny around my people, and me in particular.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Starlenia prodded. 
 
    Max shrugged.  “It is a long story, one I will share another time, when we get closer to them.  Suffice to say that despite the improving relations between my people and the gnolls, not all of them feel the same way.” 
 
    Delkantar sighed, then bit his lower lip for a moment.  Whatever he was thinking, he never gave voice to it, and Leighandra refrained from asking – for now. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    The warmth of summer made the trip pleasant despite its length.  Leighandra traveled often enough as part of her duties to the city of Solaris and as a troubadour in general, but she had never been on the road for so long.  Laeranore wasn’t too far from Solaris, and Karinda’s tower was only a short trip into the elven lands, relatively speaking.  Dira Ch’Tori, though, lay far to the north on the coast, and despite the opportunity to stop in other cities, the companions avoided any sort of delays, such as getting conscripted to look into local problems. 
 
    Dira Ch’Tori sprawled along the coastline, which was steep and rocky in the northeast.  Much of it lay up at the top of the cliffs, with descending plazas and tiers eventually leading down to its deep and considerable harbor.  It was a jewel of a city and a marvel of engineering, and the chronicler wondered if the cliffside cities of her mother’s people had inspired the humans when building Dira Ch’Tori.  It lacked anything resembling elven architecture, but at the same time, it had the distinction of being part of and apart from the land in equal measure. 
 
    Leighandra still didn’t know her paladin companion all that well, but she could glean a bit about him by the prosperousness of what had been his capital city.  Certainly, there would be lower-class areas somewhere among the sprawling city, but at first glance here at the top, there were none to be found.  It was a major trading hub, and the city’s name – meaning City of God – seemed to inspire people to take care of each other.  The chronicler looked at Galadon; just what sort of king had he been? 
 
    A damned fine one, I suspect, she thought, but she didn’t prod the human.  Instead, she turned to her luranar companion.  “Impressive, or oppressive?” she asked Max. 
 
    The luranar paladin’s ears and nose were twitching as he took in the grand white-stone city about him.  His eyes were wide with wonder despite having visited the cities of the elves many times.  “It is foreign to my eyes, but impressive.  Our people do not build anything like this, so it is a wonder.  Not as aesthetically pleasing as the cities of the elves, I must admit, but incredible nonetheless.  The way it hugs the cliffs like a pauldron is amazing.  Does it bring back any memories for you, my friend?” 
 
    Galadon looked about at the passing throng, noting the stares his luranar friend received.  Leighandra couldn’t imagine what it must be like to go from being king to walking the streets as just another unknown face.  Nevertheless, Galadon seemed more concerned for the safety and treatment of his companions than whether anyone would recognize his position – or former position, in his case. 
 
    “Many, but not of the type that will be useful to us,” Galadon muttered.  “Much like with the dreams Lady Bakhor was able to unlock… they’re unsatisfying and unhelpful.” 
 
    The chronicler knew he was frustrated by the lack of clarity his dreams provided.  Even during the long days it took them to reach Dira Ch’Tori, despite having experienced nightmares, Galadon hadn’t been able to recall any of the details when he woke in the mornings.  Nothing had been clarified, and though no one pressed him on it, he was growing agitated.  Here, though, Leighandra began to wonder if a combination of the dreams and walking the lands of his kingdom might finally unlock things. 
 
    “Who sits as regent here?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “Lauren Matthews,” Delkantar answered.  He looked at his companions, staring at him in wonder that he’d know that offhand.  “The western forests may not be part of Dira Ch’Tori, but it’s the closest monarchy to our lands, so we tend to pay it more attention than our southern neighbors in the Khalarin.  I don’t know much about her personally, but everything I’ve heard says Regent Matthews is a good leader.  Does her name ring familiar to you, Your Majesty?” 
 
    The paladin made a face and Delkantar laughed.  “I do remember the name.  She was my seneschal for many years, a very capable administrator and an upright woman.  I haven’t heard anything that suggests she’s doing a poor job.  Though if she serves as regent, I suppose they’re either waiting for me to return or else still going through the process of choosing my successor, even this many years later.” 
 
    “Do you plan to retake the throne at some point?” Leighandra asked.  If the regent and other authorities were still going through the succession process, that had to mean Galadon had no immediate family.  It was possible it meant he had too much family, and that they were all fighting over succession rights, but that seemed far less likely.  The chronicler wondered how old the knight was; he didn’t seem as young as Auremax, but still far from middle-aged.  How had he assumed the throne, and what happened to the rest of his family if her initial suspicion was true?  It wasn’t unusual for a young man to assume a throne, but even so they usually had a good deal of family around them. 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure,” he answered with a shrug.  “I haven’t really thought about it that much.  We have more important things to see to for the time being, and as long as this kingdom is being run well, I see no need to directly involve myself.  I suppose one might see that as ducking my duties, but…” 
 
    He trailed off, and a thoughtful expression graced Max’s lupine features.  “Perhaps they are still waiting for you.  We could visit the court and find out.” 
 
    Galadon nodded.  “We’ll need to confer with my generals anyway, to ask about the local trouble with the gnolls before we go out blindly.  So we’ll get our answers either way.  But I beg of you: If they try to forcibly put me back on the throne, take me hostage and head north.” 
 
    Max and Delkantar chuckled, and Leighandra looked over to Yiilu.  The elf had cracked a half-smile, but must’ve felt out of her element when it came to human politics, no matter how closely the monarchies might resemble elven courts.  Starlenia, by contrast, looked wary of the knight’s former position, despite the traces of humor that graced her features at the thought of taking him hostage.  Leighandra only barely looked away before Starlenia caught her stare. 
 
    The friends received wary glances at the gate to the city, a combination of caution over Max’s appearance and the unusual nature of Yiilu’s companion.  A brief introduction of Max as both prince of the luranar and an ambassador to the kingdom settled their nerves for the most part.  More intriguing was Vo’rii’s behavior: she was clearly a wild wolf, but when necessary, she knew how to act domesticated.  She sat on command and offered a paw-shake to the guards, who laughed heartily at the display and waved the group through without further comment.  Leighandra watched Vo’rii trot along beside her master; it would hardly surprise her if, one day, the wolf assumed human form – or, more likely, elven form. 
 
    “So, where to first?” Delkantar asked.  Though his home was the woodlands, he surveyed the city as though it was a stone jungle, and the light of adventurous curiosity was plain in his eyes.  How often did the woodsman see cities such as this?  At the very least, he didn’t seem opposed to them or to look upon them with disdain as was common among some of the more rugged outdoorsmen. 
 
    Galadon gestured to the north-most hilltop.  “Let’s go straight to the palace.  It won’t take long for them to recognize me, and once they do, all of our needs will likely be taken care of while we make our inquiries.” 
 
    “I will take Vo’rii outside the city for a run.  There is little sense causing a disturbance at the palace over whether she will be admitted,” Yiilu offered. 
 
    “It’s my palace, and she’s more than welcome.” 
 
    The druid bowed her head, and Vo’rii moved over to rub her flank against the knight’s thigh.  Galadon reached down and scratched behind one of the wolf’s ears, and then realized he was supposed to be the one leading.  He gestured for everyone to follow and then strode up the tiered steps to the highest level, where a modest palace with marbled columns stood in vigil over the city below.  Leighandra stared at the structure and wondered at the dual nature of its position: above the people, yes, but so that Galadon could watch over them, not lord over them.  
 
    The guards at the entryway beheld Max curiously, but when they saw Galadon, his appearance stole and held their attention.  They said nothing and made no attempt to halt the visitors, so Galadon led his friends into the grand foyer.  Vo’rii stayed close by Yiilu’s side, once again demonstrating that clever mind and ability to act the part of a more common canine when necessary. 
 
    The foyer wasn’t crowded, but there were a number of people standing about chatting or going over various papers.  They were the administrators of the city, taking care of the smaller day-to-day tasks to spare the regent’s attention for bigger matters.  The majority of them were human, though there was the occasional rir; Leighandra suspected the rir, though, might be from out of the city, visiting to do business or pass along diplomatic tidings from neighboring cities and municipalities. 
 
    In the center of the floor was the mark of the kingdom: A flaming greatsword in front of the rising sun.  Leighandra noted that no one stood on it while they conversed; in fact, many of them specifically walked around it while traversing the floor. 
 
    A well-dressed human greeted the new arrivals with a courteous bow.  “Welcome to the palace!  How may I… oh.  Oh, by the gods, can it really be…?  How…?” 
 
    His outburst and putting a hand over his mouth drew the attention of the many others in the foyer, who all turned and looked at the group.  Every eye fell upon Galadon, and soon every other person in the foyer approached.  An armored man came forward, the insignia on his pauldron marking him as a captain of the guard.  He strode through the gathering throng with authority, intent on seeing what the disruption was, but he stopped short when he saw Galadon. 
 
    “Gods above!  Can… can it be?  Your Majesty!” he blurted, dropping to a knee. 
 
    The rest of those gathered hesitated for only a moment before they, too, bowed down.  Galadon’s cheeks flushed, so Max came forward and addressed the gathering, “Please, give your monarch time to explain.  If one of you could see to getting us an audience with the regent, that would be most appreciated.” 
 
    Pages were dispatched, and many of those gathered in the palace’s foyer returned to their places, speaking in hushed whispers while they awaited whatever announcement was sure to come.  The guard captain summoned two of his men and sent them to gather the heads of the city’s major trade guilds along with its generals.  Once he was finished sending messengers, he bowed to Galadon and gestured toward the stairs to the audience hall. 
 
    “Come, Your Majesty,” he said.  “You need not wait to be summoned to audience in your own palace.  Regent Matthews will be with you shortly, but you need not wait upon her here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Rawlings,” Galadon said, and the guard smiled before leading him up the steps to the audience hall.  The rest of the friends went in their wake.  The ascent to the audience chamber was brief, and the wide hall provided ample space for the king or other ruler to host a considerable portion of the population during court.  At present, there was no one in the audience chamber, giving the companions time to admire its simple yet elegant décor. 
 
    The most telling piece to Leighandra’s eye was the padded, high-backed wooden chair that sat before the throne.  That the regent sat in that chair rather than on the throne was probably the ultimate token of respect and a nod to the fact that she was only a temporary ruler.  Whoever Lauren Matthews was, it was apparent even in this brief glimpse that she was making an effort to not try to usurp the throne in any way.  There was no mistaking it: Galadon had chosen his advisors and court staff well, that they would go so long without fighting to steal his royal seat even in his four-plus-year absence. 
 
    The chair held her interest for only a few moments, though, before her gaze was drawn up with most of the others’ to the banners hanging from the domed ceiling.  The former king’s standards still hung proudly, depicting the flaming greatsword in front of the rising sun, just as in the great seal in the foyer.  It was a breathtaking sigil, and Leighandra was glad to see that the people hadn’t forgotten their king in the years since his disappearance.  All the evidence was there that they were waiting for him to come back.  That, of course, led her to wonder if he would be leaving their party, no matter how important he deemed the events they were investigating.  Surely as a king, his efforts might be better spent directing his citizens to aid in the greater task that sat before them all. 
 
    Galadon gasped suddenly and staggered in place.  Max caught him by the elbow and guided him to a nearby bench, where the human sat and hung his head in his hands.  Yiilu moved to see to him, and Vo’rii went and licked the knight’s face, eliciting a chuckle from him, though he didn’t look up just yet. 
 
    “Your memories are beginning to return, aren’t they?” the chronicler asked him. 
 
    He looked up suddenly, and there was wonder in his green eyes.  “Yes,” he whispered.  He stood and strode over to the throne, and after only the briefest hesitation, he sat upon it.  His eyes lit up even further, and a breath caught in his throat.  “By the Shepherd, Max, I can see your father standing before me as if it was only yesterday.” 
 
    The luranar paladin started to speak but then stopped himself, taking in a deep breath.  He approached to stand before Galadon and, after a contemplative moment, he asked, “What is the reason behind this memory coming back, my friend?  Is there some importance to it?” 
 
    Galadon shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  Just this room, this throne… I don’t recall much of what transpired after this meeting, but I remember the meeting very clearly now.  I… I had never met a luranar before.  I had no idea what to expect when he requested an audience, and my advisors were hesitant to let him in to see me.  But I remember being impressed that he didn’t travel with a large entourage; he traveled with a pair of guards and an elder luranar who I believe was also a paladin.” 
 
    “Uncle Sasha…,” Max whispered. 
 
    The knight leaned back in the throne.  “I remember the armor… the helm was fashioned to look like a snarling wolf, but there was a golden cross on the breastplate.  Whether that was supposed to signify the Ghost, or Bek Coramin, or even the Christian God, I wasn’t sure, but any of the three gave me good cause to trust him.  And I remember… I can still see the standard his guards wore: a white wolf on a black background.  The Winter Wolf; I think that was what they called him.  And that sword…” 
 
    Galadon laughed and stood back up.  “He scared the wits out of most of my guards when he approached the throne for the first time.  He didn’t bow before me; instead, he drew his sword, and nearly sent my guards and retainers into a panic.  But he held the blade up in salute, and this bright blue flame burst forth from its edges – which was strange, since the sword looked as though it was carved out of ice.” 
 
    Max closed his eyes and looked down, taking another deep breath.  “And he asked for your help with Arku?” he asked when he looked back up. 
 
    “No.  Arku hadn’t invaded yet at that point.  Though I’m not sure how he found out about it, your father went from kingdom to kingdom, warning all of his neighbors that something was coming.  I’m glad I trusted him.  Had we hesitated or ignored him, Arku may have established a foothold here and the results of that battle could have been much different… much worse.” 
 
    The doors to the east were opened, and a dark-haired, mocha-skinned woman paused just inside before approaching.  She was dressed in robes more befitting a judge than a monarch, and Leighandra wondered if that might be how she saw herself in her role as regent.  The woman had an entire retinue of guards and advisers behind her, but she recognized Galadon on sight.  She seemed to pale a bit, but nevertheless came over and bowed deeply before him. 
 
    “Your Majesty, you’ve returned!” she gasped.  “How is this possible?” 
 
    “Lauren, by the gods, it’s been years,” Galadon returned.  He turned to face her and offered a handshake.  Regent Matthews was bemused by that, but took his hand.  “Thank you for the welcome.  These are my friends: Yiilu, Starlenia Wineseller, Leighandra Evenstar, Delkantar Clintarrin, and Prince Auremax Talvorus.” 
 
    Regent Matthews turned to Max briefly.  “King Kalamaris’ son?” 
 
    Max nodded.  “Indeed.  A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    She turned back to Galadon.  “How is this possible?  You… you were dead.” 
 
    “No,” he returned with a shake of his head.  “Not dead, merely taken to Norfolk where I recovered from my injuries over the last few years.” 
 
    Lauren’s face betrayed her doubts, but she turned to one of her guards.  “Go and fetch the sword,” she said.  He dashed off to do as ordered.  “Your Majesty… Galadon… you were dead.  You were killed in battle with Arku.” 
 
    “I tell you, I survived and…” 
 
    “My lord,” she interrupted, her tone treading the line between anguish and wonder.  “We buried your body at sea…” 
 
    Galadon stood dumbfounded, his brow furrowed.  “How is that possible?” 
 
    The guard returned with a wooden case, and when he opened it, the remains of a silver greatsword lay within.  It had been shattered into three pieces, but just seeing it triggered something in Galadon’s memories.  His eyes went wide again, and Leighandra watched him reach toward the sword hesitantly.  He took hold of the hilt and held it up, but his features fell as though he was expecting to experience another memory and didn’t.  After examining the damaged end of the blade, he put it back in the case. 
 
    “On second thought, nevermind,” he said suddenly.  “There are far more important things that need to be seen to.  I can worry about whether or not I actually died if I manage to survive what’s coming.” 
 
    Lauren bowed her head to him.  “Your Majesty, do you plan to retake the throne?  We have not selected a new royal line since… since your death.  We were beginning to transition to a different form of government, but you are the rightful ruler of this kingdom, and the throne is yours to take at will.” 
 
    “I can only tell you: Not at this time.  As I said, with the undead threat and everything else now coming to light, I want to be at the forefront investigating.  You’ve apparently done a marvelous job of running my kingdom, Lauren, so I will leave you to continue that.  What we need is for my generals to come and explain what’s going on with the gnolls to the north right now.  We think it may be connected to the greater troubles of the land.” 
 
    “Of course, Your–” 
 
    He cut her off with an upraised hand, the flush returning to his cheeks, though he didn’t give her the same impatient look he’d scathed Delkantar with earlier.  “Please, just call me Galadon for the time being.  Let the people believe me still dead or, at the least, no longer their monarch until a decision is reached.  If you’ve been transitioning to another form of government, continue on with that.  We can worry about where I stand if I return when this is all done.” 
 
    “As you wish.  And you brought one of Kalamaris’ sons with you?” 
 
    “Yes, though Max is no more inclined to be treated like royalty than I am.  However, could you please see to our needs while we’re here?  We’ll likely take to the road again first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.  Let my people see you to quarters to get settled, and then we will confer with the generals and set you on your path as well-informed as possible.  Did you learn anything at the meeting in Solaris, assuming you all were in attendance?” 
 
    “We’ve learned far more since.  We’ll discuss it at the meeting.” 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    A few of the palace staff had been assigned to help the companions get washed up and ready for the meeting, with the men heading to one wing and the women to another.  Leighandra washed her hands and face absently, considering everything she had seen and heard since the fateful day these men and women walked into the keep in Solaris.  What had seemed an unassuming group at first was becoming more and more intriguing; it began with Prince Auremax’s presence, and now they knew Galadon was a king.  What other secrets did her friends hide?  Might one or more of the others also secretly be of royal blood? 
 
    She glanced at Starlenia and Yiilu, the two women also doing their best to get the dust of the road off in a short span.  It was quite possible that Yiilu was of royal blood; the bloodlines of the elven monarchy were deep and widespread.  If such was the case, however, it was likely she was so far removed from the throne that only a complete disaster would gain it for her.  That made the chronicler raise her eyebrows; the potential for a widespread disaster with all they faced was extraordinarily large right now. 
 
    Starlenia was anyone’s guess.  Leighandra knew next to nothing of the hill people, aside from that they referred to themselves as the Okonashai people or nation.  The woman insisted she was little more than a vintner who knew a great deal of skills and trades to get by, but there was more to her than that.  It started with the fact that she said her people were just humans of a shorter stature, grew more complex with the fact that Leighandra had no idea how old the woman was, and became truly puzzling when one considered her combat skills with the short blades.  True, she said she was a hunter, butcher, and skinner when the times demanded it, but those roles didn’t utilize the sort of weapons mastery she’d displayed.  She knew how to kill people, and though Leighandra was becoming less and less concerned by that, it was still something that piqued her curiosity in a way that wouldn’t be satisfied until she found the truth. 
 
    That left only Delkantar.  Even apart from the women, it wasn’t hard for Leighandra to imagine his dark skin, the wonderful array of dreadlocks, or the intensity in that wise gaze of his.  Was there more to him than the woodsman he made himself out to be?  The northlands were far less… organized, for lack of a better term, and they were a place many fled to when trouble followed them in the south.  It was easier for men to disappear among the frontiers, or even far into the tundra realms of the fures-rir, who typically cared little for the politics and rules of the south.  Delkantar could be the son of outlaws, or just the child of rugged frontiersman or rangers who enjoyed the solitude and quiet of the wooded northlands.  If that was the case, Leighandra certainly couldn’t blame them. 
 
    Soon enough, the time for contemplations was over, and the women were brought back to the audience chamber again.  A large table had been placed before the regent’s wooden chair, and the men were already gathered around it.  In addition to Leighandra’s companions and the regent, there were three other well-dressed human men speaking quietly.  Under most other circumstances, Leighandra might have been a bit suspicious of the purely human complement of rulers, generals, and servants here in Dira Ch’Tori, but she tried not to read into it too much.  Humans made do virtually anywhere and were far more accustomed to traveling by sea than the rir people, which could account for much of it. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Max greeted the women with a smile.  His fur was still damp from his own washing, matted down in some places while it puffed up amusingly in others. 
 
    “Thank you.  Have you gentlemen come to any consensus yet?” the chronicler asked. 
 
    “My… or rather, the generals were just giving us some of the basics regarding the gnolls while we waited for you,” Galadon said.  He indicated the map on the table, expansive though it only depicted the kingdom and not the continent as a whole.  There were little carved wooden figurines depicting gnolls in numerous places, and other positions that appeared to be held by the kingdom’s forces.  “This situation, as it turns out, is far worse than we were led to believe.  But we weren’t going to begin laying plans without the three of you.  General Neimann?” 
 
    Starlenia dragged over a chair and stood atop it to get a better vantage point, but not one person dared even snicker at her.  Glancing at the knives on the woman’s person, Leighandra was hardly surprised. 
 
    The eldest-looking of the three men gestured around the map briefly.  “The gnolls have always lived among our lands, usually in out-of-the-way places, trying to carve a bit of a life for themselves without risking open conflict with our military.  They’re savage and fairly stupid,” he said, drawing a brief grimace from Max, “but can be clever at times.  They truly seem to enjoy fighting each other as much as anyone outside their tribes, and over just about anything – land, hunting, mates, trinkets, whatever.” 
 
    “More recently, though, they’ve gotten even more vicious.  They seem to have split into numerous smaller tribes or clans, and their infighting has escalated.  Worse, now they care little for who gets caught in the middle of their conflicts, attacking travelers, caravans, and just about anything that moves.  In recent weeks, we’ve been considering getting involved to at least put an end to the fighting, but this is beyond diplomacy, and we’re not sure which side we would be best served aiding.” 
 
    “Have you seen any of my people up this way, either joining in or trying to put an end to the fighting?” Max asked. 
 
    The general regarded him for a moment.  “Not that I’ve seen or been made aware of,” he answered, glancing at his two fellow generals, who shook their heads.  “And most of the gnolls are too stupid to even speak the common trade tongue, so it’s been difficult to get answers.” 
 
    Max frowned again, and then said something in the flowing dialect of the luranar.  The general shook his head, glancing at the other two men with him.  Before the human could reply, though, Max continued in his native tongue.  With no response forthcoming, he said something in another language, and then another, so far as Leighandra could tell.  When he was done, it seemed the generals had no idea how to respond.  Finally, the luranar prince translated his own words, “Be careful who you call stupid for not being able to speak your language.  Instead, bear in mind that you speak very few of theirs.” 
 
    Galadon put a hand to Max’s shoulder and snorted.  “Max is right.  We can’t go into a situation like this expecting to help when we look down our noses at those we try to aid.  True, to us, the gnolls seem quite savage and perhaps stupid, but we can’t treat them as such, and we have to remember they probably see us the same way.” 
 
    “This looks like the heart of the gnolls’ strength,” Delkantar said, pointing to an empty area.  He began tapping each of the gnoll positions in turn, and continued, “All of their major strong points surround this area, suggesting there’s something – or more likely, someone – that needs protecting.  Perhaps this is the place to start.” 
 
    “If we can speak with some of them, I may be able to get us a better idea of how to proceed,” Max said.  “I believe the Caerumachs speak a different dialect than their cousins here in the north, but I should be able to get my points across, at least.” 
 
    “Will they regard you as, or at least recognize you as a prince?” Yiilu asked. 
 
    “Not in a way that benefits us,” he answered, ignoring the sudden respect on the faces of the three generals.  “In many cases, the free gnolls regard our relationship with the Caerumach tribe as being a corrupting influence.  They do not want to live as we do, much less the way your people or these folk of Dira Ch’Tori do.  They see us all as a threat to their way of life, and may see me as a focal point of that.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly exuding confidence in our ability to talk to them,” Starlenia said, leaning out over the map with narrowed eyes.  “We might just be best served finding this family member of yours and then continuing on.” 
 
    “Karinda sent us this way for a reason,” Leighandra countered.  “If we are to give in too easily on this, what hope do we have of solving the larger issues?” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” the Okonashai woman said with a laugh. 
 
    Yiilu smirked for a moment but then pointed to the map.  “It may be beyond the scope of our influence, but the czarikk will be migrating north soon, if they have not already.  Do they not come up the coast every summer to forage in the northern forests?”  The generals spoke back and forth and then confirmed her thoughts.  “A conflict among the gnolls endangers the czarikk as well, then.  And they will have their young with them.  If there is a way to end this conflict, either directly or indirectly, we must make every effort to do so, and quickly.” 
 
    “We’re going to put a stop to it, one way or another,” Galadon declared.  “Let’s go on Delkantar’s intuition and see if we can find the source of the problem here.” 
 
    “What about us, Majesty?” General Neimann asked.  “Will you require the assistance of the military?” 
 
    “We’ll go on the assumption we won’t.  Let us try to solve this by our own methods, and if that won’t work, I’ll send word for you to mobilize and where.  But it’s best if we leave the armies out of this for now.  We’re not exactly familiar enough with the gnolls to differentiate friend from foe if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Good point, my lord.” 
 
    “Max, we’re going to rely heavily on you for this.” 
 
    “I am up to the task, my friend,” the luranar paladin answered. 
 
    Galadon pointed to the clear spot on the map again.  “Delkantar, Starlenia – it’s going to be up to the two of you to get us here without being held up by skirmish after skirmish.” 
 
    “We’ll leave at dawn,” the woodsman said.  “I’ve never ranged this far east, but I don’t see these woods being too much different than back home.” 
 
    “What about the gnolls themselves?” Max asked, but Delkantar refrained from answering but to shrug.  The luranar prince didn’t push the issue. 
 
    “And Lauren?” Galadon prompted, drawing the regent’s attention.  “In the meantime, can you provide me with every bit of history you have about the battle with Arku?” 
 
    “I can, though it is quite limited, my lord.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.  Just need it to try refreshing my memories.” 
 
    Leighandra looked around as the meeting came to an end, and she nodded her head.  Their group was small, but thus far, they seemed to have everything they needed to accomplish their immediate goals.  She thought of all the songs she’d heard and performed that dealt with the Apocalypse, and particularly the battle with Arku.  Would Galadon be receptive to her own efforts to shake his memories free? 
 
    There was only one way to find out.  She fell into step beside him as the group was led to their respective quarters for the evening.  “Would you like me to go through some of the ballads and epics I’ve learned about the War and that battle in particular?” 
 
    “Anything would help, I’m sure,” he agreed. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter V – War in the North 
 
      
 
    Leighandra’s songs hadn’t produced any immediate results with Galadon.  Between them and the records of the battle with Arku, though, the path to his hidden memories seemed to become clearer.  Despite the need for patience and the lack of results, they did learn quite a bit from the exercise.  Most notable among the findings was evidence that Galadon had, just as Regent Matthews insisted, been killed in battle with Arku, not long after Kalamaris had fallen. 
 
    The chronicler found it curious that Galadon chose to leave Max out of their meeting, but he asked her to keep it all private for the time being.  Leighandra didn’t understand it.  People keeping secrets from each other was always the root of problems, whether it was eroded trust, divided loyalties, or even just hurt feelings.  Max was still a young man, coming of age and trying to find his place among both the world and his own people, and he strove to follow his father’s example.  Leighandra wasn’t sure why Galadon would keep what he knew of Kalamaris a secret with how close he had become with the luranar prince thus far. 
 
    For his part, Max didn’t press the issue.  Along with the others, he accepted Galadon’s assurance that things would come in due time and let the matter pass. 
 
    The companions spent the morning resupplying and getting ready for their trek farther north.  Leighandra suggested they each pack enough supplies to reach one of the northern fures-rir cities, fully intending to go straight to Castle Tenari on the north coast to see to Karinda’s hint.  After glancing at their rings from Karinda, everyone else agreed. 
 
    “Does the cold not bother your people, despite your southern home?” she asked Max as they prepared to depart. 
 
    The luranar shrugged, his gaze distant.  “The fur should keep me warm enough.” 
 
    “Something troubles you?” 
 
    He shouldered his pack.  “My wife was not expecting me to go out into battle.  I… In all this excitement, I failed to consider her or my daughters,” he answered, but he waved off Leighandra’s attempts to placate him.  “They will be well cared for should I fall and fail to return, but that does not make me any less of a kashav.” 
 
    “Oh, we just learned a bad word in his language!” Starlenia said, shoving past the luranar playfully.  “Don’t worry about it, Max.  We’ve got the backing of several nations if we run into any trouble that concerning.  And your wife’s not as naïve as you think.” 
 
    “True enough,” he said, frowning. 
 
    “How long have you been married?” Leighandra asked, trying to get his mind to refocus without changing the subject too much.  And, of course, to be terribly nosey. 
 
    “It will be three years come the summer solstice.” 
 
    “You got married when you were sixteen?” Starlenia blurted.  “Hmph, I didn’t think that was all that common outside of my own people.  We get married young, too.” 
 
    “How did you meet her?” Leighandra asked a little too loudly, trying to overshadow the overly blunt rogue. 
 
    “It… was arranged,” Max answered with a sigh, and he started to walk off.  He stopped after only a few steps and shook his head, then turned back to them.  “Forgive me, I do not mean to be rude.  I just… I miss her, even more than I expected, and the prospect of going into battle and leaving her a widow is… sobering.” 
 
    “We’ve got your back.” 
 
    “And your front,” Delkantar said, putting a hand to the luranar paladin’s pauldron as he stepped up beside him.  “If things look bleak, Starlenia and I will lead us around the conflict.  We’ll focus on trying diplomacy first, and if there’s going to be fighting, we’ll make sure the odds are in our favor.  If not, we come back here and round up His Majesty’s army.  I may not have a wife and children waiting for me back home, but that doesn’t mean I want to get back there in one piece any less.” 
 
    Max met the ranger’s eyes and they nodded curtly to each other. 
 
    “Would you stop with the majesty nonsense?” Galadon grumbled. 
 
    “We all have people we want to return home to.  Let us see to it that we guard each other with our lives, that each of us ultimately can,” Max said. 
 
    There was a heartfelt chorus of hear, hear to that, and they left the city without any further delay.  The roads out of Dira Ch’Tori were well-established, leading to the nearby city of Darkpines to the southwest, Norfolk and the farther frontier towns to the west, and into the wild lands between the seat of the kingdom and the fures-rir realm to the northwest.  Most trade went south, with some going west and only a fraction going north, and the roads were accordingly sized and patrolled. 
 
    The gnolls apparently controlled a great deal of the woods to the north, so the friends took to the road that would eventually bring them to the fures-rir lands.  Leighandra was certain that no matter how things turned out with the gnolls, Castle Tenari was their destination.  There was someone there Karinda wanted them to meet, whether it was for information, aid, or perhaps an addition to their party.  Whatever the case, it was a place their enemies were unlikely to follow, and even less likely to have any sort of influence.  The lands of the fures-rir were an unforgiving place, one most people avoided unless they had good reason to trek there. 
 
    The roads were deserted to the north.  With gnoll troubles abounding, those traveling the northern roads were likely finding roundabout routes or getting to Dira Ch’Tori by ship where possible.  The road was wide, but the silent vigil of the deep pine forest on either side lent it a haunted quality.  Thankfully, there was no fog to bring a physical aspect to it, but Leighandra watched the noses and ears of her two lupine companions every so often for any signs of trouble. 
 
    “You said the czarikk migrate?” Delkantar asked, rousing Leighandra from her thoughts. 
 
    “Aye, from their winter home in the south of Laeranore up to the coasts here, north of Dira Ch’Tori, for the summer,” Yiilu answered. 
 
    “I thought they’d just stay where it’s warm.” 
 
    “They are wary of exhausting their food supply and overstaying their welcome, as it were.  The scale-folk are not farmers, relying primarily on hunting and fishing, so they migrate to give the land and sea time to recover.  We see them pass near our settlements from time to time, but they are a shy and quiet folk, not given to acting as we would consider neighborly.  That is not to say, however, that they are poor neighbors.  Anything but.” 
 
    “Then we must do the neighborly thing and protect them from this madness, no?” Max commented.  “And that is to say nothing of being neighborly to the gnolls themselves.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully we can find your family member and get answers from them first,” Galadon said.  “That would certainly expedite things.” 
 
    “Are there czarikk in the western woods?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    Delkantar glanced over his shoulder.  “They have settlements along the coast, I think, but farther south.  Don’t see them in the woods where I come from; it gets nice in the summer, but based on what Yiilu just said, I guess they like to keep their distance from our cities and towns.” 
 
    “Aye, there’s some to the northwest of my people, but we have no dealings with them,” Starlenia added.  “Never even seen one of the lizard-people.” 
 
    “That may change soon enough,” Max said, and the others agreed. 
 
    They continued well past the immediate area of the city’s influence over the first day and the next.  They were in Delkantar’s realm again, and despite the fact that they followed the road, he kept abreast of tracks, trails, and signs along the way.  He found aged signs of gnolls in the area, but nothing that suggested they remained close to the city.  On the other hand, the hunting prospects were thin, which said the gnolls’ war was having an effect on more than just people. 
 
    “How are you certain they’re not still in the area?” Galadon asked as they continued. 
 
    “Dung is old,” Delkantar answered.  “Same with what I can find from the game.  Chances are, the gnolls chased off or killed the game, and they may be following the herds to keep fed while they fight.  But there’s nothing recent in the area that I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Man knows his shit,” Starlenia chuckled. 
 
    The ranger snorted, but added, “You’d be amazed how easy it is to track things just based on how and where they leave their droppings.  Why do you think I’m so specific about how we tend to our own privy traps?” 
 
    Leighandra cocked a half-smile.  She’d assumed he was just being a good steward of the woods and the lands of the realms they passed through; to think he’d been protecting them from being followed the whole time said a lot about him.  Was that part of his training as one of the Ghosts of Liam, as he’d called them?  There was so much to learn about her companions still, and she suspected Delkantar might have a wealth of secrets, tips, and tricks to share.  Almost as if he heard her thoughts, he glanced at the chronicler over his shoulder again and smiled. 
 
    Delkantar trotted off into the woods a little bit to search for signs, and he had a frown on his face when he came back.  The gnolls were growing increasingly violent and territorial, but despite General Neimann’s words, they were far from stupid.  They knew better than to encroach on the city or anywhere near it, which was both a blessing and a curse.  It kept the conflict safely away from the cities, but likewise drew defenders and ambassadors far from safety.  And in this case, their troubles were cutting off a trade route, no matter how lightly traveled it normally was. 
 
    The third day brought the first signs of trouble, plumes of smoke rising here and there deep in the woods.  They were too black, too unorganized to be campfires or anything controlled. 
 
    “Those have got to be burning homes or vehicles of some kind,” Delkantar said, watching the inky tendrils of smoke dance in the wind.  “Star, help me check for any tracks veering off the road, any signs of travelers being hijacked and dragged with their belongings into the woods.” 
 
    Leighandra ran her hand along the hilt of her saber.  Thus far there had been no sightings of gnolls, but as the old adage went, where there was smoke, there was fire. 
 
    Delkantar moved to the west side of the road and looked east, craning his neck and trying to get a glimpse through the trees.  “There’s smoke coming from that direction, but it’s different.  Looks to be a controlled burn, maybe a bonfire of some kind.  Near as I can figure, we’re close to the outer edge of that ring around whatever the gnolls are protecting.  It’s farther east than I was expecting, but the coastline does limit how far we’ll have to look.” 
 
    “Hey Max,” Starlenia said, turning to the luranar.  “Just how powerful is that sniffer of yours, anyway?” 
 
    “It is fairly astute, though not so much as Vo’rii’s would be.  Why?” 
 
    “Would gnolls be able to sniff me and Delkantar out from a distance?” 
 
    The luranar considered his companions.  “I think not.  Their senses of smell are no less sharp than my people’s, but I cannot smell you across a room or road unless the wind specifically draws your scent to me.  I could track you by scent to a degree, but again, not as easily as Vo’rii could.  And as far as I am aware, the same holds true for the gnolls.” 
 
    “Think we can slip close enough to get a look?” 
 
    Delkantar chuckled.  “At the risk of offending our friend, I’m honestly surprised most gnolls can smell anything beyond themselves.  I think we can scout the area safely, but as Max said, they may be able to track us to the group.  We’d best prepare for trouble to come to us.” 
 
    “Be very careful, please,” Max implored them.  “Should you come across any gnolls that are not hostile and seem willing to talk, try to bring them back to us.” 
 
    “Can you howl reasonably well?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    Leighandra fought down the urge to hit the shorter woman over the head with something heavy.  “Starlenia!” 
 
    Max held up a hand to stop her from getting worked up.  “You wish me to howl to signal you if trouble finds us before you?” he asked, and the Okonashai woman nodded before shooting the chronicler a dubious glance.  “Then yes, I can, and I will.  I imagine Vo’rii might join in if she senses danger.” 
 
    “All right, Del, let’s get to work,” the rogue said, and they set off onto the shadowed paths between the trees. 
 
    Leighandra sighed as she watched them go.  She and her companions could be in for some wait, and she questioned the wisdom of sitting on the wide road, exposed to anyone who watched from the trees.  The others apparently felt the same, Max watching the tree line warily while Galadon turned now and then, keeping an eye out for trouble along the roads.  She felt a little better having the knights with her, but against an overwhelming force, their skills wouldn’t mean much – and there was no telling how many gnolls were in the area. 
 
    Yiilu, by contrast, looked completely at ease.  She sat cross-legged in a patch of sunlight on the west side of the road, eyes closed, her breathing slow, deep, and rhythmic.  Vo’rii danced about her after a minute, nudging the still druidess with her nose or occasionally batting at her playfully with a paw.  Though the elf’s features flowed into a smile, she still remained focused on whatever she was doing. 
 
    The minutes turned into hours, and the knights sat against some trees near Yiilu, wary of getting fatigued standing around in armor.  “I remembered,” Galadon said, drawing Max’s gaze up to him while they sipped from a canteen.  “I should’ve told you sooner, but I was still dealing with how I felt about it myself.  Your father was probably the bravest man I ever met.  He charged into battle with Arku without a second thought, selflessly putting himself between the demon king and the rest of our forces.  He was struck down eventually, but others rose up to stand in his place.” 
 
    “I had this dream the other night about four flames.  I’m not sure what it meant, really.  It brought to mind the fact that your father and I both had flaming swords, but I don’t think we were the only ones.  There were others, too, and I think…,” Galadon hesitated.  “After your father was struck down, and Arku shattered my sword, I took up your father’s blade.  That blue flame rallied our forces, and we drove that bastard back to where he’d come from.  I guess… it’s still a bit hazy for me; I guess I met my end on his sword blade as well, but we beat him.  In the end, we beat a demon king.” 
 
    The human knight turned to his young companion.  “And your father was the reason that happened, the only reason we had any hope of winning, let alone accomplished the victory.  I know it’s probably been hard for you to learn to become a man and a king without your father to guide you and set the example.  But you’re well on your way, Max.  You could have stayed home, dealt with the problems in your homeland, and left all this mess to the rest of us.  But you didn’t.  You’ve got that same righteous flame as your father, and here you are, following in his very footsteps.” 
 
    Auremax nodded, but his ears flicked forward before he could reply and he was on his feet in moments.  “Trouble is coming,” he said through his teeth. 
 
    Vo’rii bristled and growled shortly after, and the companions got up and prepared for trouble.  Leighandra gauged how much sunlight they had left and prepared to provide light and other aid to her companions if necessary.  The chronicler drew her saber when the crashing through the underbrush became more pronounced, but she tilted her sword to the ground when Starlenia and then Delkantar emerged, panting, onto the road. 
 
    “Okay,” Starlenia wheezed.  “Those things are a lot bigger than I was expecting.” 
 
    Delknatar skidded to a halt and doubled over to catch his breath.  When he straightened out, he gestured back the way he’d come.  “There’s a stronghold in the woods that way.  Looks like it might’ve been an old watchtower that the gnolls have laid claim to.  We didn’t get very close to it, though.  The ring of sentries is tighter than the generals thought.  The gnolls didn’t seem all that intent on following us, but something started to give chase and we came back here as quickly as we could.” 
 
    There were growls and guttural snarls in the woods ahead of them, and the companions got ready for battle.  An arrow whistled through the air between them, and Max pulled his shield off of his back and guided Yiilu behind him.  Delkantar knelt behind Galadon just long enough to string his bow, and then he skulked off along the western tree line to find a blind.  Leighandra stayed close to her armored companions, musing that if things were going to be this way, she’d be best served to get some armor of her own. 
 
    The chronicler took a risk focusing on something other than the gnolls firing arrows from the trees ahead.  She thought of the sounds of battle and shouted orders, men stomping through dirt and underbrush, and projected the sound out to the north and south.  Within moments, the yaps, growls, and arrow fire were replaced by panicked whines and the sounds of shuffling feet. 
 
    “That’s a handy trick,” Delkantar approved. 
 
    “It’ll only distract them for so long before they realize there’s no one there,” Leighandra returned.  “How many were giving chase?” 
 
    “About a dozen,” Starlenia huffed.  “It may be time for us to hide.” 
 
    Vo’rii spun suddenly, and Yiilu turned with her and let out a startled yelp.  Behind the companions, nearly a dozen gnolls had stepped from the shadows between the trees as silently as wraiths.  Leighandra’s breath caught even as she raised her saber defensively, and she saw now that Starlenia’s observation had little to do with the woman’s shorter stature. 
 
    The gnolls were burly and wide-shouldered, each standing a few inches taller than either of the human men or their luranar companion.  Whereas Auremax resembled a wolf-man, the gnolls had the features and coloration of spotted hyenas, their fur in ranges of browns or golds with dark spots.  Their ears were partially rounded, their wide, powerful snouts black to go with their hands and feet.  Eyes in gold or brown took stock of the party on the road, and the gnolls showed their teeth along with their well-kept weapons. 
 
    It took a moment for that last thought to properly register, but Leighandra noted the gnolls’ weapons and armor were properly tended.  Their blades and axes weren’t crude, hastily put-together, or improvised, and they had well-crafted bows across their backs.  Their armor was a mish-mash of cloth, leather, and metal bits, but it wasn’t filthy, nor were the creatures that wore it.  These gnolls were a far cry from what the chronicler had been expecting. 
 
    There was a silent minute while the two forces took stock of each other, but eventually the gnolls focused on Max.  The luranar paladin said something to them in a much softer version of their guttural language, but the gnolls made no reply.  There was the threat of violence in the way they held their weapons, but despite having the advantage of numbers, they made no move to assault the companions. 
 
    Vo’rii, Max, and then the rest of the group turned as another gnoll approached from the woods.  This one looked much like the others but for the armor he wore.  He had a decorative set of leather with plates on it, not unlike Delkantar’s, and there was calligraphy down the hard, segmented shoulders.  Most remarkably, he wore a bone helm fashioned from the skull of a large animal.  He started to glare at Auremax, but then his expression slackened. 
 
    “Max?” the gnoll asked. 
 
    The luranar paladin perked up, and then he gasped when the gnoll removed his bone helm.  “Kas’Yari?” 
 
    The gnoll punched him across the face without warning, and Max staggered to the side a couple of steps before he straightened out again, flexing his jaw.  Starlenia started to draw one of her blades, but Max signaled for her to stop, and silently bid the rest of them to stand down.  He stepped back in front of Kas’Yari and returned the punch, turning his hip and throwing his weight behind it.  The gnoll staggered a step as well, letting out a shocked sound somewhere between a grunt and a yelp. 
 
    Kas’Yari spat out some bloody spittle.  “You punch like a pup,” he grunted with fair mastery of the common tongue.  “But you can still take a good one.  What are you doing up this way?  Tell me the refugees didn’t ask you to come up here and get involved in this…” 
 
    Max held a hand up and took a step back, looking to each of his companions.  “Friends, this is Kas’Yari Drakkara,” he said, and the gnoll bowed his head to the others before gesturing to his men to go secure the far side of the road. 
 
    “You know him from the Care-mocks or whatever their tribe is called?” Starlenia asked, still watching the gnolls warily, circling so that she wasn’t flanked by any of them. 
 
    “In a sense,” the luranar paladin answered.  “Kas’Yari is my brother-in-law.” 
 
    “You’re married to a gnoll?” 
 
    “No, no, he was adopted into my wife’s family many years ago.” 
 
    “Before this whelp was even born,” the gnoll added. 
 
    Leighandra stepped forward and offered her hand.  She’d never expected to shake hands with a gnoll, but the last few weeks had seen her face many firsts in her life.  Kas’Yari glanced at her hand but then shook carefully, mindful of his claws and the strength in his broad hands.  “Leighandra Evenstar, chronicler of Solaris.  You must be the member of Max’s family we were told we might find this way, then…?” she said, and the men stared at each other for a moment. 
 
    “Can you tell us what’s going on here?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Kas’Yari, this is Sir Galadon Tercullin, formerly King of Dira Ch’Tori,” Max said to introduce them.  He then indicated each of his other companions by name. 
 
    “Former king?” the gnoll asked.  He turned away and put his helm back on when another arrow whistled past them.  “We need to get off of the road.  We’re too close to their stronghold.  Ninget!  Kavada jingu tecusta!  Follow my trailblazer; he will lead you back to our camp.  Once there, I can tell you what is going on, but we’re exposed on the road here.” 
 
    One of the gnolls turned and darted into the western woods, and after only a moment’s hesitation, Delkantar followed after him.  The rest of the group followed in turn, until only Max remained on the road with the gnolls as they fell back. 
 
    Kas’Yari shoved him toward the trees.  “Get moving.  You’re a prince, and my sister’s husband.  This is no place for you to get killed trying to be noble.” 
 
    The gnolls guarded their retreat, then dashed into the woods and picked up their pace.  They passed the group at speed, and Leighandra marveled at the swiftness of the hyena-folk as she and her friends followed in the gnolls’ wake.  Two of the gnolls took up the rear, but then she saw it was because one was limping.  He had a shaft protruding from the back of his leg, and he was leaning on his companion as they hobbled along behind the chronicler and her friends. 
 
    “Can we stop and see to his injury?” she asked. 
 
    “At the camp.  Keep moving.  We should be safe on this side of the road,” Kas’Yari replied, lightly shoving her shoulder to keep her pace even with his. 
 
    Leighandra ran, hopefully toward safety… 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    It took about twenty minutes to reach the camp, and the injured gnoll and his supporter had fallen well behind.  Leighandra was distracted by that, and hardly took in the structure that marked this uncharacteristic gnoll camp.  The domiciles were crudely-constructed tents made of old rope and animal hides, but the camp was well-organized.  It was circular, had fortifications about its outer edge, and had many of the smaller amenities and features she’d expect from a human war camp. 
 
    There were a few dozen gnolls in the camp, and they regarded the new arrivals with wary gazes and stiff ears.  Canine noses twitched and sniffed whenever the group passed close to one of them, but none made any hostile moves as Leighandra and the others followed Kas’Yari to the center.  It was only when some of them began to take note of the golden bands around Max’s arm that they stood and assumed more threatening postures.  Max was greeted by growls and even the occasional snarl.  The luranar paladin, to his credit, merely met each gnoll’s gaze with a stoic nod, and continued behind his brother-in-law. 
 
    Kas’Yari jumped up on a barrel and began speaking to his men in the gnoll tongue.  What drew Leighandra’s attention, however, were the markings on the barrel.  It was full of fures-rir spirits, and clearly stolen.  While the gnolls were busy listening to their apparent leader, the chronicler attracted Yiilu’s attention and subtly gestured toward the barrel.  The druidess in turn showed it to Galadon, and the message was passed to each of the companions.  While they were each taking in the sight, Leighandra studied the rest of the camp more carefully. 
 
    Many of the domiciles and structures containing wooden portions were fashioned using parts of wagons and carts, and there were hints of leather from bits, bridles, reins, and other tack and harness gear.  The companions were in what seemed to be a friendly camp, but one that was built from the remains of many stolen, destroyed vehicles.  Where were the beasts of burden?  In the bellies of the gnolls or already in their cesspits?  And what of the men and women who had driven those vehicles? 
 
    Leighandra was far from an authority on gnolls, but all of these in the camp appeared to be male.  This was no village, but a war camp, and this war party was fighting against other gnolls and, apparently, anyone else they came across.  She could feel the tension in her friends, but she had only begun to focus her thoughts on her arcane song when she realized the horrible truth: They were in the middle of several dozen gnolls.  If they had been outnumbered on the road before, there was no hope now. 
 
    The injured gnoll at last limped into camp, still supporting his weight on his companion.  The shaft was yanked out of the back of his thigh, and what Leighandra suspected was whiskey was poured on the wound before the bottle was offered to him to drink.  The gnoll gulped a good portion of the bottle before it was taken away in a flurry of slaps and shoves. 
 
    “Oh, no, you cannot leave the arrowhead in the wound,” Yiilu chided, moving over to them.  She backed up when she was met with snarls, and Vo’rii dashed to her side, the wolf’s hackles rising as she prepared to defend her companion. 
 
    Max and Kas’Yari called out something to the gnolls and they calmed quickly, but they still glowered at the druidess.  “Can you dig the arrowhead out and put some of your salve on the wound?” Max asked. 
 
    “I can get the head out,” Starlenia offered, slipping a slender dagger with a hooked tip from one of her many sheaths.  “I’ve dug out more than my share of fish hooks and arrowheads in my time.” 
 
    With an assurance from Kas’Yari, the women were able to begin trying to get the piece of metal or stone out of the gnoll’s leg before it became infected.  Leighandra turned back to the apparent leader of the gnolls when Galadon approached him. 
 
    “Can you explain what’s going on here?” the paladin demanded.  “This camp is strangely full of pieces of wagons, barrels, and other things stolen from travelers.” 
 
    Not sure I’d have put that so bluntly when surrounded, Leighandra thought. 
 
    Kas’Yari jumped down from the barrel and stood face to face with Galadon who, not surprisingly, met the large gnoll’s gaze fearlessly.  The gnoll looked around his camp at all the others and then snorted when he turned back.  “It’s a war, Your Majesty,” Kas’Yari said.  “While your people hide behind their walls and pretend my people don’t exist, we’re out here fighting and dying to protect your peoples’ rights to do just that.” 
 
    “Kas’Yari, please,” Max said, shoving each man lightly to split them apart.  “Have your people been attacking travelers?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” he answered.  “I haven’t been with this band for very long, but my hunting, tracking, and fighting skills got me… promoted rather quickly.  But I didn’t come up here alone.  I came with Prince Roltek of the Caerumach, but he was captured and taken back to the stronghold to the east.  And that place has proven… eh, what’s the word?  I don’t know.  It’s proven impossible to attack.” 
 
    “Prince Roltek is being held hostage?” 
 
    “What is all this, then?” Galadon demanded. 
 
    Kas’Yari followed Galadon’s gestures at the supplies.  “Mostly what’s been destroyed and left on the roads after raids.  These men know better than to attack your people, sir knight.  They’ve spent most of their lives trying to live within your borders but outside your society without upsetting your military.  But something’s changed in recent months, and some of them are growing more hostile and less tolerant to outsiders.  Prince Roltek came this way to either put an end to the hostilities or convince many of the more peaceful among these gnolls to come south and live with us.” 
 
    “If Prince Roltek is being held, we must make every effort to set him free,” Max said to his friends.  “If he is killed, the Caerumach may move north to go to war with these gnolls.  It would be yet another mangled thread in this tangled weave.” 
 
    “True; we wouldn’t want them to pass near our lands with the intent to go to war,” Leighandra said.  “Any of our lands, I mean.” 
 
    “I could return to Dira Ch’Tori and gather the armies to attack that stronghold,” Galadon offered.  “Then we share the burden of protecting these lands and perform with overwhelming force what your men have found impossible to date.” 
 
    Kas’Yari started to reply, but Delkantar spoke first.  “You don’t want to do that,” he said, and the gnoll waited for him to explain.  “I’m not positive on this, but remember when I said the gnolls were protecting someone in that circle of defensive positions?  I think that stronghold is going to be full of women and children.” 
 
    Kas’Yari tilted his head as he stared at Delkantar, but then nodded.  “Not just women and children, but I expect hostages from the travelers they’ve attacked.” 
 
    “Damnit!” Galadon blurted. 
 
    “Were you able to get the arrowhead out?” Max asked the returning women. 
 
    “Yep.  And they even shared some of their whiskey with me,” Starlenia replied. 
 
    Yiilu made a face.  “They were drinking right from the bottle…” 
 
    Starlenia looked back over her shoulder, seemed to think about it, but then shrugged.  “Eh, whatever.  So, what did we miss?” 
 
    “We’re going to invade that stronghold,” Galadon answered.  “But it has to be done quietly; Delkantar thinks there may be women and children inside.” 
 
    “Oh, there definitely are.  Saw plenty of pups or whatever you call them when we were scouting out the area.” 
 
    Delkantar gaped at the rogue.  “How close did you get to the tower?” 
 
    “Close enough.  It’s not a watchtower, though.  More like an old keep.  Fairly good size, pretty easy to defend, but we are dealing with gnolls – no offense,” Starlenia said, and Kas’Yari bit down whatever he was about to say.  “It’s just that your people are a bit like mine; we’re not built to live in cities and stone fortresses.  Your people were made to range the forests, just like my people range the hills and meadows of my home.  Defending a castle doesn’t come naturally to a gnoll, any more than Galadon would probably know about snare-hunting or foraging.” 
 
    “Hey now, leave me out of your insulting comparisons,” the paladin grunted. 
 
    The gnoll gave Starlenia an appreciative nod before he smirked over Galadon’s reaction.  “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Misdirection and infiltration,” she answered.  “If you can hit them hard enough to draw them out of their keep – I doubt they like fighting from up on the walls, probably feels too cowardly to them – we may be able to slip inside and at least lock them out.  I imagine a keep full of women and children–” 
 
    “Would be even more dangerous than being outside with the men,” Kas’Yari said with a shake of his hyena-like head.  “You don’t want to threaten gnoll women with pups…” 
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting we threaten them.  Just that we get inside, maybe let Max talk to them, and see what the real issue is that’s making them declare war on everyone.” 
 
    “That would still be risky.  Our primary goal should be to rescue Prince Roltek.” 
 
    “Of course,” Max said.  “But simply rescuing the prince and any other hostages will not put an end to the fighting.  Though I suspect this is just one of many battlefields, yes?” 
 
    Kas’Yari nodded and scratched at his muzzle.  “There’s fighting everywhere.  There’s something forcing our people to fight, either for it or against each other, or both.  Our people are fleeing to the southlands in droves, but I have yet to get anywhere near the source of the problem.  I’ve heard whispers of some troll king, while others talk of a demon.  It’s hard to know what to look for, or even where to begin.” 
 
    “So how do we get into the keep, exactly?” Galadon asked.  “My people could provide siege equipment, but that’s not how we want to go about things, is it?” 
 
    “A combination of things,” Delkantar put in.  “Yiilu may be able to beseech the forest itself to aid us.  Kas’Yari and his people can provide an armed diversion.  And then Starlenia and I can find the weakest point of entry, letting you and Max try to gain us entrance.” 
 
    “You want us to just walk up and kick in the door?” 
 
    “The door of the escape route, if there is one,” the ranger confirmed. 
 
    “Count me in,” Starlenia said. 
 
    Kas’Yari sighed.  “Let me talk to my men.  It’ll take a large-scale, concentrated attack to get them to come to our position as you’re suggesting.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Delkantar said, nodding toward the other gnolls.  Once Kas’Yari walked off and began talking to them, the frontiersman glanced at each of his friends.  “You know what I’m afraid is going to happen?” 
 
    Leighandra did know, because it was the same suspicion that’d been growing in her since they started listening to Kas’Yari.  “There’s a demon in that fort,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” Galadon blurted. 
 
    “As I said before, I never got all the details, but Karian Vanador defeated a vampire at Fort Sabbath not so long ago,” Delkantar explained.  “And the way I heard it, there was a demon of some kind involved.  I’m not sure if it was serilian, or one of the underworld breeds, but those were the tales circulating Chandler’s Grove when I got back.  I can’t say I know terribly much about demons, but one of the few things I’ve been told and come to believe is that they very rarely work alone.” 
 
    “So, you think it may be a demon of some kind behind all these troubles?” Max asked. 
 
    The ranger shrugged.  “Maybe not all of them, but you know how an avalanche works?  Starts small, grows bigger the farther it comes down.  But it only takes a little bit at the start to bring everything crashing down.” 
 
    “An interesting analogy,” Yiilu said.  “I will beseech the Earth Mother for her power; I should have a good idea of what effect I may cause by the morning.  In considering the stronger noses of our enemies and the weaker eyes of our friends, however, I suggest we go through with this under daylight, contrary to what logic might dictate.” 
 
    “See to it then, please,” Galadon said with a nod.  “Do any of you know much about demons, of any kind?” 
 
    “Just that one killed my father,” Max said quietly.  “And I will be all too pleased to return the favor.” 
 
    “There is a fair bit of lore I could share with you,” Leighandra said.  “I’ll stick to the basics, though, that we are not overwhelmed when we don’t even know what type we would be facing.  Let us join our gnoll companions in preparing an evening meal, and I’ll share what I know by song and by tale, and Max and his brother-in-law can translate it for our allies.” 
 
    The companions were invited to take seats near the center circle for dinner.  Leighandra was still getting used to the smell of the gnolls and their camp, but it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected.  Once they had all shared dinner, she sat on a barrel in the center of the camp near the fire and plucked at her miniature harp in preparation to recite her bardic tales.  There was little need for the music in this case, but music was in her soul, and it helped to focus her thoughts. 
 
    Soon enough, she began to spin short tales and anecdotes about the different types of demons she knew about.  The ones Leighandra feared the most were the shadow demons.  And it was apparent she wasn’t the only one, as the translation of her tales sent shivers down the spines of even the staunchest, furriest gnolls. 
 
    What saved the night from becoming filled with restless sleep and nightmares, though, was Delkantar. 
 
    “Karian Vanador killed a shadow demon just a couple of months ago, and if she could do it with the power of the gods, so can we,” he declared.  “I’ve got to say, between Galadon – a former king and hero of the Apocalypse – and Auremax – the son of another – I feel like we’ll be ready for whatever we find.” 
 
    There wasn’t a resounding agreement, but there were bobbing heads all about the group. 
 
    When they prepared to retire for the night, Leighandra was hardly surprised to find every head bowed in prayer to the friends’ various deities.  The chronicler, in turn, sent a prayer of her own to her patron, Belgrin the Wanderer. 
 
    Show us the path, my lord… 
 
   


 
  



Chapter VI – Divergent Paths 
 
      
 
    Leighandra followed close behind Delkantar, feeling exposed for having little armor, and yet thankful that her clothing allowed her to sneak along.  Just as the friends had hoped, Starlenia found a hidden exit from the keep.  Based on the layout of the structure and the ability of enemies to surround it, the Okonashai woman had been certain it would have an emergency escape.  Her instincts, as it turned out, had been accurate: though the secreted gate she found was well away from the keep, there was no other explanation for its existence. 
 
    The chronicler had learned many things in the last day.  She learned that Delkantar, as one of the Ghosts of Liam, had apparently been in more than his share of scraps with serilian demons, and knew the types by sight and what to expect from them.  Then there was the fact that Starlenia had somehow become an expert in camouflage while working as a vintner, another tale that she deflected with a shrug.  There was an interesting story behind Max’s relationship with Kas’Yari that was just begging to be drawn from one or both of them, and the more she saw the two of them together, the more desperate she became to learn.  And, not as usefully, there was the fact that gnolls cared very little for modesty… 
 
    She pursed her lips as that last thought crossed her mind, and she chuckled under her breath.  It’s possible they were just used to being in a camp with only men, she thought.  Or maybe it was specifically because there were women in the camp for a change?  Either way, I suppose it’s unfair to compare them to Max. 
 
    They were a different breed, that was for certain, but they were brave and hearty fighters.  Somewhere to the northwest, Kas’Yari was leading his gnolls to strike a powerful and persistent blow against the keep’s defenders.  No one had contradicted Starlenia’s appraisal of the defenders’ reaction, so they went forward with her plan.  Now, they were nearly to the escape route which, if luck remained on their side, would allow them to break in. 
 
    Starlenia paused and crouched down, and Delkantar took up a similar position several paces away.  Leighandra did her best to blend in, hoping the dirt, twigs, and leaves Starlenia had applied to the half-elf’s face would work as intended.  The chronicler took stock of the woods around them, and was pleased that even Max and Galadon weren’t easy to spot.  The two knights weren’t as stealthy as their companions with their armor, but they took their time, and so far as Leighandra could tell, they attracted little attention. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Starlenia said with a gesture toward a short, rocky rise.  “I suppose I should’ve warned you beforehand, but this isn’t going to smell very pleasant.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Delkantar asked.  “They use the escape tunnels as a cesspit?” 
 
    Starlenia was about to respond, but then straightened out.  “Now that you mention it, no.  The smell’s wrong, from what I’ve experienced in the last twelve hours.  And if it’s not gnoll crap I smelled…” 
 
    “The hostages,” Delkantar hissed.  “This changes everything!  We must make freeing them our priority, and then we can see if the tunnels lead into the keep or if there is a failsafe in place to keep outsiders from doing exactly this.” 
 
    Leighandra turned and beckoned to Max and Galadon.  They came up tentatively and knelt beside the others.  “We think the hostages are being held in the escape tunnels.” 
 
    “What makes you believe that?” Max queried, glancing over his shoulder as Vo’rii crept up on their position. 
 
    “At first, I thought they were using it as their privy, but after being around gnolls last night, I’m pretty sure it’s not gnolls I smelled.  Definitely humans and rir,” Starlenia answered without looking at them. 
 
    “And I thought Max and Vo’rii had the sensitive noses,” Galadon muttered. 
 
    “Woman knows her shit,” Delkantar chuckled. 
 
    The rogue gave him a dubious look.  She started to say something but then bit back whatever it was.  “Just trust me.  The good news is that this hidden exit was built so that it put the keep’s residents on the path to Dira Ch’Tori if they had to make use of it.  The bad news is we don’t know what condition the prisoners are going to be in.  If we have to escort them all the way back to Dira Ch’Tori, there’s a good chance we’re going to get run down and killed.” 
 
    “I may be able to mask their movements,” came Yiilu’s voice, though she was all but invisible, blended into the forest around her with nature’s blessing. 
 
    “If you can duplicate whatever you’ve done for yourself, I’ve no doubt it’ll work,” Galadon said.  “How well hidden is this door?” 
 
    Starlenia shrugged.  “Not very; just enough to keep casual observers from finding it.  From what I saw, it shouldn’t be too difficult for you three to break it down if you have to.” 
 
    Galadon turned and gestured.  “Yiilu, set up position just southeast of us.  Delkantar and Leighandra will lead the prisoners to you.  Starlenia will scout ahead beyond wherever the prisoners are being held.  Max and I will stand guard and meet any armed resistance.” 
 
    The druid moved off on her way, only the occasional odd bending of the light giving up her camouflaged position.  Vo’rii followed with her, and Leighandra smirked, wondering if it was the druidess’ scent that let the wolf follow along.  The chronicler slunk along behind the two scouts, and Starlenia led them down a narrow gulley to a rocky overhang.  There, sheltered from prying eyes that weren’t specifically looking for it, was a reinforced wooden door. 
 
    “No handle on the outside; makes sense,” Delkantar commented.  “Might be able to use a heavier sword to pry it open.” 
 
    Galadon made a face at the ranger and set his pack down.  He pulled up a crowbar from within, jammed it into the space between door and rocky frame, and began to pry it open. 
 
    “What the heck is a paladin doing with a crowbar?” Starlenia blurted. 
 
    “Always be prepared,” the knight replied with no trace of humor.  The edge of the door began to crack and give way, and soon the portal opened.  “After you… oh, sweet gods above.” 
 
    Leighandra had to put her hand over her nose, but it hardly helped.  She pulled her tunic up and over it instead, but the stench was overpowering.  It wasn’t simply waste, but the smell of death and rot.  Now she wondered if any of the hostages would even still be alive, and if so, how sick they might be on account of being trapped in filth and decay.  She watched Max’s ears angle back, and Leighandra thanked the Earth Mother that her nose wasn’t as sensitive as his. 
 
    “This does not bode well,” the paladin commented quietly. 
 
    “Stay here, let me go take a look before we all go in and get sick,” Starlenia said.  She pulled her shirt up over her nose and waded into the dark, stopping only long enough to take a lantern off a wall peg inside and light it.  “Well, that’s convenient.” 
 
    Leighandra backed away from the door as her stomach grew turbulent.  It was probably a mistake; it would mean she’d have to get accustomed to the stench again if they went through to the keep.  Nevertheless, she stood where the breeze kept the air somewhat fresh, and tried not to think too much about the possibility that all the hostages were dead.  It would be terrible enough if Prince Roltek was slain, but if there were a multitude of dead travelers from other cities, it could exacerbate things even further. 
 
    “This is bad,” Starlenia said as she returned to the door. 
 
    “Are the prisoners all dead?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Well… yes and no.” 
 
    Max started to put his hand to the end of his snout, but then he snorted and strode into the darkness, drawing his sword. 
 
    “Leighandra, we’re going to need lights,” Delkantar said. 
 
    The chronicler swallowed, which turned out to not be such a good idea.  She took as deep a breath as she could of clean air and steeled herself, calling upon her arcane song.  She followed Max into the darkness and cast forth her power, lighting up the area significantly in the enclosed space.  The first few breaths she had to take were awful, but she used her tunic to filter it as much as she could.  Fortunately, she figured she could depend on her companions to see to any combat if she found herself unable to help. 
 
    The scene before them was far worse than the smell.  The wounded prisoners had been left to die in the darkness.  The rankness of the area said that death had taken some time to come.  Leighandra had no idea why the prisoners hadn’t simply left via the door, but finding the truth of that would take time, something they didn’t have.  There were shambling corpses mulling about in the tunnels, covered in blood and filth, their bodies covered in old, festering wounds and necrotic flesh.  They turned toward the newcomers when the light revealed them. 
 
    Max walked forward with purpose, cutting down the first of the zombies without even breaking stride.  His sword clanged against the side of the tunnel with a little shower of sparks, and he grimaced, stepping back to inspect the blade.  With a nod toward Galadon, he and the human knight flattened themselves against the wall to let Delkantar and Starlenia by.  With their shorter weapons, they would be better suited to clearing the path in such tight quarters, at least until the path widened or they reached the keep proper. 
 
    The ranger and rogue worked well in tandem, even with limited space.  A dozen zombies fell to their blades before the tunnel was clear, and the group pushed forward.  There was still some distance before they reached the walls of the keep.  The tunnel could open into a basement of some sort, or it might lead to a dead drop that was inaccessible from below.  If that turned out to be the case, they’d have no choice but to storm the gate or find some way to fly into the keep. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Starlenia rasped, rushing forward beyond the edge of the light.  She brought up the lantern again, and held it aloft so the others could see what she saw.  “Max, is this your friend, Prince Roltek or whatever his name is?” 
 
    Max moved forward but didn’t even squat down.  “No, that is a female,” he said, closing his eyes.  “We must get to the keep, and quickly!” 
 
    Starlenia blinked and looked back and forth between the dead gnoll and her luranar friend.  “Female?  Good grief, she’s massive!” 
 
    “Yes, gnoll females are typically larger than their males,” Max confirmed, but he gestured for them to continue. 
 
    Delkantar and Starlenia ran onward, and Leighandra focused her light to follow them and keep their way well-lit.  She paused only long enough to take a look at the gnoll corpse.  The gnoll’s lower left leg was broken, and she’d suffered dozens of bites and clawings, apparently from the undead shambling through the area. 
 
    Why didn’t she rise with the others? Leighandra wondered.  Did she die after the last burst of necromantic power?  Or is there another reason?  Questions for another time…  
 
    She dashed to catch up to the rest of the party.  Her friends moved with purpose and speed, and the farther they went, the thinner the number of zombies and waste and, consequently, the smell.  Leighandra drew her saber once she got her breathing and queasy stomach under control.  She was in the rear, but once they reached the keep, they could be beset from both – or all – sides. 
 
    When they caught up to Starlenia and Delkantar at the end, the two were staring up a sheer wall face.  “Well, we’ve got good news and bad news,” Starlenia said.  “The bad news is there’s about a fifteen foot drop from the level above.  The good news is, we have a paladin who carries a crowbar, and this wall doesn’t seem particularly hard.  Let’s see if we can chip out some hand- and foot-holds and get up there.” 
 
    Galadon pulled the crowbar forth but let the lighter-armored Delkantar get started on the mining.  The drop was of brickwork, not carved through the stone like the majority of the tunnel, and Starlenia’s instincts proved good.  The crowbar ripped into the face of the brick wall with ease, and they chipped just far enough in to establish climbing aids without compromising the structure.  As soon as there were enough handholds to start climbing, Delkantar began the ascent. 
 
    Once he was up several feet, Starlenia grabbed the ranger’s foot and used him as a ladder.  Before he could even voice surprise or complaint, she was up top.  Leighandra marveled at the way the shorter woman moved, and exchanged shocked glances with the paladins.  Galadon went after Delkantar, but Max waited. 
 
    “You go first.  I will remain in case anything else should come upon us from the rear,” he said, nodding toward the wall. 
 
    It was an arduous climb for how relatively short it was, but once Leighandra got within reach of the lip, the two men up top hoisted her up.  Leighandra looked down once she was safely up, and after glancing back the way they’d come, Max at last joined the rest of them. 
 
    This place is deathly quiet, she thought.   
 
    “We’re still underground,” Starlenia commented, leaning out a nearby doorway and looking about.  “We need to at least get up to the entry level before we’ll find anyone, I think.” 
 
    “Which way do we go?” Galadon prompted. 
 
    Delkantar and Starlenia both pointed at the same time.  “Follow the trail of gore.” 
 
    Galadon went and looked back and forth along the trail and to the drop-off into the escape tunnel.  “Is all this going to the escape tunnel, or did it come from there?” 
 
    Delkantar grimaced.  “Looks like both.  Hard to know how the undead got up here from the tunnel, but it looks like some of them did, and maybe chased that gnoll woman until she fell?  There’s no telling what we’re going to find ahead.” 
 
    “Let me go ahead, unless you wish to scout first,” Max offered, and the ranger gestured for him to take the lead.  The luranar paladin sniffed twice, and then set off along the way.  The keep had been abandoned for some time, and the lower level was devoid of anything useful, only bits of broken wood and old canvas lying about in heaps here and there.  The trail of blood and other gross fluids was easy to follow, and Leighandra imagined between sight and smell, Max could bring them right to the thick of whatever undead remained. 
 
    “Do these trails mean what I think they do?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    Delkantar nodded.  “It’s possible some of the prisoners managed to climb out of the tunnel but died up here one way or another.  And they must have chased that gnoll woman to the tunnel, where she fell.  I’m half-tempted to say the gnolls got what was coming to them after leaving those people to die, but…” 
 
    “We are far from having all the facts,” Max confirmed without a glance. 
 
    They ascended to the main level.  Max crouched at the top corner and looked both ways.  He gave the air a couple of appraising sniffs, but then turned back to Starlenia and Delkantar.  “I cannot tell which way to go from here.  Wait…,” he amended, his ears flicking to his left before he turned that way.  “I can hear crying this way.” 
 
    Max had his sword in hand before he’d even fully straightened out, and he waved for the others to follow him.  Leighandra was leery of summoning light sources now, when they might face sentient adversaries, but the inner keep was dark and her human companions needed to be able to see.  She was surprised, but only a little bit, when her arcane power instead ignited torches along the walls that had extinguished due to neglect at some point.  Considering that, she wondered if the gnolls had been using them before the zombies invaded the keep from below. 
 
    She was tempted to think the same way as Delkantar, something along the lines of serves them right, but only for a moment before she, too, could hear the crying.  If she was correct and there was a demon in the keep, the gnolls could be victims in all of this.  Would they have killed the prisoners normally?  She was tempted to think yes, but she’d seen and learned so much about gnolls in the last few days that she had to give them the benefit of the doubt for now. 
 
    Max has faith in the gnolls, and his opinion is worthy. 
 
    The hallways were long and seemingly pointless to a degree.  Leighandra understood it was a defensive tactic of some kind, to force invaders to bunch up close and deep, all the better for defensive actions to use their numbers against them.  If the gnolls had prepared any such defenses, however, they’d either failed or already been used to little effect.  The doors leading into the inner sections of the keep were few and located mostly on what she figured were the north and south sides. 
 
    Max hesitated for just a moment when he rounded the corner ahead, and then he charged forward with a snarl.  Leighandra held her breath and prepared for the sight before her once she reached the corner with the others.  There, walking uselessly into a secured door, were a trio of zombies, all bloodied flesh and crusted wounds.  There were broken limbs and other deformities, but the undead hardly seemed aware of their limitations.  Leighandra was simply glad that they had thus far proven to be easily disabled.  If that changed, they’d have to be dismembered just to disable them, and Leighandra wasn’t sure she had the stomach for too much of that. 
 
    Max hesitated again when he got close and the zombies turned on him.  “Wait; these are townsfolk and travelers.  Should we–” 
 
    “Not anymore, they’re not,” Starlenia declared, dashing past him.  She sliced one zombie at the knee deeply enough that its leg came apart, and she didn’t even break stride as she went for the next in the small group. 
 
    The luranar paladin sighed but did what had to be done, joining his companions in cutting down the undead.  “Scout the hallways and see if there are more,” he said when the deed was done.  He then turned, rapped sharply on the door, and called something in the gnoll tongue. 
 
    The crying quieted, and a curious voice called back in the guttural tongue of the hyena-folk.  Max spoke back and forth with them a couple of times, and soon, the door was opened a crack, revealing a snarling visage higher up than Leighandra was expecting.  Starlenia’s observation about the female gnoll in the tunnel wasn’t based solely on her own size; this gnoll had to be at least seven feet tall.  The gnoll was surprised when she saw Max, but there was no mistaking when she noted the golden bands on his upper arm and she snarled again. 
 
    He held his hand up soothingly and said something that ended with the name Roltek.  The chronicler resolved to try to learn the languages of the wolf- and hyena-folk, all the better to help negotiate in these circumstances.  Whatever Max was saying, it was in soothing tones, and he kept making gentle hand gestures while he spoke.  Still, the gnoll female made no move to open the door, and Leighandra could see she had her considerable weight propped against it to keep the group from rushing in. 
 
    A little hyena-like countenance appeared around the edge of the door lower down, and Leighandra knelt and greeted the pup.  “Hello, little one.  Don’t be frightened.” 
 
    The gnoll woman looked at Leighandra, then back at Max, and at last she opened the door.  The massive gnoll female strode out with one pup in her arms, the other holding on to her tail.  Galadon backed up to give her plenty of room, making sure to keep his weapon facing away and as non-threatening as possible.  The gnoll spoke to Max again, and the luranar nodded. 
 
    “She will follow me to the tunnel and safety,” he said.  “The clan matriarch is somewhere on the upper level, and Roltek should be there as well.  Go that way and see what you can find.  I will return when I have led this one and the others on this level to safety.” 
 
    “How are you going to get them down the wall?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “There was a ladder among the debris down below.  It should be sufficient to at least lessen the drop required.” 
 
    The human started to respond, but then chuckled.  “I guess you can see a lot better in the dark than we can.  Be careful, my friend.” 
 
    Galadon set forward to find the stairway up, and Leighandra went with him after waving farewell to the gnoll child.  She lit the torches with her arcane power whenever the hallways were dark, and she and Galadon passed several other doors.  They left those to Max; he would be able to speak with any other remaining gnoll women and convince them it was time to leave.  The chronicler suspected the source of the problem lay upstairs, whether it was the clan matriarch herself or some demon or possessed creature pressing the gnolls into service. 
 
    Starlenia and Delkantar were just starting to creep up the stairs when Leighandra and Galadon reached them.  With their group getting smaller at every turn, they ascended as quietly as they could to the upper level of the keep.  Here, the torches were already lit and well-tended, and the hallways were clear of any wandering undead.  Leighandra glanced at Delkantar and Starlenia as the last thought crossed her mind.  By the stains and ichor upon them, she guessed they’d found and eliminated several more zombies. 
 
    Starlenia dove back into the stairwell just before a bright flash lit up the corridor, and everyone’s hair stood on end.  There was no mistaking the scent of ozone; they had found an arcanist of some kind, no doubt the person behind this current issue – or at least one of them. 
 
    Delkantar took the bow from across his back and strung it quickly.  He nocked an arrow and gestured toward the corner with his head.  Starlenia nodded before creeping up to the corner, and then she rolled across the hallway.  She bumped into solid wall but then turned and ran in the direction the lightning strike had come from. 
 
    The responding bolt missed her, but not by much, and the woman let out a hiss of pain as the flash of heat passed over her.  Delkantar leaned around the corner, aimed, and fired in the span of just a few heartbeats.  With the rogue taking point and the ranger providing a distraction, Galadon rushed around the corner and charged as well.  Leighandra approached the corner and looked around cautiously for some way to assist without charging at a practiced wizard. 
 
    She noted the metal sconces for the torches and reached into her soul for the arcane song again.  All she had to do was make a slight alteration to the brackets to turn them into makeshift lightning rods.  That would at least eliminate one of their enemy’s methods.  She then focused on the arrow Delkantar had nocked, and began to heat up the metal head.  He saw the glow after a moment and half-smiled at the chronicler before he leaned around the corner and fired again. 
 
    There was a whining groan a moment later, and Leighandra assumed his shot had struck home.  Galadon bellowed as he bore down on their enemy, and Leighandra finally left cover and made her way after her companions.  Starlenia was hobbling, her right leg injured by something, and Galadon had a number of little burns all over his armor.  But they were closing in on their quarry, and Leighandra got a good look at this first, if not ultimate, culprit. 
 
    She was almost disappointed to find it was another gnoll.  The creature barely dodged a killing stroke by Galadon, and it threw away Delkantar’s arrow before it ran off down the adjoining corridor.  Leighandra gave chase with her companions, even passing Starlenia, whose leg finally refused to take her any farther.  The chronicler was tempted to stop and aid her friend, but Galadon was the one facing their enemy alone, and she had to rectify that first. 
 
    When she rounded the corner, the paladin swept the gnoll’s legs out from under it with his greatsword, and the creature spilled to the floor and skidded several feet.  It turned onto its back and started to unleash its arcane wrath, but Galadon stabbed it hard through the shoulder, eliciting a howling yap of pain.  He then repeated the attack on its other shoulder, rendering the spellcasting gnoll all but helpless. 
 
    “We need Max to speak to this one,” Galadon said when Leighandra reached his side.  The creature started to speak, but Galadon pressed the tip of his blade into the underside of its snout.  “Just keep quiet.  Speak one word of a spell and I’ll skewer you.” 
 
    “Starlenia’s hurt pretty badly.  What did it do to you two?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “Struck us with some arcane trickery, I don’t know exactly what.  I’ve got burns up my arm and down my back, I think.  She took a number of hits in the leg from what I saw.  Keeping her from killing this fool may be a feat.” 
 
    Delkantar appeared around the corner behind them with his bow drawn, but he set the arrow back in his quiver when he saw their enemy was down.  He drew his blades instead, and paused only to glance at the fallen gnoll before he continued on to see what else was about. 
 
    “What do you make of this?” Leighandra said, and Galadon followed her gaze to the gnoll’s legs.  “I’ve never seen a gnoll with legs like this before.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a Caerumach?  Max will know.  Starlenia, are you all right?” he called as the rogue finally rounded the corner. 
 
    “Just… working out the kinks it left in my legs,” she said through her teeth, limping up to where they were.  “You get him talking yet?” 
 
    “I don’t want him casting any spells.  We’ll wait for Max; he can ask the questions.  Do you want to keep him down while I go with Delkantar?” 
 
    “Sure, but be careful.  If there’s more wizards, we could be in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with Starlenia,” Leighandra said, and the knight nodded and set off after their other companion.  The chronicler looked to the Okonashai woman.  “Don’t kill him.” 
 
    Starlenia had a couple of short swords in her hands, but she snorted.  “Wouldn’t dream of it.  For all I know, this is Max’s friend and he’s just an idiot.” 
 
    “What do you make of the legs?” 
 
    Starlenia blinked a few times as she took in the gnoll’s legs, fashioned more like those of an elf, human, or even their luranar companion.  Gnolls typically had bent legs like a canine, but this creature was different.  As Leighandra waited for an answer, she realized the possibility of it being a Caerumach was wrong, too; Kas’Yari was a Caerumach, and he still had the bent legs common to other gnolls.  This was something wholly different. 
 
    “It’s the demon,” Starlenia said.  “It’s one of those underworld breeds… the hyena-types.  I forget what they’re called, but our people still whisper tales of them at times.  Haunting stories about how they hide out among gnoll tribes and steal children to eat when the moon is full.  Oh, don’t look at me like that; I’m not an idiot.  But there’s always a little bit of truth behind any legend, and I think we’ve caught us a hyena demon.” 
 
    “Mallasti,” the creature rasped. 
 
    Starlenia knelt on its chest so swiftly, Leighandra would’ve sworn she’d fallen.  The rogue put one of her blades to the creature’s throat.  “Keep your mouth closed.  I promise you, if you hurt me or my friends again, I’ll make a cloak out of your hide – while you’re still alive.” 
 
    The sounds of a melee came from around the corner, and the hyena demon smiled up at the rogue.  “You can hold me, or you can save your friends.  But you cannot do both.” 
 
    “I can kill you and then go save my friends,” Starlenia said.  “Leighandra, go see if they need help; this fool had better hope they don’t need mine.” 
 
    The chronicler nodded and made all due haste to the corner.  When she glanced around it, she could see her friends fighting gnolls.  Once she got closer, she saw that wasn’t quite right; they were fighting gnoll zombies.  And these were larger gnolls – females.  She swallowed hard, simply hoping they wouldn’t be forced to strike down zombie children, gnolls or otherwise. 
 
    She ran forward and began landing strikes of opportunity with her saber work.  Her blade wasn’t made for hacking and hewing, not the way Galadon’s was.  Delkantar’s swords were up to the task, so Leighandra set to hamstringing and going for tendons and joints to slow down and cripple the zombies.  She wasn’t sure why it worked on them when the animating force could raise skeletons with no flesh at all, but she didn’t waste the time thinking about it for now.  They had nearly a dozen large, brawny zombies to deal with.  She could worry about details later. 
 
    Leighandra was just putting the finishing touches on dismantling a gnoll ankle when a massive, furry paw clubbed her from behind.  She hit the floor and skidded toward the wall, but kicked off of it to slide behind her counterparts for safety.  From that vantage point, though, Leighandra saw it between her two allies, and her heart nearly stopped.  Shambling out between the females was a gnoll child, its cloudy eyes saying plainly that it, too, had been killed and raised by the necromantic power cursing the continent. 
 
    Who could do such a thing? she wondered, getting back to her feet.  She was surprised when she heard a snarl, and even more so when she realized it had come from her.  She didn’t move to re-engage the zombies, but turned and ran back to the corner.  Starlenia was still holding the mallasti at sword-point, and Leighandra let out a biting half-sob, half-growl as she dashed down the hall and put her sword to the creature’s throat. 
 
    “Why?” she demanded.  “Why kill the gnolls when they were working for you?” 
 
    The hyena demon’s dispassionate golden eyes turned her way.  “Why not?” it asked.  “These creatures are beyond pathetic.  Too stupid to follow the simplest plans, far too concerned with mating and clawing for every scrap of land and food they can find.  They are filthy, stupid, and primitive enough that they thought I might sully myself to mate with one of them.  They are more useful dead than alive, but then only barely.” 
 
    “You killed their children…” 
 
    The mallasti started to reply, but there was a squelch as the chronicler’s saber bit through the base of its jaw and up into its skull.  It twitched a couple of times, but the life left its eyes quickly and its last breath came out in a shuddering sigh.  Leighandra wasn’t even sure how long she stood there with her blade pressed into its flesh, and was only vaguely aware of the incredulous stare of her Okonashai companion.  It wasn’t until Starlenia hobbled off to see to their friends that Leighandra blinked and really saw what she’d done. 
 
    Leighandra dropped her saber to the floor and sat down, wrapping her arms around her knees.  She watched the body to see if it would rise under the necromantic curse, but it was either unaffected or her stab had rendered such impossible.  She didn’t even realize she was crying until the drops started to patter here and there on her tunic.  She could hear the sounds of battle around the corner, but it didn’t sound like her friends needed her help just then, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to kill a child, undead or not. 
 
    She looked up when Max came running down the hallway with his sword drawn.  He paused only long enough to crouch beside the mallasti before shooting Leighandra a questioning glance.  When he saw the tears on her face, the luranar crawled over to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  His fur was warm and tickled her a bit, but the tenderness of his touch pushed away some of her doubts and pain.   
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” she returned, gesturing toward the body.  “It called itself a mallasti.  Starlenia thinks it’s one of the hyena demons of the underworld.  Have you ever seen one?  Or do you know if it’s really a gnoll?” 
 
    “It is not a gnoll,” he answered, shaking his head.  “This was the demon?  Who killed it?” 
 
    “I did.  It… it killed most of the women and children.  Starlenia wanted to hold it to ask questions, but I… I killed it.  I shouldn’t have, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Max straightened out.  “It killed the children?” he whispered.  He looked ahead to the corner, where the sounds of fighting had all but stopped, and Leighandra watched his ears angle back before his snout dipped toward the floor.  “God help us all.” 
 
    “Did you get the woman and her pups to Yiilu?” 
 
    “Yes, and a number of others.  I think our elven companion plans to lead them back to Kas’Yari’s camp.  With this demon dead, perhaps the fighting here will cease.  Let us find Prince Roltek.  Hopefully this foul creature did not kill him as well.” 
 
    Leighandra accepted Max’s help getting to her feet.  She took up her saber and wiped it clean on the dead mallasti’s clothes.  She was hesitant to go back around that corner and face the dead children again, no matter what condition they might be in now, but she wasn’t alone.  Max was holding her hand, and despite the stoicism she had come to expect from him, he was clearly in no hurry to go see dead gnoll children either.  The chronicler imagined with his relationship to the Caerumach tribe, it would be much more poignant to him. 
 
    When they turned the corner, Delkantar was laying linens over the bodies.  Leighandra knew what was beneath those blankets, but somehow, the bodies being out of sight softened the blow just enough.  Max released her hand and put his on her shoulder, and when she met his gaze, he nodded and then moved forward.  Starlenia and Galadon had gone through the door the zombies came from, and with a head gesture from Delkantar, the luranar followed after them. 
 
    “You all right?” the ranger asked when Leighandra stepped before him. 
 
    “I abandoned you in combat… I’m so sorry,” she stuttered. 
 
    Delkantar shook his head.  “Don’t worry about it.  If I wasn’t able to remind myself they were already dead, I might’ve felt the same.  Where’s the prisoner?” 
 
    “I killed him.” 
 
    He blinked.  “Oh,” he blurted, but then he shrugged.  “Well, that was probably going to happen either way.  Did he tell you anything?” 
 
    “Nothing useful.  What a despicable creature.  I know gnolls are… different, but to treat them as disposable is deplorable.  But I don’t get the feeling that the creature was behind all of the necromancy.  He seemed unimpressed with the gnoll zombies, as if they weren’t all that useful.  I wonder if he killed the prisoners, and never had control of the zombies, so they came up and attacked the gnolls…?  This seems very disorganized.” 
 
    “I think this is all just a diversion,” Delkantar said, gathering his dreadlocks into a neat tail again.  “Just another battleground to divert time and attention away from whoever’s really behind this, like Starlenia suggested.  After we meet whoever Karinda is hoping we meet in the Tenari Kingdom, I think it’s high time we follow Max’s senses and see where they lead us.” 
 
    Leighandra gestured at the covered bodies.  “After seeing this, I doubt he’ll object.” 
 
    The ranger looked up the stairs after their friends.  “Yes, I imagine for a young father, it’s even worse.” 
 
    The chronicler hadn’t even thought of it like that.  “And a friend to the gnoll clans that live near him,” she added with a nod.  “That poor young man…” 
 
    “Ah, Max is a tough soul,” Delkantar said.  “Can you send messages with your sorcery?” 
 
    “Across limited distances, yes.” 
 
    “Hmmm, then why don’t you send messages to Kas’Yari and Yiilu and let them know we’ve secured the keep?  The rest of the gnolls might stop fighting when they know their women were killed by their own commander and his zombies.” 
 
    “I need to find a balcony or some exterior access.” 
 
    “Just up the stairs to the right,” Starlenia said, coming down the steps slowly with her leg still injured.  “Max and Galadon are up there tending to Prince Roltek.” 
 
    “He’s alive?” 
 
    “And righteously mad,” the shorter woman said with a nod.  “You go do what you need to.  Delkantar and I will take the bodies somewhere we can properly dispose of them once Kas’Yari is here.” 
 
    Leighandra started to ascend the stairs, and Starlenia laid a hand on her arm as they passed.  The Okonashai woman nodded silently, and the chronicler continued up.  At the top was a throne room of sorts, with open archways leading out onto a stone balcony high up.  Prince Roltek sat on a low sofa, and was speaking in hushed tones with the two paladins.  Leighandra resolved to do what she needed to and then go introduce herself to the gnoll prince. 
 
    She stepped out onto the balcony, glancing about warily for any danger.  The balcony was high enough up that archers from the ground weren’t a concern.  Leighandra reached down into her soul and tapped the arcane song, sending it forth as a message intended for Yiilu and Kas’Yari.  The keep is in our control, she sent her song along the winds.  The demon controlling the gnolls has been dispatched, and the keep should be undefended once you reach it. 
 
    The arcane trick didn’t allow for responses, so she moved over to the paladins and the gnoll.  Prince Roltek regarded her with a canny stare that still managed to have feral undertones to it.  He was armored, and looked every bit the capable warrior Kas’Yari and his companions had, but the prince’s weapons had been taken from him.  His fur was matted on one side of his head as though he’d been struck there and bled a bit, but he seemed otherwise in good health after being imprisoned.  Leighandra wondered why he’d been up here with the mallasti, but didn’t want to press him with questions; she left that to Max. 
 
    “Prince Roltek?” she prompted, offering him a handshake. 
 
    “Prince?” he repeated, rising to his feet.  He was an impressive specimen of gnoll, but after seeing how large their females were, Leighandra thought he wasn’t quite that impressive.  “I am no prince, woman: I am Roltek, Underchief of the Caerumach tribe.  If you call yourself a friend of Prince Auremax, then I call you an ally.  How are you called?” 
 
    Leighandra was impressed now.  The gnoll spoke well, and had clearly been educated by more than just punches to the face and wrestling over potential mates.  “Leighandra Evenstar, chronicler of Solaris,” she answered with a polite bow of her head.  “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “You won’t think so when you find out why he was captured,” Galadon muttered. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Remember how Delkantar said demons rarely work alone?” Max asked.  “It would seem he was more correct than we feared.  The creature you killed downstairs was apparently trying to call forth another type of demon to possess Roltek.” 
 
    Leighandra blinked.  “Gods, how deep do the layers go?” she blurted. 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
   


 
  



Chapter VII – Flame of the North 
 
      
 
    “My place is here, assisting Roltek,” Kas’Yari said with a shake of his head.  “We’ve won this battle, but there are more being fought to the west.  Now that we’ve exposed what was going on here, we may be able to rally our people to fight against the others controlling them.” 
 
    Auremax nodded, though Leighandra knew it wasn’t the answer he was hoping for.  He had asked Kas’Yari to accompany them north to Castle Tenari.  The gnoll was clearly a capable fighter, and seemed to be a decent leader as well.  Delkantar had spoken at length with him the previous two nights, and Leighandra wondered if the gnoll was a woodsman, just as Starlenia had suggested of his people as a whole.  It was also possible Delkantar was simply amazed at being able to sit and speak with a gnoll without any weapons between them.  His comments about gnolls here and there certainly lent credibility to that theory. 
 
    Roltek was eager to get back into the thick of things.  “Now that the others are willing to follow me, it is time to end this,” he said, preparing to push his people westward.  “But I will need Kas’Yari with me to keep them from thinking I have crowned myself their ruler.  We are here to free our people, and to welcome them to live among us if they choose.  But they have long thought we seek to enslave them to our rule, and Kas’Yari, as an outsider to our clan, can help convince them otherwise.” 
 
    “Do what you must,” Galadon said.  “If you think the people of Dira Ch’Tori can help you, go and ask them.  You’re well-spoken, and Regent Matthews will listen if I send a missive along with you.” 
 
    Roltek made a grumbling sound deep in his throat as his eyes narrowed, but it was Kas’Yari who gave voice to their thoughts.  “It is difficult enough to get our people to trust Roltek.  They will not trust your people.  They see too much potential to be enslaved or, at the least, forced to live in your cities.” 
 
    Delkantar chuckled ruefully.  “I doubt there’s much to worry about there.  The people of the cities are scared enough of your people living out here, much less among them.” 
 
    The two gnolls held him under scrutinizing gazes, but Max laid his hand on his brother-in-law’s shoulder.  “Things change over time.  It was not so very long ago that my people were not welcome in their cities.  Now, we are at least tolerated.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Roltek ended the discussion.  “We should begin pushing westward.  We must get the females and pups to a safe haven; the fortress is too obvious a target.  Some of these men come from warrens northwest of the city of Jade; we will take the women there and see what other fighting men we can recruit.” 
 
    “Do your females not fight?  With the size of them, I’d have guessed they were warriors as well,” Leighandra commented. 
 
    “Oh, they are.  Especially when they have pups.  But they are more important to our tribes than we men are, and so we do our damnedest to defend them, whether they like it or not.” 
 
    The chronicler smiled at that. 
 
    “Gods go with you,” Galadon said. 
 
    The gnoll prince beheld him curiously again, but ultimately nodded.  Leighandra had no idea what sort of theology the gnolls followed, whether they saw any of the Citarian pantheon as their gods or not.  Max and his people were Christian, but that conversion had taken place only a few centuries before; what gods did they worship before then?  Did they once share a common theology with the gnolls?  Yet more questions she wanted to ask her luranar friend, though she knew it might be a sore subject with the gnolls themselves. 
 
    All in good time, she thought. 
 
    Auremax and Kas’Yari shared an embrace rather than fisticuffs this time.  “Do not be afraid to ask my people for help should you need it,” Max said, turning to Roltek.  “King Terist has already begun sending aid to your swelling population in our homeland.” 
 
    The gnoll underchief nodded, but by the twist of his hyena-like features, Leighandra thought he looked embarrassed.  “We will try to impose upon your people as little as possible, but I appreciate your offer,” he said.  “Be safe, young prince.  You are a guiding star among your people, as evidenced by the stripes you wear.” 
 
    Leighandra wondered at that comment, and she wasn’t the only one.  Was Roltek referring to the “scars” that ran up Max’s back and also touched on his arms and legs?  The chronicler still had yet to see all of them – even of the ones it was polite to – but they were something Max didn’t speak of that often – or at all, really.  Leighandra hoped they truly were “birthmarks” of some kind, and not a remnant of past abuse. 
 
    Max scrunched up his nose.  “You be safe as well,” he returned. 
 
    Soon, the gnolls were underway.  Surprisingly, though they had engaged in battle the day before, the gnolls traveled as one with Roltek and Kas’Yari to lead them.  Doubtless there were still hard feelings among those who’d fought, but the demon’s unmasking brought clarity to the situation, and they had set aside their differences.  Just what had Roltek and Kas’Yari said to them that brought the gnolls all together? 
 
    So many languages to learn, Leighandra thought.  Though perhaps I can learn an arcane trick that will translate them for me?  Something to look into… 
 
    “I do hope their women and children will be safe.  It does seem odd to imagine them safer outside the walls of the fortress than within it,” Yiilu mused. 
 
    “Like I said to Kas’Yari, they’re better suited to living in the wilds,” Starlenia said.  “They know how to hide their homes and themselves out here; living in a stone fortress is just asking for people to come try to take it from them.  And if the people of Dira Ch’Tori ever decided to reclaim the keep… well, that’s exactly what the gnolls are trying to avoid.” 
 
    “I will make sure to pass along my thoughts and wishes with regard to the gnolls when I have a chance to speak or write to Regent Matthews again,” Galadon said. 
 
    “Could you send her a message with your arcane power?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    Leighandra shook her head.  “It won’t travel that far.  It’s not the sort of incantation you would see Karinda or her council use.  Anyway, I have to say the gnolls are certainly a more interesting people than I might have believed just a few days ago.”  She looked to Starlenia and Delkantar.  “You seem to like them well enough.” 
 
    The Okonashai woman shrugged.  “Won’t catch me kissing one, but they’re not so bad.” 
 
    “You did not mind drinking from the same bottle as they did,” Yiilu chuckled. 
 
    Starlenia waved off the comment and gestured at Leighandra.  “Talk to her; she’s the one that couldn’t stop looking at their penises.” 
 
    Leighandra gasped, struck speechless as heat rose up into her cheeks.  Yiilu answered in her stead, “Well, to be fair, it was rather difficult not to… they were anything but shy or modest, and we were surrounded by several dozen of them…” 
 
    Max, Galadon, and Delkantar were chuckling into their hands.  Her face surely flushed, Leighandra turned her gaze to Delkantar, who shrugged.  “Like you said, there’s a lot more to them than I thought not so long ago,” he added.  “We saw them stop by our trading posts from time to time, and sometimes they weren’t an issue, but more often than not, we hunted them.  When they decide to be pests, they put their hearts and souls into it.” 
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” Max asked. 
 
    Delkantar shrugged again.  “Well, they’re sort of your people.  I haven’t wanted to say too much about hunting them in front of you.  If I’m honest, I haven’t always given the gnolls a fair shake, but usually it’s because I had no occasion to.” 
 
    “My people have fought them plenty of times in our history,” Max returned.  “I suppose I am a little defensive on their behalf, but more so when dealing with those like General Neimann.  Had my father been looked down on by Galadon the way the gnolls are by his generals, where would we be today?  But I will not judge you on your dealings with them in the past, my friend; I think I know you well enough to trust your methods.” 
 
    Delkantar gave a thankful nod.  His mannerisms and reactions made Leighandra wonder: Were the Ghosts of Liam perhaps gnoll hunters primarily? 
 
      After seeing that the gnolls were all but gone, the ranger turned north and gestured for everyone to get moving.  It would take several days to reach the town of Shartek, which lay inside the border of the fures-rir lands.  They would first have to travel through the mountain passes and into the harsh northern lands that, despite the season, would still be colder.  Shartek was tolerable for most people, but Castle Tenari rarely saw any thaw, and the rings the friends received from Karinda would no doubt be a godsend if they went that far. 
 
    I just hope we’re not there for too long, Leighandra thought.  I’d like to at least be back for the end of summer, even with everything going on around us. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    The northlands near Dira Ch’Tori were always quite pleasant during the late summer and early autumn to the chronicler’s thinking.  The weather got warm but was spared the stifling heat of the southern regions, the humidity was comfortable rather than oppressive, and the forests kept the wind calm at ground level.  They were lovely woods to walk through, and though Leighandra had never lived this far north, she could easily see doing so. 
 
    Things grew drastically different once one passed the jagged mountain chain that cut off the fures-rir kingdom, though.  Leighandra had never been that far north, despite the fact that she’d always found the tales from the tundra people amazing.  Their stories spoke of vast underground farms where the people – specifically the fures-rir – grew their food, which suggested some incredible workings of magic.  They also spoke of the harshness of nearly never-ending winter that was tough even on people immune to the cold’s effects.  The land was mostly inhospitable, though parts of it saw something resembling spring or early summer for short stints.   
 
    And all that was to say nothing of the legends of giants, trolls, and ice nymphs… 
 
    Leighandra considered herself a well-traveled woman, but there was still so much of her home continent she’d never seen, much less the wider world.  She had always wanted to see the mystical Temple of Archons, the Oracle Tower of Lajere, the ruins of Oge, the Fortress of DarkWind, the Holy City of Sarchelete, and numerous other landmarks.  Surely there were even more upon the massive continent of Dannumore, and the chronicler was glad her half-elven blood might lend her the longevity to see all of it, given the opportunities. 
 
    That, however, depended on seeing things through here and now, and surviving to see the future and its mysterious locations. 
 
    The group was several days out of Dira Ch’Tori, nearly to the mountains, when Galadon sat bolt upright in the morning, rocked awake by some nightmare.  Leighandra was on the early morning watch, and she walked over to the paladin, who worked to get his breathing under control.  His short black hair was damp with sweat, and his bleary eyes said what sleep he’d gotten was inadequate.  The sound of his waking had stirred the others, and with dawn’s light beginning to claim the sky, they began to rise rather than return to sleep. 
 
    “What is it, my friend?  Did you see some memory of the past?” 
 
    Delkantar was on his way to fill his kettle to make coffee, but he stopped at that question.  Soon, the entire camp approached or at least watched the exchange. 
 
    Galadon looked up at her, but his stare drifted to Max.  “I saw Max’s father, astride a massive black charger.  It’s strange, but I don’t remember his father arriving in Dira Ch’Tori on a horse… I think it may have been my horse he was riding.  Max, do your people keep horses?” 
 
    The luranar nodded.  “Yes, I have been learning horsemanship from my uncle for many years.  We keep mostly draft animals, but we do also raise chargers and riding horses to use for trade with the outside kingdoms.  Rarely do we ride them as mounts, but it does happen.” 
 
    “Galrinthor,” the human knight said, shaking his head.  “His name was Galrinthor.  No, he was definitely my horse.  But Kalamaris was riding him, with the armies at our backs.  I can remember the standards… my Ascending Dawn banners, and his Winter Wolf banners.  There was an unnatural darkness, but we pushed through it, all of us – man, luranar, elf, and more.  And there were four flames: the north, south, east, and west… I-I remember now!  But not all of it.  I remember the flame of the north… the Sword of the North Wind, Kalamaris’ blade.  And my own, the shattered sword you saw back in Dira Ch’Tori – the Sword of Ascending Dawn.” 
 
    Leighandra perked up.  “Was that named after Kaelariel?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so, but maybe.  I always thought it was coincidence.  But that flame has now been extinguished.  But there were two others, and I remember one of them: the Sword of Southern Flame, wielded by a powerful shakna-rir ranger who joined in the fight.  The desert folk as a whole stayed out of the conflict, but some of their rangers – the Order of the Western Star – came and fought alongside us.  As to the fourth flame, I cannot remember who carried it, or what it was called.” 
 
    “The Blade of Twilight’s Doom,” Delkantar said. 
 
    Everyone turned toward the ranger.  “Was it you?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    Delkantar shook his head.  “No.  But that was the sword of my father, and both he and it were lost in that battle,” he said, and then he turned an apologetic stare to Galadon.  “I should have said something sooner, but I wanted to be sure you truly were who you claimed to be before I possibly armed you with more knowledge to fuel lies.  But if you remember the battle and the four flaming blades, then you must truly be Galadon Tercullin, as difficult as it is to believe.” 
 
    “Did you fight in the battle, though?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered with a sigh.  “My father asked me to stay and watch over my family, to evacuate them from the island if the armies failed and fell.  He rode out of Chandler’s Grove with many of the Ghosts of Liam.  That was the last time I ever saw or spoke with him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Leighandra offered, but then she looked at Max and then Galadon.  “To all of you who fought or lost someone in that awful battle.” 
 
    “I can’t help thinking there’s got to be some importance to these particular memories,” Starlenia said.  “Why would Karinda bother unlocking memories about flaming swords unless they were relevant to what we’re doing?  Did the swords have any special powers aside from, obviously, bursting into flame?” 
 
    Galadon smirked.  “They stood as a symbol; a light against the darkness.  We led the army into battle with the flames of our blades.  It wasn’t the swords themselves or even the fact that they sprouted flame; it was light in the gloom, the guiding beacon that the armies followed into the heart of evil.  It may not be the best use of our time, but if we were to find these swords again, we might be able to rally the people the same way your father did, Max.” 
 
    “Perhaps so.  And we know where to find the first,” the luranar said.  “We just need to find someone who can repair it.” 
 
    “It may be that one of my people can aid with that,” Yiilu offered, scratching Vo’rii behind an ear.  “If not, they may know of someone who can.” 
 
    “Now I have someplace to begin,” Leighandra said, drawing their attention.  “Being a chronicler means I’ve spent a great deal of time rooting out lore, legends, and wondrous tales from any and every source.  If there’s any word to be found of these blades or a master smith who can repair one or more of them, I will find it.  We need only pass through as many towns as possible, to widen the net, as it were.” 
 
    “I wonder where your charger ended up,” Starlenia said.  “I guess the assumption is that he was killed in battle, but that may not be the case.  Could be Leighandra can find that out, too.” 
 
    “Haha, I miss that old brute!  Finding him to bring along would certainly beat walking everywhere,” the knight said. 
 
    “Is there anything else you remember about my father?” Max asked. 
 
    Galadon’s mouth tightened into a line.  “Only that when he gave the order to charge, he went before everyone else.  That was why he wanted my charger.  When I remember more, I’ll tell you, Max.  I promise.” 
 
    The luranar nodded and they began to have breakfast.  Conversation turned light, and Leighandra knew the prospect of a solid goal left the others excited.  She wasn’t sure how much information she would find among the fures-rir, but Shartek would give her a place to gauge that, at least.  She had no idea what to expect at Castle Tenari itself.  Legend said the palace was made out of ice, and that the titanic castle constituted the entire city.  The fures-rir weren’t a populous people, so it wasn’t a stretch to think a majority of them might live in one place. 
 
    They continued and reached the mountains.  The passes were inclined, and Leighandra began to understand the fures-rir homeland a little better before they even reached it.  While not so far north that she expected unending winter, it was walled off from the southern winds by the mountain chain.  The passes also climbed up; the land of the fures-rir apparently sat at considerable elevation.  For the time being, the rings the friends had received from Karinda were keeping them comfortable, but they would clearly need survival gear from Shartek to proceed farther. 
 
    Delkantar was on edge the entire time they walked the mountain passes.  Rarely did a moment go by where he wasn’t watching the embankments, cliff sides, slopes, and hills for any sign of trouble.  Leighandra never saw or heard anything, but she took her cues from Auremax and Vo’rii, whose ears told the chronicler that Delkantar was not just being hypervigilant.  They were in dangerous territory, essentially walking through a valley wherein it would be easy to end up cut off and surrounded. 
 
    Nights were even worse, as the circle of firelight did little to illuminate the imposing borders of the pass.  The moons cast their light upon the companions when the cloud cover was thin, but only for a few hours before the glow was choked out by the peaks, leaving only the reflections off of the snowy tops and icy sides to ease the smothering gloom.  They kept two people awake on watch during the cold, tense nights, and the reduced rest made the journey that much more wearying.  All told, it was an unpleasant stretch of days. 
 
    There was a communal yet unspoken air of relief about the group when they reached the far end of the pass without incident.  Delkantar looked back once they reached the higher, open tundra on the far side, and the others paused when he did. 
 
    “What is it?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “There was something watching us the entire time we were in the pass, I’m sure of it,” the ranger answered.  “I never saw it, but my gut tells me when something has eyes on me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling for days.” 
 
    “Wasn’t just you,” Starlenia agreed with a shiver.  “And for something to evade my eyes and yours?  Whatever it was is even better at hiding than me.” 
 
    “Well, town is but a few hours ahead,” Max said, gesturing toward the barely-perceptible, snow-covered roofs in the distance. 
 
    “We need warmer clothes,” Yiilu said.  “These rings will only protect us for so long and against so much.  I imagine once we are properly attired, the rings will almost allow us to forget we are in this unforgiving land.” 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Galadon whispered, his gaze as distant as his voice. 
 
    “What’s that?” Delkantar asked.  The ranger had started to move ahead to take point, but glanced around to see what the paladin was talking about. 
 
    “The flame of the north; I can feel it now.  The cold blue flame of Kalamaris’ sword… it’s somewhere ahead of us.” 
 
    “What would my father’s sword be doing here?” Max wondered. 
 
    “Well, it is called the Sword of the North Wind, right?” Starlenia answered.  The luranar looked at her curiously, and she shrugged.  “Hey, you two were the ones going on about symbols and the importance of the swords… maybe you’re not the only ones.  Maybe someone brought your father’s sword here for the same reason Karinda gave us those rings.” 
 
    “Like we’re being led about by the nose?” Galadon huffed. 
 
    “Can’t look at it that way.  Like Karinda said, our enemies can use the same means to find things out that we can.  If there are signs and wonders, or even a prophecy, there’s no telling who’s going to interpret them correctly first, and it leaves a plan for anyone – friend and enemy alike – to follow, to either stop it or make it come to pass.  But if someone that knows something leaves little clues, well, let’s just say it’s unlikely the demons or even the shakna-rir know what the significance of these swords might be, or that they’re going to come to this frozen wasteland looking for them.” 
 
    “It still feels like we’re being led about by the nose.” 
 
    Starlenia shrugged again.  “Great Spirit works in mysterious ways.  When my ancestors followed the stars, they were brought to a place where we’ve prospered for hundreds of years, with no one to bother us.  And right next to a very large, very powerful empire that could crush us and take our land for their own but hasn’t.  Sometimes you just have to trust that you get led where you need to be, but without being forced to go there.  You’re a horse man; haven’t you ever heard the proverb of leading a horse to water?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Galadon laughed, gesturing for Delkantar to lead them ahead.  “I have many a memory of being bowled over into water by my old friend.” 
 
    The others laughed, and Leighandra fell into step beside her shorter companion.  “You’re quite insightful,” she commented, and Starlenia smiled at her sidelong.  “I should like to visit your people some time when things here are calm, if such a visit is permitted?” 
 
    “Permitted?  Ha!  My people aren’t like the shakna-rir or those knuckleheads guarding Solaris, Leighandra.  You want to come visit, you come with your hands and your heart open, and you’ll find favor among my people.  We don’t have the time or temperament for complex politics or suspicion.  But bring a gift – we like those.” 
 
    The chronicler laughed again.  “Duly noted.” 
 
    Reaching Shartek a few hours later, they headed straight for the town’s most obvious inn.  The town was quiet in the aftermath of a recent snowstorm, but the storm had at least left blue skies in its wake.  How high up did we ascend through the passes? Leighandra wondered.  The air wasn’t so much thinner that it was problematic, but it felt light and had a bite to it that even the rings didn’t fully fend off.  The sky was blue and it had snowed recently, but there was an off feeling in the air, as if the storm planned to return shortly. 
 
    Townsfolk were out and about, some clearing their walks of snow while others watched the new arrivals from their foggy windows.  It wasn’t a large town, but it had more than its fair share of inns to serve travelers headed to or from the kingdom seat.  The amenities sat mostly at the center of town, while the homes and storehouses ringed the outside. 
 
    Leighandra was fascinated by the people.  The majority appeared to be fures-rir, though blue hair and eyes didn’t necessarily indicate as much; it was possible for a terra-rir to have that hair and eye color combination.  More interesting were the many humans.  Some of them looked a lot like Starlenia, though they were taller and more in line with what the chronicler thought of as typical size for humans.  There were few other people about, rir or otherwise, and the chronicler understood that she and Yiilu would be quite curious to the people here. 
 
    “Keeta, Vo’rii,” Yiilu called with a shrill whistle.  The wolf stayed close to her, and only then did Leighandra see the wary looks Vo’rii was getting.  No such suspicion seemed aimed Max’s way, and that made the chronicler wonder. 
 
    Max opened the door of a homey-looking inn and gestured for the others to enter first.  The inside felt balmy compared with the dry chill outside, and Leighandra went to warm her hands at the fire.  The innkeeper – one of the humans who looked a bit like Starlenia – brought over a kettle of hot tea without prompt and set it down at a table large enough for the group.  He paused only long enough to look Max up and down, and after seeing Vo’rii heeled to Yiilu like a well-trained dog, he went back to the bar to get them some cups. 
 
    “It’s still a couple of weeks to Castle Tenari, isn’t it?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Depends how swiftly we move when properly geared, but it should be no more than that, I think,” Delkantar answered.  He took the offered cups from the innkeeper and began pouring tea for the others while Max and Galadon worked to take off their breastplates. 
 
    “Good afternoon, travelers.  Will you be staying long?” the innkeeper asked once they’d all taken seats. 
 
    “Just for tonight, assuming we can get proper attire for a trek to Castle Tenari,” Delkantar answered.  “Could we trouble you for hot coffee and meals in the meantime?” 
 
    “No trouble at all, travelers.  How many rooms would you like?  I have some with two beds, if you would like to share.  Otherwise, I have enough single beds for each of you.” 
 
    “May as well save some coins doubling up.” 
 
    “I can pair up with Auremax if he doesn’t mind,” Leighandra said, and he answered with a simple nod. 
 
    “The wolf is my companion.  She will stay with me, if that is acceptable?” Yiilu said. 
 
    The innkeeper bowed his head.  “Very good.  I will have three rooms prepared, and have coffee and meals for you shortly.” 
 
    “Del, do you and Starlenia mind going and getting us the equipment after we eat?  You two probably know best what we’ll need,” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Sure thing.  Have you had any more of the strange dreams?” Starlenia prodded. 
 
    “Just the same one, over and over.  It always ends just as Kalamaris charges forward on my horse.  But I still feel the call of his sword.  We’re definitely on the right path.  I just don’t understand why it’s leading us this way.” 
 
    “I’ll check in some of the other inns and around town after supper,” Leighandra offered.  “See what I may find out about the swords, or the local legends, or even about you.” 
 
    The innkeeper brought fresh-cooked tundra fowl and coffee, and for a while, the group was able to forget there was a cold, unforgiving land outside the door.  Max retired by the fire when the meal was done, and Vo’rii went and lay at his feet.  Something was clearly troubling him, but Leighandra decided to give him space for the time being.  There would be plenty of time and opportunity to put questions to the luranar once they were in their shared abode, and she thought perhaps he’d be more talkative with less of an audience. 
 
    “All right, we’re off,” Delkantar said, shrugging his cloak up over his shoulders and then tucking his dreadlocks underneath it.  He and Starlenia headed for the door. 
 
    Leighandra was surprised Starlenia and the innkeeper didn’t inquire over each other’s people; perhaps the similarities were more coincidence than anything?  There was such a broad variety among humankind, one she could appreciate as a half-elf.  Deciding not to dwell on it for the moment, she put on her cloak and headed out into the town. 
 
    She looked for a more crowded inn.  Traffic headed south was light, doubtless because of the recent snowstorm and the gnoll troubles, so she reconsidered her plan and went to the supply store after Delkantar and Starlenia. 
 
    “Don’t trust us to even buy equipment?” the Okonashai woman joked when she entered. 
 
    “I thought perhaps I should get some armor, something like yours, at least.  Not sure I want heavy chain or plate, certainly not in this climate,” Leighandra answered.  “I think the leather with the plates is effective yet unrestrictive, yes?” 
 
    Delkantar nodded.  “If you depend on movement, it’s what you want.  Galadon and Max are better suited to holding the line; you, Starlenia, and I are skirmishers.  Yiilu is… something else entirely.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the chronicler asked, moving over to the few display dummies with armor on them.  The shop wasn’t well-stocked when it came to adventurers’ gear, but it looked like they’d have something she could buy to make do for now.  She was simply thankful this area had humans.  Had it been all rir, they probably wouldn’t have anything that fit right. 
 
    “You’re very handy with your sorcery, there’s no denying that,” the ranger said, but then he paused when he saw the shopkeeper’s reaction to the word sorcery.  “But the things Yiilu can do?  That’s the power of gods – or Mother Nature, or however she wants to put it.  I have a feeling like we’ve only gotten the barest glimpse into what that woman can do.  We had a few among the Ghosts of Liam that could tap into nature’s power, but nothing like what we’ve seen Yiilu do.” 
 
    “Yes, the power of the druids is considerable when they tap into the Earth Mother’s blessings,” Leighandra agreed.  She gestured to a set of leather with metal bits that wasn’t quite as protective as Delkantar’s, but was still several steps above her traveling performer’s clothes.  “May I try this on, sir?” 
 
    The shopkeeper came over and bowed politely to her before he took down the armor and began helping her try it on.  He said something to her, but Leighandra shook her head.  “Sorry, but I don’t speak your local dialect.” 
 
    “I was simply asking if you should like sundries for your impending travels,” he said. 
 
    “She’s with us; we’ll give her what she needs,” Starlenia answered him. 
 
    “Do your people trade stories about the great battle against the demon king in the south?” Leighandra asked the shopkeeper while she slipped on the leather bracers. 
 
    There was something about the man’s face that made him look to always be smiling, and Leighandra found it was a contagious thing, intentional or not.  His voice was jovial to go along with his features, and an interesting accent flowed through in his words.  “I have heard the stories, but I cannot recall many of the details.  I know only that a great many forces aligned to fight off the demon.” 
 
    “Do you know anything of a powerful sword being brought this way after the battle?” 
 
    The shopkeeper shook his head.  “Nothing of that sort, no.  You could always check with the great wizard they have at Drazika Sul’Tenari.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Drazika Sul’Tenari.  I believe those in the south have shortened it to Castle Tenari over the years.” 
 
    Leighandra considered the name and snorted as she figured out how the nickname came into being.  “Who is the great wizard there?” 
 
    “Not sure of his name, but he is an old fures-rir wizard.  Been around many centuries, from what I have heard.  How is the fit?” 
 
    “Just need to tighten some of the straps and ties and I think it will work perfectly,” the chronicler said, dancing around the open area of the shop a bit to gauge how restrictive and heavy the armor was.  Fortunately, it was more than acceptable on both fronts.  Human armor didn’t always fit properly due to her slightly slimmer half-elven frame, so she was glad to find a good fit without alterations.  “How much do I owe you for the set, good sir?” 
 
    “Just put whatever it is on our bill,” Starlenia said dismissively. 
 
    “Did you bring a lot of coin with you?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I found some things along the way,” the rogue answered.  “Plus there was the coin that necromancer in Solaris was carrying.” 
 
    “Necromancer?” the shopkeeper blurted, going still.  “Are you looking into the trouble that has been plaguing our lands?” 
 
    “Yes, we are.  We were sent this way by Archmagus Karinda Bakhor and are on our way up to Castle Tenari,” Delkantar answered.  “Why, are you having problems here?  Anything we can perhaps assist you with?” 
 
    The shopkeeper made a shooing gesture toward the door.  “No; just go.  Take what you need and be on your way.  No charge.  Go with our thanks and prayers.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Leighandra asked, and the shopkeeper bowed to them.  While she appreciated the gesture, she hesitated to let someone potentially ruin their livelihood to lend them aid.  Still, she knew better than to insult a gift-giver.  “Thank you, sir.  We appreciate the help.” 
 
    They returned to the inn, and Starlenia began laying out the things they would need.  She had all the basic gear for setting up a campsite in the cold and high winds, heavy undergarments of various sizes – though none were well-fitted for her – cloaks, oil for blades and armor, and various other sundries.  When Leighandra considered the cost of the armor she wore, she realized the shopkeeper had surrendered a considerable amount of money in giving these things away. 
 
    They shared dinner and then turned in early, determined to catch a good night’s rest and get underway as soon as possible.  The shopkeeper’s comments had put a bit more urgency in them, and Galadon was certain they were being led to Kalamaris’ sword. 
 
    Max lay on his bed in his undergarments, making an obvious effort to remain somewhat proper in Leighandra’s presence.  He was staring at the ceiling, though, and she resolved to try to ease his tensions.  “What troubles you, my friend?  You seemed distant sitting by the fire alone.” 
 
    He remained quiet for a minute.  “I feel torn,” he said at last.  “I should go home, be with my wife and daughters, but I cannot abandon you.  At the same time, I feel drawn to follow this path before us to find out as much as I can about my father.  It is as though finding his sword and bringing it home might earn me some redemption in his sight.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He sat up and crossed his legs, hunched over a bit, and Leighandra looked at all of the crisscrossing lines that looked like scars, just as Starlenia had mentioned.  She had caught glimpses of them before, but not to this extent.  He roused her from her thoughts when he answered, “My father loved me; I have no doubts about that.  He brought me up in the ways of our Christian faith and the path of a paladin.  But there was always a bit of coldness between us, and there is likewise little doubt in my mind as to why: I killed my mother.” 
 
    “Oh, Max,” Leighandra said, putting a hand to her mouth.  She shook her head.  “Do you mean in childbirth?  Surely you know that wasn’t your fault…” 
 
    “I know.  But it was ever a wedge between us, I fear.  And then I lost him to that damned demon king before I could ever prove my worth to him.  This may sound silly or perhaps even savage to you, but as his seventh son, I inherited these golden bands.  I was supposed to be his successor.  I was supposed to become him when his time as king or here on Citaria as a whole was done.  And yet here I am, chasing pride and ghosts across the continent, leaving my brother to rule in my stead, and leaving my wife to sing our daughters to sleep without me.” 
 
    Leighandra rose and sat on the end of his bed, and she lifted his lupine chin to meet his icy blue eyes.  “Your father left his people when the situation demanded it,” she said.  “He would be proud of you, Max.  Your family is well cared-for; you said so yourself.  They miss you, I’m sure, but you are not chasing pride and ghosts.  You are standing up for righteousness, and no man, woman, or child worth their salt would ever fault you for that.” 
 
    His ears went back, but the eyes said he was ashamed, not angry.  She continued, “And you’re neither expected to nor should you try to become your father, Max.  You are your own man, and that’s the man your wife loves, your daughters look up to, and your people will follow when the time comes to assume the crown.” 
 
    “You must think me a fool,” he whispered, “to sit and whine like a child.” 
 
    “You’re a young man with a lot of weight on your shoulders.  Don’t try to take it all on yourself, Max.  Share your burdens.  Anytime you need to talk, I’m here to listen.  We’re in this together, all of us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “May I ask you a personal question, though?  Would that be too forward of me?” she asked, and he shook his head and gestured for her to speak.  “Max, did your father beat you?  Are those really birthmarks on your back and arms, or are they scars of abuse?” 
 
    His eyes went wide.  “No, they are birthmarks,” he said.  “I have had them since the day I was born.  My people are quite superstitious about them – as are the gnolls – but I place little stock in superstition.” 
 
    She was about to press him on that, but there was a commotion in the next room.  After exchanging a glance, they went to knock on the door.  “Galadon?  Is that you?” Max called. 
 
    “Yiilu!  Get in here, quickly!” Delkantar called from within. 
 
    Max opened the door and rushed in, but he stopped short just inside.  Leighandra went around to his side and gasped when she beheld Galadon spilled upon the floor as though he’d been struck down.  He was shaking, and Max knelt beside him and put a hand to the knight’s shoulder.  Yiilu and Starlenia came in after, and the druidess took up position across from Max. 
 
    “What happened?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    Delkantar shrugged.  “I’ve no idea.  We were asleep, and then he sat up and shouted No before he jumped up and started flailing at some unseen foe.  Then he just fell down and started shaking.  I had no idea what to do.” 
 
    Galadon suddenly sat bolt upright and shouted, “No!” 
 
    “Be at peace.  You are safe with your friends,” Yiilu hushed him.  Vo’rii padded into the room and licked the paladin’s face, and that seemed to finally break him free of whatever waking nightmare had gripped him. 
 
    “Oh, by the Shepherd, that was… that was so intense,” he wheezed, trying to get his breath.  Max and Delkantar helped him get back up to sit on the edge of his bed, and he hung his head in his hands for a minute.  No one troubled him to speak until he was ready, but Starlenia put a wet rag on the back of his neck. 
 
    “The dream went further this time,” he said.  “We charged into battle behind Kalamaris, but he was knocked from Galrinthor easily; he wasn’t a practiced combat rider.  But he charged after Arku and began to fight the demon king in single combat.  And then… he was gone.  I got there too late, but I took his place and pressed the demon king.” 
 
    Galadon’s arms suddenly came up in a parrying pose.  “He shattered my sword.  Arku destroyed my sword, but he failed to kill me, and I picked up Kalamaris’ sword.  And then I… he… I think we killed each other.  Or at the very least, I hurt him enough that the rest of the army was able to drive him off.  And the last thing I remember was… lying on the ground, staring into Kalamaris’ eyes.” 
 
    Max sat on the edge of Delkantar’s bed across from Galadon.  “You took up my father’s sword after he was killed?” 
 
    “It was the closest weapon at hand after Arku shattered my own.” 
 
    The luranar shook his head.  “I am not criticizing, my friend.  Just wondering if that may be the reason the sword calls to you now.  Perhaps it recognizes you as the last man to wield it, and it wants to be in your possession again.” 
 
    “It was your father’s sword, and it should have passed to you,” Galadon said.  “I make no claims on your father’s blade.” 
 
    “Perhaps not.  But it may be making a claim on you.” 
 
    Starlenia shook her head.  “This has gotten a lot more complicated than I expected when we decided to go search the cemetery in Solaris.  What have we unearthed here?” 
 
    “Karinda will explain when we return from Castle Tenari; I am sure of it,” Yiilu said.  “I cannot help but think she sent us this way to see if these very events might happen, and now, if she believes these, too, are among the signs she has been observing, she may be able to enlighten us to the true purpose.” 
 
    “If she knows, and she can,” Starlenia corrected. 
 
    Galadon stood up.  “All I can say is that destiny is what awaits us at Castle Tenari, and we must make every effort to get there quickly.  Which means I need a drink, or I’m never going to get back to sleep.” 
 
    The others laughed, and though Galadon invited them all, only Delkantar went with him to get a nightcap.  Max and Leighandra returned to their shared room.  The luranar sat on the edge of his bed and looked up at Leighandra when she approached. 
 
    “Don’t even say it,” the chronicler preempted him.  “Whatever reason the sword might be calling to Galadon, remember something: You could feel the evil in the west when none of the rest of us could.  We each have our part to play.  Try not to read too much into what yours is until all is revealed.” 
 
    The luranar paladin smirked.  “I was just going to say goodnight,” he quipped. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter VIII – Eldest 
 
      
 
    For all the tension of the mountain passes, the trek across the frozen wastelands wasn’t anywhere near as interesting.  Leighandra assumed she probably missed a lot of the subtleties of this land, her focus on solving riddles and chronicling their journey in her mind.  Delkantar and Starlenia would be more aware of what lay among the expanses, whether white with old snow and ice or those few stretches where life had tried to break free of winter’s endless grip.  Despite its “natural” state, Yiilu didn’t seem to hold any particular fondness for the fures-rir homeland. 
 
    What struck Leighandra as most interesting and amusing were the wolves, and the way they regarded the passing party.  Certainly, they found Vo’rii’s presence alarming initially, but then puzzling when they saw she traveled among men instead of her own kind.  What, then, did they think of Auremax?  Did the six-foot-tall luranar strike them as an alpha?  Did he simply come across as a man to them?  Or did they consider him a monster, even? 
 
    Those were questions the chronicler knew better than to ask.  Max didn’t seem touchy about his lupine features when Starlenia teased him, but that was their relationship dynamic, and not what Leighandra wanted between herself and the paladin.  For all she knew, he wanted to throttle the little woman and simply refrained from doing so out of some combination of respect, chivalry, and honor.  The luranar were an interesting people to Leighandra, so different and yet still so easily relatable, but she was wary of treating Max like a novelty. 
 
    Drazika Sul’Tenari was everything Leighandra had dreamed of and more.  While it wasn’t made of actual ice, it was crystalline in appearance, some of its walls opaque while others were translucent or even transparent.  The sun’s reflection off of its glass-like structure was nothing short of astounding, casting rainbows and glares in innumerable hues across the walls and streets, giving the entire city an ethereal quality like the gossamer wings of a lunar moth.  Leighandra could safely say it was the most “magical” city she had ever seen, if one took the definition of the word loosely. 
 
    The temperature was bitterly cold this far north and at such an elevation, especially with the waning summer.  It was only made worse by the thin air and vicious coastal winds that whipped along the cliff faces to the north and west.  The rings from Karinda, coupled with appropriate attire, kept Leighandra and her friends warm and comfortable, but this was an unforgiving land.  The streets were icy in many places, a feature that didn’t seem to bother the nearly homogenous fures-rir population whatsoever.  They walked across ice as if it wasn’t there, and the flimsy outfits on some of the fures-rir people nearly made the chronicler laugh aloud to see them.  The fact that the people were immune to the cold didn’t dispel the oddness of seeing mostly-naked people in the frigid chill. 
 
    Leighandra wasn’t the only one to take in the people with confusion and wonder.  The entire group found the homogenous makeup striking, the fact that every single fures-rir had blue hair and eyes making it difficult to discern differences at first glance.  Leighandra, as a poet, writer, and general chronicler, was more accustomed to picking out finer details, so she saw the differences in brows, snouts, shades of eye and hair color, and even the overbite that marked those who lived on the city’s edges.  But to those who didn’t look at those finer details, she imagined the city might look like a legion of rir clones. 
 
    There was no reason for them to request an audience with the queen, but Galadon led them right to the main keep, following the pull of Kalamaris’ sword.  While the entire city was referred to as Castle Tenari, the keep itself was of considerable size, more so than Galadon’s old palace in Dira Ch’Tori.  Its spires and towers suggested that many important people lived here in addition to the monarchy, and staring up at the sky-tickling spires, Leighandra hoped the city’s resident archmage would be among them.  Either way, Galadon seemed sure he could lead them right to the sword. 
 
    That plan, however, ended at the main staircase to the audience hall, where two guards halted their progress with saw-toothed glaives.  It might not have been an optimal weapon for a castle guard to wield, but it certainly made its point without a word being spoken.  The guards looked similar enough before one took their fures-rir features into account, but were slim and stylishly armored rather than bulky and fully covered in plate.  One of them said, in an odd but wonderfully-accented voice, “The queen is not receiving visitors at this time.  Should you need to see her, go and speak with her seneschal, up the stairs to the west.” 
 
    “We are actually here to see a powerful wizard; does he live here in the castle?  And would he accept visitors?” Max asked. 
 
    The guard on the left indicated a hallway beside the stairs.  “Follow this corridor, then take the first left onto the spiral stairs.  They will lead up to the wizard’s tower.” 
 
    “And how should we address him?” Galadon inquired. 
 
    “Old Rexis?  Simply call him by name, sir.  He isn’t one to stand on ceremony.” 
 
    “Thank the gods for that,” Starlenia muttered, and the friends continued as indicated. 
 
    The spiraling staircase was steep, but thankfully, being indoors, it wasn’t slippery like the city outside.  The interior of the castle wasn’t what Leighandra would call warm, but it was kept at a more agreeable temperature, likely to accommodate visitors and diplomats.  What was amazing was the lack of windows; the walls were simply translucent or transparent in the appropriate places to allow light to shine in or visitors to look out.  It wasn’t the magic that Karinda had used in her tower, but it was impressive nonetheless. 
 
    And thankfully, she mused, it means that frigid wind isn’t blowing into the keep. 
 
    The stairs led up a considerable distance, and when they passed another of the narrow “windows,” Leighandra saw they had ascended high above the other rooftops.  From here, she could see out over the northern ocean, and caught a glimpse of a few fishing vessels.  With a smile, she and her friends continued until they came to a heavy wooden door at the top. 
 
    Starlenia wasted little time in knocking, and the door swung open immediately.  There was no one there, but that hardly stopped the rogue from striding in.  She paused after a few steps when she saw just how markedly different this wizard’s study was than Karinda’s home. 
 
    While there were bookshelves here, the room was dominated by curiosities of all kinds, from an astrolabe to several telescopes – uncommon, but Leighandra had seen and heard of them on many occasions; numerous display cases that boasted antique weapons, jewels, books, an odd glove that looked to be made of chainmail, and one that was full of odd sorts of eyewear; a water clock, which was a double curiosity in this frozen land; a modest-sized dragon skull mounted on the wall; a full set of bubbling, burping alchemical equipment; and, not the least, a taxidermied crocodile suspended high above the center of the room.  Leighandra considered that, concluding it had to have come from overseas somewhere.  She wasn’t aware of the creatures living anywhere on Terrassia, not even on the southern coasts. 
 
    The dragon skull got her attention more than the swamp reptile, but before she could make her way over to it, the wizard made his appearance.  “Yes, Your Majesty, what…,” came the oddly-accented voice of a fures-rir male before he stopped and beheld the party in confusion.  “Who in the hell are you people?” 
 
    The friends received no time to reply.  The wizard met Max’s gaze and his mouth fell open slightly.  “Oh, gods, it’s you…” 
 
    “Forgive me, sir, but do you know me?” Max returned. 
 
    The wizard put his hands to his hips and blew out a long sigh.  He scratched at the side of his head and grimaced, then gestured them all in.  “Come in, come in.  Find a spot to sit.” 
 
    He began moving around, clearing stacks of books and scrolls off of the few chairs.  The wizard paused before the alchemical equipment and squinted at it, then turned a couple of knobs before letting forth a hmph.  When he turned and saw Yiilu studying a potted plant on one stool, he impatiently gestured for her to get rid of it.  “Just throw that stupid thing anywhere.  They never produce fruit anyway.” 
 
    The druidess cradled the potted plant as though it were a child.  “Why would it produce fruit here?” 
 
    The wizard spun back around and cocked his head like a dog hearing a strange new noise.  “Why wouldn’t it?” he demanded. 
 
    “Gods, man, it’s barely warm enough for the poor thing to survive, much less bear fruit,” Delkantar laughed.  “I’m amazed it’s even still alive.” 
 
    Rexis spun two complete circuits, his gaze whipping about the room.  He dashed off in a flurry of papers and shifting furniture, and began tossing wooden boxes and cases out of a rarely-used fireplace.  He sat back on his haunches with a satisfied grin until he realized he had no firewood.  Turning to his left, he leveled a squinty-eyed gaze at a stack of books and papers. 
 
    Leighandra had to put her hand over her mouth to keep from guffawing at his antics.  Rexis was such a contrast to Karinda.  Wizards were typically studious, over-focused individuals who could get lost in their studies for years at a time.  This one, however, seemed as though he had chanced into his power and never strode down the path of reason and logic that unlocked the mysteries of the arcane.  Leighandra, as a sorceress, drew her arcane power from her mother’s blood: the blood of the elven people.  But that same power could be tapped into by those who had the meticulous and single-minded drive to study and unlock it. 
 
    Rexis didn’t fit that profile at all. 
 
    The wizard stood straight after a few contemplative moments and closed his eyes, turning this way and that slowly until a smile creased his rir snout.  He held his arms forth, then, and a pile of half a dozen seasoned logs appeared in them.  He dumped them unceremoniously into the grate, and set them ablaze with a gesture.  He was about to speak but then turned and closed the tower’s higher traditional windows and vents with short gestures. 
 
    “My apologies.  I don’t get visitors very often, certainly not of this type,” he said, taking a seat on the edge of a table.  It was as though he’d sobered up in an instant, and after taking in his guests for a silent stretch, he gestured a kettle of water to take its place over the fire.  He busied himself with a few other short, menial tasks, but finally settled his gaze back on Max.  “By the gods, I never thought to see you again in this lifetime.” 
 
    “Sir?” Max responded.  “I believe you may be mistaking me for my father, Kalamaris.” 
 
    “Hmmmm… So you are his seventh son, then?  Gods above, then Karinda was right.  How does that woman do it…?” 
 
    “She was right about what, sir?” 
 
    “Must you wizards always speak in riddles?” Galadon huffed.  “We got enough of the mysterious nonsense when we met with Karinda.  Can you not simply tell us what’s going on and spare us the games?” 
 
    The wizard’s ears angled back sharply, so Leighandra held her hands up in a soothing gesture.  “We’ve forgotten the most basic of niceties, sir.  I am Leighandra Evenstar, chronicler of Solaris.  And these are my friends,” she said before introducing each by name.  Auremax’ name got the most telling reaction from the old wizard, but he was bemused by Galadon’s as well.  “The guards downstairs told us that your name is Rexis, but that is hardly a fitting introduction to a master of the arcane.” 
 
    “Hmph!  Indeed,” the wizard said with a snort.  “I am Rexis De’Tourga, something of a court wizard to Her Majesty here in the city, but mostly just a foolish old man still bewildered by the mysteries of the cosmos.” 
 
    “Are you a member of Karinda’s council or whatever they call it?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “Ha!  No.  I have better things to do than police the world’s fledgling arcanists.  Well, I suppose I don’t, but not interested!  I study time… the movement of the heavens, and of the men below them.  And that is why I find your presence here so curious at this time.  Karinda sent you to me, then?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Delkantar said, nearly losing his train of thought when he saw Yiilu coaxing the little plant to bear fruit.  “She hinted we might come this way, but it was our friend Galadon who led us here, drawn by the call of the sword that belonged to Max’s father.” 
 
    “Just as she said it would…,” Rexis muttered.  He shook his head.  “We will get to that shortly.  What do you know of all this, hmm?  What is it you want with the blade?” 
 
    “We’re actually investigating the necromancers raising undead all over the continent.  How large an issue is it out here?” 
 
    “Necromancy?  You’d have to ask the fishermen.  Our dead are committed to the icy sea, and I doubt there’s much left to be raised when the aquatic life has had its say on the matter.  I do believe we sent a representative south to speak on such issues, but I’ve no idea what he may have had to say.  However, contrary to what you likely thought before coming here, we are far from the only thing that wanders these frozen lands, and they have had issues with it, I assure you.” 
 
    “Did you know my father?” Max asked. 
 
    “Fought beside him, for all the good that did him in the end,” the wizard confirmed with a nod.  “Bravest man I ever met, but not without his faults.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That man… colder than the sword he wielded.  Strange words coming from a crusty old fures-rir hermit such as myself, I’ll grant you, but true all the same.  Never have I seen a man so driven to righteousness, yet without the slightest shred of social grace.  And no braver man have I ever met or followed, not in all my many, long years.  And that… are those strawberries?” 
 
    Yiilu held the little potted plant up as if showing off a newborn babe.  “They are, though you will get few of them from this poor child.  You neglected this plant for too long, leaving it to cling to life in the cold.  Take better care with the next generation, sir.” 
 
    Galadon made a sound deep in his throat.  “You were saying, in regard to Kalamaris?” 
 
    “Are your lives so short that you cannot grant time for even the simplest pleasures?  That was Kalamaris’ greatest fault… single-minded devotion can be commendable, but not when it comes at the expense of all those around you, young man,” Rexis chided him.  “Take care that you don’t make the same mistakes, and lead this young pup astray before he’s found himself and the crown that belongs upon his brow!” 
 
    Leighandra stepped over beside Max and lightly touched his hand.  He looked to her at the contact, his eyes wide and searching.  He shrugged after a moment; was he coming to realize that his father’s coldness may not have been specific to him?  The chronicler was still piecing together everything she could about King Kalamaris Talvorus.  No doubt the loss of his wife had a large part to do with his personality in his later years, but was that the entirety of it?  Had he, too, had the crown thrust upon him too early on account of a superstition? 
 
    “So you were there when Arku was killed?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    The wizard laughed.  “Killed?  Hardly.  Driven back to the underworld, no more.  And he took a great number of lives before that and on his way out the proverbial door.  Some of his men were scattered to the wind, trapped here without him.  They are found over time, standing out too well amongst our peoples here, even when the mallasti try to hide among the gnolls.  The other denizens of the underworld stand out even more obviously, and are put to the sword.” 
 
    Leighandra exchanged glances with the others, but Rexis shook off his words.  “Yes, I was there.  I saw Kalamaris fall, saw Galadon take up his sword and stand against the demon.  Even the great silver dragon Alamarise was there, lending his aid.  The four flames of man, the flame of dragon, the bow and spear of the elves and the czarikk, even the savage claws of the gnolls… never have I seen so many united in common cause… not since the Third Demon War.” 
 
    Leighandra balked.  “Surely you don’t mean…” 
 
    The wizard smirked as he walked over toward Yiilu.  “Does it surprise you, young lady?  That I would have no parents, but be old enough to count myself as a direct creation of Gori Sensullu so many years ago?” 
 
    “That cannot be,” Delkantar said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “Oh, it is, boy.  It is.  And when you gain the answers you seek, you will understand,” Rexis said over his shoulder.  He was wiggling his fingers expectantly, but then he looked up to Yiilu’s eyes bashfully.  “May I?” 
 
    “By all means,” the druidess said. 
 
    The wizard popped a strawberry into his mouth and his eyes went wide.  “Are they always so sweet, or is this some work of your power?” 
 
    Galadon shifted, but amusingly, it was Starlenia who spoke before he could.  “Look, she’ll grow you an army of strawberry plants if you’ll tell us what this is all about.  Not to seem like we’re in a hurry to leave, but there is a broader mystery here, and we’re trying to head off as much of the damage as we can.  There’s a lot at stake.” 
 
    “Ha!  You have no idea.  Which is why you’re here, of course.  Because Karinda has no idea, either.  She’s exceptionally bright and has foresight that borders on clairvoyance, but she doesn’t have the entire picture.  No one does except for this old hermit, because he was there at the beginning – and gods willing, he’ll be there to finally see the end.” 
 
    Rexis popped the other strawberry in his mouth and then took the potted plant to hold high above his head as if it was some token of triumph from a great battle.  “Oh, wonderful little plant!  More strawberries or not, you will hold a place of honor in this study!” 
 
    Leighandra couldn’t help it; she started laughing openly as the wizard dance-stepped his way over to the fireplace mantel and found the plant a suitably warm spot.  Starlenia attracted Yiilu’s attention and gestured for her to make good on the promise.  The druidess looked around for other pots of unused soil, and began waving her hand over them.  Leighandra figured she was trying to find the ones he’d planted other strawberry seeds in. 
 
    Rexis turned and beheld the impatient gazes of Galadon and Starlenia, but he looked to each of the companions before letting out a long sigh.  “It was nearly sixteen centuries ago that this land saw its first major conflict.  For so long it had sat untapped, only marginally populated by the frontiersmen among the humans and early rir people.  Even my own people and our more warmth-inclined cousins had yet to touch upon this world, much less this island.  And that, my young friends, made it a most tempting target for the Devil Queen.” 
 
    The wizard swept a pile of books and papers off of the centermost table of the study, but rather than clatter to the floor, they flew into the shelves and cubbyholes, seemingly of their own accord.  His motions had revealed a map of the continent, an impressive thing to behold at any time, but much more so when Leighandra considered its weathered edges and the deep gold color of the ancient parchment.  There she sat in all her glory: Terrassia, looking like some misshapen splatter of paint upon canvas. 
 
    “After two failed attempts to capture Askies, the Devil Queen set her sights on a much less inhabited land… a place she could move her armies quietly and freely, establish a foothold, and create war between continents instead of trying to wedge her way into one already tightly held by mortal hands.  And so began what we now call the Third Demon War.  The people here were sparse and distant from each other, and so the Devil Queen’s first incursions met with no small measure of success.  And then, from the dust, Gori Sensullu made his countermove.” 
 
    He gestured to the far north, where this very castle lay, and then to the southwest.  “From the depths of our cold home, we struck forth to do battle with her minions.  We were a young people, newly created, a fledgling race full of our lord’s fire but none of his wisdom or any of the experience it would take before we began to form our kingdom.  And from the southwest, the shakna-rir went forth, striking from the deep jungles and rainforests, places the serilian demons did not dare to tread.” 
 
    “Jungles and rainforests?” Delkantar repeated, walking over to the map.  “None of this is here anymore.  This is all sand and blasted rock, from one end to the other!” 
 
    “It is now, boy, but it was not always so,” the wizard agreed.  “We struck from the north and the south, pinching the Devil Queen’s idle forces between us.  The shakna-rir drove them into our northern forests, and there we held them.  When winter came, the shakna-rir remained in their deeper jungles and rainforests, and left the bulk of the fighting to us.  The serilian demons didn’t like the cold any more than our southern cousins, and we capitalized on that fact.  After four winters, they’d had enough: They were defeated, and the Devil Queen had to withdraw to whatever hell she called home.” 
 
    Rexis coupled his index and middle fingers and waved them shortly across the map so that it changed.  New cities and kingdom boundaries appeared, and though there were still deep forests in the southwest that weren’t there now, the land began to look a bit more like what the chronicler was familiar with.  Most curious were two black pyramids that had appeared on the map, one in the Dragon Mountains and the other in what was now Laeranore. 
 
    “The Devil Queen was not the only enemy we fought in that war, however.  While she and our armies were busy fighting, another otherworldly force made an incursion into our lands.  These were the syrinthians, the snake-folk of the underworld, servants of their demonic deity known only as the Tempis’ra.  While we warred with each other, they built their three cities, each a focal point that we would later discover were meant to breach the barriers between Citaria and the underworld.” 
 
    “You fought in this war?” Max asked, pointing at the map. 
 
    “Oh, I did, young pup.  Almost sixteen hundred years ago.  I was among the first of my people to grasp the arcane and use it to terrible effect.  But let me tell my story as I see fit, for if I lose the line of my thoughts, you will learn little, and your human companion will get angry when I go off to eat more strawberries.” 
 
    Even Galadon cracked a smile at that.  Yiilu brought over another pot, its soil beginning to burst forth with little sprouts already. 
 
    The wizard regarded the pot for a moment, but heroically stayed on topic.  “The first city was in what we now call the Dragon Mountains.  It was a citadel high on a mountainside, and there the snake-folk held their abominable sacrifices and ceremonies to their demonic god.  They were slaughtered and driven out, their priestess and source of power ruined, and the survivors scattered to the four winds.” 
 
    “The second city was here, in the lands of Laeranore, before the elves came to closely guard their borders against outsiders.  These, too, were slaughtered and driven out in the same fashion.  Then, with the war against the Devil Queen nearly complete, we were able to set our sights on the third and final city, the very abode of the Tempis’ra.” 
 
    A black pyramid appeared in the jungles of the south.  “Here he hid amongst the deeper parts of the shakna-rir land, away from the eyes of mortal and serilian demon alike.  Here he built his great black pyramid, where the snake-folk who remained bent knee to him, sacrificed each other and whatever other sentient people they could to him, and served him as their god.  And it was here that we confronted him, tens of thousands of men and women united in one single, common cause.” 
 
    Rexis looked up and met each of the companions’ eyes before he hunched over the map once more and began tapping relevant spots.  “Four flames were brought to bear against the Tempis’ra.  From the north, our future queen Sevulkra Tenari went wielding the Sword of the North Wind; from the east, the human king Paul Tercullin came wielding the Sword of Ascending Dawn; from the south came the shakna-rir warlord Fetarru Tumureldi, wielding the Sword of Southern Flame; and from the west was the human clan chief Randall Oliver, carrying the Blade of Twilight’s Doom.” 
 
    Leighandra didn’t have to look at her friends to know what they were thinking or what their reactions must have looked like.  “And you led this army?” she prompted. 
 
    Rexis laughed.  “By the gods, woman, no.  We were united, yes, but though we found common cause, we didn’t unify behind a single leader.  I suppose history would say that I led the gathered arcanists among our number, and that is what led to the tragedy of the southlands.  For you see, though we were successful in defeating the Tempis’ra eventually, the death toll was far from the most staggering result.  No, the worst of it you now see every time you travel to the land of the shakna-rir.” 
 
    He waved his fingers over the map again, prompting the final change.  Gone were the deep jungles and rainforest, leaving several shakna-rir cities in their nakedness among the sands.  “The Tempis’ra met our force with great force, our magic with greater magic.  We fought not just some serpentine despot, but a god given mortal form, an avatar of evil, and a conduit of unholy power the likes of which none of us understood.  And so our only and ill-conceived form of response was to meet his power and aggression with greater power and aggression.  And we destroyed nearly a quarter of this continent, such that it has never been reborn, not even at the hands of the mighty elven druids who share this land with us.” 
 
    “This is what’s awakened?” Galadon asked, pointing at the map with sudden alarm.  “Whatever you killed, it’s risen under this necromantic power?” 
 
    The wizard cupped his draconic chin with his fingers.  “That is a possibility, but one I’m inclined not to believe.  No, you see, much like with Arku at the end of the more recent war, we never killed the Tempis’ra.  We subdued him, defeated him, and bound him, but we couldn’t kill him.  He was a god!  We did the only thing we could at the time, the only thing that was within our power: We buried him, sealed within his own pyramid, and sank him and his unholy temple beneath the sands of the Khalarin.” 
 
    “Could this Tempis’ra be behind the necromancy?  We spoke with some entity through a necromancer that called itself the… Crimson Queen.  Does it sound familiar?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “The Crimson Queen?” Rexis echoed in a hiss.  “No, that wouldn’t be the Tempis’ra, but it might point to there being more than one culprit here.  For you see, The Crimson Queen is one of the nicknames of King Koursturaux S’Bakthra, one of the most powerful demon kings of the underworld.” 
 
    “They grow ever more desperate to come to this world,” Delkantar said.  “I suppose it’s a good thing we have one of them on our side, and that it would be one of the more tactically brilliant among them.” 
 
    “Celigus Chinchala?” the wizard asked, and he let forth a hmph when Delkantar nodded.  “We’ll just see about that.” 
 
    “So, history is repeating itself, and we will end up fighting this Tempis’ra yet again,” Max said. 
 
    “History repeats itself because evil never ceases trying to overcome good.  But by its very nature, it tries the same things over and over.” 
 
    The luranar paladin folded his arms across his chest and sighed.  “Can we count on your help, mighty wizard?” 
 
    “My days of fighting are over,” Rexis said with an apologetic gesture.  “I can scarcely keep my own study in order anymore, and I shudder to think what destruction I might rain upon our land after this many years.  I will leave it to the younger generations, but I will have my place among your resistance, young pup, do not fear.  I will guide you, and those who will fight beside you, and I have a gift the likes of which you will probably never understand.  Come.” 
 
    The wizard stopped only long enough to pop one more strawberry into his mouth, which drew laughs from most of the companions.  He set off down to the main level of the castle and the stairs to the audience chamber.  He impatiently waved off any inquiry from the guards and led his guests up and into the impressive chamber.  All wonder at the radiance and rainbow hues cast by the ice-like walls and high windows of the throne room were dispelled immediately by the sight of what stood in the center of the floor. 
 
    At first, Leighandra thought they had found another of Max’s people, if not one of his relatives, but she quickly realized her error.  The suit of armor and the sword and shield it held had been placed upon a stand in the throne room’s center.  The armor was of incredible, shining silver, its breastplate engraved with a gold cross, and the chronicler recalled that though Max said he and his father were Christian, that symbol also represented two Citarian deities: the Ghost and Bek Coramin.  The shield likewise had a golden cross engraved upon it, its edge lined with writing in a script unfamiliar to the chronicler – which was a rare thing in this land. 
 
    The helm was a fanged, snarling wolf mask; one that gave Leighandra shivers even when it wasn’t upon someone’s head.  She imagined the icy blue eyes of a luranar paladin staring out from within, a sword burning with blue flame gripped in his clawed hand.  And that thought brought her attention to the sword itself.  Its pommel looked like it was carved out of ice, the blade somehow translucent silver with a marking near the pommel of a horned ram’s head. 
 
    “Can it be?” came a voice from beyond the display, accented similarly to Rexis’.  The queen rose and strode down from her throne and dais, slowing in her approach as she studied Max.  “But no, it is not… you are not Kalamaris Talvorus.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Rexis said with an awkward bow, “this is Prince Auremax Talvorus, the seventh son of King Kalamaris Talvorus.” 
 
    The queen approached, trailed by her various retainers, many of whom seemed put out by the uninvited interruption.  If the fures-rir monarch felt the same way, she gave no indication.  She stopped before Max and looked him up and down, and the luranar prince bowed deeply to her.  The rest of the companions followed suit quickly, and the fures-rir woman smiled. 
 
    “I am Queen Sevultra Tenari, and I welcome you to our kingdom,” she said.  “You look so very much like your father, young prince.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” Max replied, and he did seem to actually appreciate the sentiment so far as Leighandra could tell.  “Forgive me if it is too forward to ask, but how did you come to possess my father’s armor and sword if he was killed in battle with Arku?” 
 
    “It was brought here by an angel,” the queen responded, turning slightly to admire the set.  She snorted without even looking at the doubtful faces of those behind her.  “Despite what my staff may believe, it was a being of light who brought the armor and sword to me in what, at the time, I had thought was a dream.  And then the next morning I woke to find this here in my very throne room, a testament to the man by whose bravery we were spared the rule of the demon king Arku Chinchala.” 
 
    “Remember, young prince, that I told you the sword actually belongs to the queen’s line,” Rexis put in.  “In truth, it has finally returned to its rightful place.” 
 
    “Oh hush, you old codger,” the queen said, and Leighandra barked out a laugh when she saw the expression on the wizard’s face.  “His fathers have wielded this sword for generations, and if he is here now, then clearly the angel brought it to me in expectation of these events.” 
 
    Yiilu was inspecting the back of the armor, and Leighandra went around to see what had gotten the druidess’ attention.  On the back plating was an engraving of a massive tree, with more of that unintelligible script in a broad circle around it.  Elf and half-elf exchanged a glance, and then both looked at Max to see what he would say or do. 
 
    “What do you know of these events, Majesty?” Max asked.  “Your court wizard has been most helpful and thorough in explaining similar events of the past.” 
 
    “Admittedly, I know very little,” she answered.  “Over the long centuries, I’m afraid our people have gotten too used to our isolated nature.  We’ve forgotten that we were born to war, to fight the enemies of our gods and crush any usurpers of our homeland.  I cannot say for certain, but I suspect the passing of this very sword to your people was symbolic of our people passing off their responsibilities to others.” 
 
    The queen snapped her fingers and one of her staff came forward.  “No longer.  I cannot help you militarily, not in any timely fashion, but there are things we can do to assist you.  I will put the full financial might of this kingdom behind your efforts.  Christirra Stahlorr here will take you to the royal outfitters, that they may see to your armor and weapons and ensure you have the finest available before you set forth.  I will have my provisioners prepare your packs for your return to the southlands, and my generals will begin calling in our reserves, that I may send a contingent by sea to Flora and then Solaris, to lend you whatever aid you need.” 
 
    “As for you, young prince,” she continued.  “Take your father’s armor and the sword of our peoples.  I care little what god’s name you fight in, but fight you well in his name, and go forth as my matriarch did, and as your fathers did before you: as the Flame of the North, wielder of the Sword of the North Wind.” 
 
    Max crouched down to one knee before her.  “Majesty, you honor me more than words could ever express.” 
 
    “If there is any honor given here, it is given to us, that you and your friends would give us such opportunity to make right what we’ve failed to do for generations,” she answered. 
 
    “I believe this may be the same issue that your great matriarch led our people south to fight so long ago,” Rexis said. 
 
    “Then they have not a moment to lose.  Take your armor and your sword, young prince, and then go with your friends to see to whatever other needs you have.” 
 
    Galadon and Delkantar helped Max shed the armor he was wearing, and the fures-rir staff began to take down the armor on display.  It took several minutes to get the plate armor on the luranar paladin, but soon he was encased in the protective gear, all but the helm, which he stared at as it sat in his hand.  After some contemplation, he put the helm on, and met the queen’s gaze. 
 
    “By the gods, do you ever look like a holy terror,” she said. 
 
    “I thought this sword sprouted flame?” Max asked. 
 
    Queen Sevultra looked at Rexis, who shrugged.  “It will when the time is right.” 
 
    “You look just like your father,” Galadon said, clapping the luranar prince on an armored shoulder.  “I am honored to stand at your side, just as I stood at his.” 
 
    Max slid the sword into its scabbard and then hooked the shield over his back.  “I find myself overwhelmed,” he said, slipping the helm off and onto a short hook on the armor’s girdle.  “When I left the lands of my people, I expected a diplomatic visit to Solaris and then perhaps a trek among the gnolls to see what agitated them.  I can hardly believe all that has transpired in these many weeks.” 
 
    “So it was with all the great heroes of the past,” Rexis said.  “You stand up and you do what needs doing.  That is really all that separates the heroes from the commoners.  Try not to take the weight of the world upon your shoulders, but simply do what needs doing, follow where the gods lead you, and, if all else fails, set the example for the next generation to do the same.”  Max beheld the wizard incredulously, and Rexis was shocked by the reaction.  “What?” 
 
    “That is, more or less, what is written on the back of this armor,” the luranar prince said, his eyes narrowed.  “I cannot help but think you know more than you let on.” 
 
    “The only other thing I can tell you is that you must return to Karinda,” Rexis said.  “I think when she sees you in this armor, holding that sword, she will have much to tell you.” 
 
    Max nodded and glanced at Galadon.  “I think we should return to the archmage again, then proceed to Solaris to update our allies on what we have found.  We will stop only to see to what local issues we may.” 
 
    “Well said,” the older knight agreed. 
 
    “Well then, let’s go get outfitted,” Delkantar said.  “I’m looking forward to seeing what these fine people produce for implements of war.” 
 
    Leighandra smiled, but she looked suddenly at Starlenia, oddly quiet all this time.  There was an expression on the Okonashai woman’s face like she’d just been told a relative had died or something of that gravity.  “What is it?” the chronicler asked. 
 
    Starlenia looked around at everyone.  “Not to be the voice of dissent, but you realize we’re being led to go to war with a demon god?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Max answered.  “And I am going to carve my father’s name in it.” 
 
    “I sure hope so, kid,” Starlenia muttered.  “I sure hope so.” 
 
   


 
  



Chapter IX – Signs and Wonders 
 
      
 
    Leighandra hadn’t had time to get attached to the armor she’d received in Shartek.  It was replaced now by a similar but much higher quality set of leather augmented by metal plates and the occasional patch of chain.  It was weighted in all the right places so that it didn’t sit too heavily on her shoulders or hips, and despite having been refitted for the half-elf from a rir-sized set, it felt as though it was made specifically for her from the start.  She danced around, testing its weight and flexibility; now she understood the appeal of her companions’ outfits. 
 
    Starlenia and Delkantar had been similarly outfitted, their armor not changed much but for the quality.  Their weapons, on the other hand, were something else entirely.  Starlenia had a pair of kukris, the short, curved blades double-edged to give them added versatility.  Leighandra had never seen such a weapon double-edged before, but assumed that if the fures-rir made them this way, the blades could still withstand combat – in the cold, no less.  The chronicler also knew the shorter woman’s capabilities and some of her moves in combat, and suspected the rogue would put them to deadly use when the situation demanded it. 
 
    Delkantar had a pair of what the fures-rir called “culling blades.”  Like his old weapons, they had the sleek design of a rapier but a heavier weight to them, single-edged and honed to a fine point at the tip.  The way he stared down their blades and then tested their weight gave the chronicler a new appreciation for his familiarity with weapons.  The culling blade was a weapon Leighandra could appreciate as a duelist, though she stuck with her saber for the time being.  Her saber was a family heirloom, one she was hesitant to part with, being one of the few reminders she had of her human father. 
 
    She swallowed, pushing those thoughts aside to take in her other companions.  Galadon had added more plate to his suit, growing closer to a true set of plate mail, though he seemed to have second thoughts about it when informed the fures-rir had no horses.  “Clearly, I will have to replace my charger when we return to the southlands,” he commented during their outfitting.  “Then I will get myself a proper lance, and show the lot of you what I was famous for before the battle with Arku.” 
 
    “You were a jouster?” Leighandra prodded.  She could see that easily enough; the knight knew and loved his horses, and seemed like a cavalier or even cavalryman. 
 
    “On occasion,” he confirmed.  He looked apologetically at Max.  “I must confess, back before the War, we didn’t bother trying to negotiate with the gnolls.  When they caused trouble, I ran them down with my charger, or impaled them on the tip of my lance or sword.  Accordingly, we had a lot fewer incidents with them in those days.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” the luranar paladin answered.  He shrugged.  “My people have a long and bloody history with them ourselves, as I have mentioned.  But once we stopped answering their aggression with violence, we found they were an agreeable enough people, if we accepted them for what they were.  Now, some of them live among us, such as Kas’Yari.” 
 
    “It’ll be a long time before they ask to live among us, or we allow them to,” Galadon admitted.  “We’ll see how much this coming conflict changes things.” 
 
    Max smiled but said nothing, even when Delkantar let forth a grunting laugh. 
 
    Yiilu finally joined them, the druidess having asked nothing of the provisioners but for food and sundries.  Her armor was something masterfully crafted among the elves, and if the chronicler knew her as a druid, she wouldn’t surrender her scimitar for one made by outsiders.  Yiilu had spent the majority of the preparatory time with Rexis, showing the old wizard some basic tips and tricks for growing “happy plants” that bore fruit. 
 
    “Master Rexis has taken quite a liking to you, no?” she prompted the elf. 
 
    “I have never seen someone so enthralled with fruit, though in this frigid climate, perhaps it is not so surprising.” 
 
    Maybe the old man will enjoy sleeping in a warm bed for a change, Leighandra thought, imagining him keeping his chambers well-heated to accommodate his many new plants.  While the cold-immune people had done their best to keep things comfortable for their guests, the chronicler was looking forward to getting back to warmer lands, even if summer was at its end. 
 
    They left with the blessing of the queen and the confident praises of her court wizard.  The return journey was long and cold, but there was excitement among them.  They were on to something, and Rexis seemed certain that Karinda would tell them what she knew now.  Leighandra didn’t understand why they had to trek all the way to Drazika Sul’Tenari to find out something Rexis should’ve been all too happy to share with Karinda.  There was something to the queen’s claims that an angel had delivered Kalamaris’ sword and armor, though, and the chronicler wondered how involved such a divine being might become in their quest. 
 
    Angels were rare in the legends and tales Leighandra knew.  Compared to the prolific presence of demons in both the world and the stories, it certainly raised a lot of questions.  She knew only that when angels made appearances, one was well-served to sit up and take notice, for it usually pointed to something important happening. 
 
    She had just started thinking of the incident at the end of the Second Demon War when she bumped into Delkantar, nearly pitching over his crouched form.  He turned his head to look at her around his dreadlocks.  “Pay attention, daydreamer,” he smirked. 
 
    “What is it?” she returned, and the others came up beside the ranger. 
 
    “Seen a few sets of large tracks in the last couple of hours.  And I don’t like the looks of these little hillocks.  Something looks different about the land here compared to when we first came through.  I’ve got a funny feeling about it.” 
 
    Galadon raised a brow.  “You remember what this looked like when we came through?” 
 
    “Well enough.  Thing you’ve got to keep in mind up this way is that despite how obvious the elk and the wolves might be to our eyes, most things have learned to camouflage.  So when you see what looks like a hillock that wasn’t there before…” 
 
    He didn’t need to finish or illustrate his point, the two white bumps off the sides of the road rising to their feet to reveal ivory-furred, ape-like creatures.  Leighandra had heard of the tundra yeti in the rare tale from the north, but they were far larger than she imagined.  One of their fists alone seemed nearly the size of Starlenia, and their roars echoed across the open, windy tundra.  Those were hardly the most concerning things, though… 
 
    “Look at those wounds,” Max hissed.  “These must be undead as well.” 
 
    Delkantar drew his swords.  “Time to put these new blades to the test.” 
 
    “Take the others and disable one of them; I will slow the other one down,” Max said to Galadon.  Despite the curious glance the human gave his companion, he nodded and gestured for the others to go with him. 
 
    Leighandra fell in with Galadon, summoning up some flames on her sword.  The knight met the yeti’s lumbering charge, but fell back a few steps to diffuse the strength of its initial assault.  The undead creature, trying to slam him with all its might, overbalanced in the process, which left it open to the others.  The chronicler circled around, trying to flank without getting in the way of Delkantar or Starlenia. 
 
    The two humans moved in concert, stabbing, slashing, and then ducking and weaving out of the way of retaliatory strikes.  If Leighandra didn’t know better, she might’ve suspected they had been training together for years.  Had they worked similarly in the gnoll keep to disable the zombies there?  It seemed likely, and the best explanation why they had cleared the halls and suffered nearly no wounds in the process. 
 
    Maybe I should go to Max and stay out of their way, she thought. 
 
    She had hardly taken a single step in the luranar’s direction when his yeti’s head flew free, streaking red across the snow and frost still clinging to the tundra.  Caught up in the thrill of the fight, the paladin stepped back and swung the Sword of the North Wind about in a flashy display.  He stopped as the body fell before him, though, and looked at the sword quizzically before he turned and made his way over to help his friends. 
 
    What was that? Leighandra wondered. 
 
    He needn’t have bothered.  With Delkantar, Starlenia, and Galadon triangulating their attacks, Vo’rii nipping at the yeti’s hamstrings and ankles, and Yiilu calling up wisps of flame to distract and burn it, the zombie creature fell.  Starlenia leaned in to strike the coup de grace, but Galadon doubled down on her effort and relieved the zombie of its head. 
 
    Delkantar washed his blades in snow and then sheathed them.  “We’d best move.  The red is going to attract scavengers or something worse before long.” 
 
    “Rexis wasn’t kidding about there being undead trouble here,” Galadon said.  “This points to the power of the necromancers being not only considerable, but far from limited to our peoples and nations.” 
 
    “Let’s pray we don’t come across any old, undead dragons or the like,” Starlenia added. 
 
    “Let’s move.” 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Shartek was just as sleepy and calm as the first time they passed through it.  They did get some strange looks on account of their bloodied armor, but Leighandra spun a short story about their encounter with the yetis to dispel any suspicion.  The fact that she took the time to go and compensate the shopkeeper for his kindness didn’t hurt, either.  The companions were able to clean their things and move on with no delays from the townsfolk. 
 
    They reached the mountain passes without any further incidents.  Despite all the evidence Delkantar and Starlenia had come across suggesting possibly dangerous creatures in the frozen lands, the yetis turned out to be the only significant trouble they came across, undead or otherwise.  There was an occasional wolf pack, some arctic hares – Delkantar made a fantastic stew out of some of those – and the occasional elk, but these comprised virtually all the wildlife they’d come across. 
 
    At least until they reached the pass… 
 
    “Well, that explains a lot,” Delkantar said, coming to a stop. 
 
    “What’s that?” Galadon asked. 
 
    The ranger pointed wordlessly toward the nearby mountainside.  At first, Leighandra saw nothing, though she got that feeling of being watched.  She wasn’t the only one at a loss as to what Delkantar was pointing at. 
 
    “Oh, Great Spirit,” Starlenia blurted.  “Do we run?” 
 
    “Probably not the best idea,” Delkantar answered.  “Walk slowly and confidently.  You don’t want to look like prey – well, any more than we already do.” 
 
    “What are you two looking at?” the human knight demanded. 
 
    Max leaned next to him and pointed to the southern edge of the mountainside.  “There.” 
 
    Leighandra followed his pointing finger and finally noticed the subtle features she’d missed on account of its color.  The majestic but terrifying white dragon blended seamlessly with the mountainside but for the hard edge of wing and crest.  It was difficult to tell at such a distance, but the chronicler was certain it was staring directly at them, measuring whether or not to attack, or perhaps just if it thought it might be attacked.  There were many things Leighandra was willing to do to see this quest through, but facing a dragon wasn’t one of them – not unless it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    “Are the white dragons hostile?” Yiilu asked.  “There was once a black dragon in our home forests, but he ceased bothering our people after a time.” 
 
    “Six of us?” Delkantar said, then glanced at Vo’rii.  “Six and a half of us… I’m going to guess it won’t attack.  If any of us were alone and it was hungry, maybe, but the only reasons it has to attack are to eat or to defend its home or young.  We’re not threatening it, heading away from it, and there’s more risk than reward in trying to make a meal out of us.  Above all, dragons are pretty canny creatures.  It’s not going to risk dying to eat a person when it can just hunt an elk or something else of the sort.” 
 
    “Have you dealt with them before?” Leighandra prodded. 
 
    He shrugged.  “Not personally, no.  But you’re not the only one that passes around tales and legends.  Plenty of prior generations of Ghosts of Liam had dealings with dragons.” 
 
    “Let’s move on, then,” Galadon said with a gesture. 
 
    The dragon watched their egress into the pass, but never moved from its perch on the side of the mountain.  Leighandra wondered if it was friendly.  What she wouldn’t have given to go and speak with a friendly dragon!  Like Delkantar’s analysis, though, it wasn’t a risk worth taking.  If she could find out its disposition beforehand, the chronicler might resolve to go try to speak with the majestic creature at some point… but not today. 
 
    That was the extent of the excitement of the fures-rir lands.  Descending the passes and into Dira Ch’Tori territory, they found people once again braving the roads.  Short discussions with fellow travelers revealed the gnolls had moved out of the area, and things had quieted back down.  Absent specific orders from Galadon, Regent Matthews had started sending out mounted patrols, and they were keeping the roads clear once again. 
 
    Leighandra and her friends reached Dira Ch’Tori and passed through with nary a hint of trouble.  Galadon avoided seeing the leaders of his home city again, wary of getting pressed back onto the throne or simply being asked to make decisions on too many things.  He was satisfied with Regent Matthews’ work, and determined to leave things in her hands until the friends had seen their task to its completion. 
 
    Things were quiet, and Leighandra wondered, hoped, prayed that perhaps the undead scourge had ended… 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Emerald City came into sight several days after they left Dira Ch’Tori, headed back south toward Laeranore.  It was one of the largest cities in the northern forests, second only to Dira Ch’Tori itself.  Despite being a fairly typical human and rir city, the forests grew within and around it to a degree, giving it its name.  Other cities had developed with similar themes over the centuries, with appropriate names: Flora, Jade, and Darkpines, among others. 
 
    For the half-elf, it was a wondrous taste of the blending of human, rir, and elven culture to a degree.  Urban tendencies didn’t squash out the splendor of nature for a change, and as she looked at Yiilu, Leighandra could see the elf felt similarly.  True, these were still a bit too urban and people-centric compared to the elven cities of Laeranore, but it was a nice touch.  Compared to Solaris or even Dira Ch’Tori, Emerald City was a breath of fresh air. 
 
    “We should at least stop and ask if they have had issues with the undead, or if they need immediate aid with anything,” Max said. 
 
    Galadon nodded, though his lip curled a bit.  “Yes, we should.  Let’s hope there’s nothing here that requires our attention.  As much as we’d all like a bath and a warm bed for the night, I’d rather put the remaining hours of daylight underfoot.” 
 
    “Just tell me we can stop in long enough to get a sack of coffee beans,” Delkantar said, giving a sheepish shrug when the knight turned to him.  “We all have our vices.” 
 
    Galadon clapped his shoulder.  “I would hardly call coffee a vice!  Now, if we ever got Max to start drinking, then we could talk about vices…” 
 
    The luranar smirked but declined to respond.  Instead, he approached the guards at the northern gateway.  “Good day, gentlemen.  Have you had any recent issues with the undead?  We are just returning from a diplomatic trip to Castle Tenari, and are checking in on our allies.” 
 
    The guards considered Max at length, but if his appearance concerned them at all, the fact that he was well-spoken and traveling with several humans dispelled that.  “We had to unearth every corpse in the graveyards and commit them to the pyre,” the ranking sergeant answered.  “Thing is, it’s not just people coming back anymore.  Now it’s the animals in the forest, the creatures, and… it’s not just bodies anymore.  Now there’s spirits, specters, and ghosts.  People are really starting to get scared.  Moving to Askies is probably sounding appealing to a lot of folk these days.” 
 
    “Do you require assistance?” 
 
    “I think we have things well in hand for the time being, sir, but thank you.  We’ve had some help from members of the Red Mask recently, and several new priests of Kaelariel have taken up residence at the local temple.  I suspect you lot would be better suited to keeping at your larger task, if I may be so bold as to say so.” 
 
    Max and Galadon both nodded, the latter saying, “We shall.  Anything we find, we’ll be sure to have passed to all the major cities and towns.” 
 
    “Gods go with you all,” the guards said, politely gesturing the party through the gate. 
 
    Leighandra shuddered.  She could hardly wait to press on toward Laeranore, to reach Karinda’s tower and, hopefully, get the answers to their many questions.  The guard’s mention of the incorporeal undead chilled her to the bone.  Whereas she had assumed the necromancers might be weak if the best they could conjure were animated skeletons and zombies, instances of the incorporeal undead said the necromancers were only growing in power. 
 
    And we don’t even know who they are… 
 
    Their travels remained light once they left Emerald City.  Delkantar maintained point and kept them from crossing paths with trouble, whether it came on two legs or four.  Whoever the Ghosts of Liam were, Leighandra was sure they missed this sharp young man.  Not only was he a skilled tracker and guide, he could hunt and cook, made a fantastic pot of coffee, and was no slouch when it came to combat.  About the only thing he didn’t seem very good at, Leighandra mused, was weathering the occasional barbs of Starlenia’s humor.  And she could hardly blame him for that, especially after the comment about Leighandra and the gnolls… 
 
    Laeranore had an even more haunted quality to it when the companions returned, and it wasn’t just unfamiliarity.  Even Yiilu paused in concern at the realm’s border, the elf’s brow set in consternation.  When she called out to the insects to light their way, she did so with far less joy than the first time.  Something was amiss now even in the land of the elves – or the land of the tree-folk, as the druidess had declared it – and there was no mistaking it.  From the first steps they took within its borders, Leighandra got the sense the forest now saw them as intruders. 
 
    They pressed on with urgency, and though Yiilu told them the forest itself wasn’t the issue, sleep was hard to come by.  When they reached Karinda’s tower, Leighandra could hardly keep up with her light-footed companions despite the fatigue that had to be weighing on them as well.  Delkantar and Starlenia seemed unflappable much of the time, but the trek through the dark woods had unsettled everyone.  The rogue seemed almost desperate to get to the tower and knock on its door, but both she and Delkantar stopped and stared in wonder at the lone creature moving in the area. 
 
    Standing within the single stall for mounts, munching casually on a pile of hay, was a massive black charger.  Even at distance, his stature and muscular frame was admirable, and the way his ears perked up despite his seeming detached demeanor said that this was a trained animal.  Leighandra had never seen a destrier of this quality before; could this be the very horse Galadon had spoken of so many times?  The charger whinnied loudly when he saw the human knight, and he bounded forth from the stall, leaving the pile of hay forgotten. 
 
    “By the Shepherd, can it be?” Galadon gasped, striding forward as the horse ran to him at nearly full speed.  His hooves kicked up dirt as he came to a stop in front of the knight and hit the human in the chest playfully with his massive head.  “Galrinthor, my friend!  How are you, you miserable old ass?” 
 
    The horse stepped on his foot, and Galadon grunted and tried to shove him away. 
 
    “Horse speaks common, does he?” Delkantar chuckled, approaching.  Though Galrinthor kept his attention on his master, the ranger was able to stroke his muzzle, the underside of his jaw, and then run a hand through his mane. 
 
    The charger continued to greet the knight, nuzzling his hand and even his collar before giving him a hay-mouthed “kiss” on the side of his face.  “Galrinthor is probably smarter than many people we know.  He is fierce, and loyal, and the finest steed this knight has ever known,” Galadon said, and the horse whinnied again in agreement. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence when Vo’rii approached the charger, and wolf and horse regarded each other nose-to-nose.  Vo’rii licked the destrier’s nose, and the horse threw his head back and let out an extended whinny which, if Leighandra wasn’t mistaken, had to be his version of a laugh.  It drew chuckles from Leighandra and her friends. 
 
    “Where’s he been all this time?” Starlenia mused. 
 
    “Taken back to the court of Queen Tiyaana by the Arborean Guard when King Galadon fell in battle,” the archmage said as she came forth from her tower.  The sunlight played in her blood-red hair curiously, and those black eyes studied each of the companions before settling on Max in his armor.  She smiled tiredly, and gestured toward the tower door.  “Come, rest inside with me, and let this fine steed return to his meal.  You two will have plenty of time to get caught up in the days and weeks to come, I assure you.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Lady Bakhor,” Leighandra said as they filed into her tower. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to see you all safely returned,” she answered before closing the door behind them.  “I trust your visit with Rexis was enlightening?  I see the young prince reclaimed the items of his father’s legacy; has the sword yet responded to your will?” 
 
    “No, my lady,” Max answered, his hand resting on the hilt.  “Is there some trick to it?  Is my faith simply not strong enough?” 
 
    Karinda shook her head and took her customary seat by the fire.  “This is something you will need to find out for yourself, young prince.  I am not well-versed in the ways of the paladin, or even of these incredible swords that are so much a part of our history.  I can tell you the why in many cases, but not the how.” 
 
    “Can you start by telling us why you sent us to Rexis?” Starlenia asked.  “You mentioned signs and wonders, but you didn’t specifically mention us or that any of them pointed to us.  Well, we’ve got the son of a hero, a… possibly resurrected king, and some angel – maybe the same one that’s been speaking to you in vagaries – laying breadcrumbs for us to follow.  So what’s this all about?” 
 
    The archmage nodded, but she called some parchment, a quill, and an inkwell to her hand with a gesture, then sent them to Leighandra with another.  “You will want to write these things down,” she said.  “If you wish to know everything, I will lay what I must before you.  If I had any doubts that you might be the ones the angel sought, they were dispelled when I saw Max approach my tower, looking every bit like his father.” 
 
    “The ones the angel sought?” the rogue repeated, her jaw slack. 
 
    “Again, I must stress to you that this is not prophecy.  Prophecy points to an event or a result by way of numerous signs and wonders.  In this case, I have watched the unfolding of signs and wonders and the work of some angelic entity, but I have no indication of what they herald.  It could signal another coming Apocalypse, or perhaps even the end of the world as we know it.  I think, however, that it points to closure: the end of an era that has stood for far too long, the legacy of a devil queen and demon king that must be stamped out before we have any hope of defeating our enemies.” 
 
    “What enemies?  If we’re supposed to cast out what’s left of Seril and the Tempis’ra, what other enemies are we talking about?” 
 
    “The very demon kings of Mehr’Durillia – or what you might call the underworld,” the archmage answered.  “War is coming, make no mistake.  I told you that you have the opportunity to serve as a pivot in this conflict.  Well, just as you may serve as a pivot against this coming darkness, so does Karian Vanador have the opportunity to serve as the pivot against the demon kings.  Right now, however, she lies fractured by the death of her mate.  All of creation, aware and unaware, waits to see if she will recover, and how she will react.” 
 
    Max’s ears went back, and Leighandra stopped writing briefly to touch his hand.  He didn’t look at her or say anything, though. 
 
    “Starlenia Wineseller: You said that your people’s shamans have spoken of a change in the balance that began over a decade ago.  It is my belief that what they sensed was Karian Vanador’s resurrection, an incident never before seen in the history of our world.  And yet, she is not the only one; she was but one of three.  There was a second, a woman I had initially believed to be of little consequence, but who I have since learned is a werewolf.  And the third sits here in this room with us.” 
 
    “Me?” Galadon uttered. 
 
    “Regent Matthews did say you were dead, and that they had committed your body to the sea,” Delkantar said, scratching the over-long hair on his chin.  “And yet, here you are.” 
 
    “Who resurrected me?” 
 
    Karinda shrugged.  “I have no idea.  Max is another of the signs, I am now sure of it.  You will forgive me for spying upon you from afar while you bathed, young man?  For while you were without clothes or your father’s magnificent armor, I saw that you are far more than I had initially suspected.”  The luranar prince looked like he might be blushing, but he didn’t say anything.  “You are a seventh son of a seventh son, which is a superstition among many of our cultures, but you also carry the scars of another, as evidenced by the discolorations of your fur.  This is a sign among the gnolls, as I have learned, and which you may be aware of with your relationship with your Caerumach neighbors.” 
 
    “Prince Roltek mentioned you wearing stripes,” Leighandra put in.  “And you seemed to know what he meant.  What’s that all about?” 
 
    Max sighed.  “It is a legend among the Caerumach.  They speak of a striped man, a gnoll chieftain who led them in ancient days.  Unlike the spotted gnolls we are familiar with, this one wore stripes instead.  He led them to victory over their enemies, united many of their internally-warring clans into one tribe – the Caerumach – and, as difficult as it may be to believe, made them a lot less savage than they were.  Furthermore, they believe he will return to lead them to even greater prosperity in the future.” 
 
    Starlenia bobbed her head.  “And when they see your birthmarks, they think maybe you’re a reincarnation of their striped man?  And then you add in the facts that you’re a seventh son of a seventh son, a single birth, a paladin, a prince…” 
 
    “That would be a good summation.” 
 
    “Shit,” Starlenia blurted.  Leighandra fixed her with a stare along with everyone else, and the shorter woman shrugged.  “Hey, I was hoping we might be mistaken and somehow avoid all of this.  But if these things that keep cropping up are folk legends among all our peoples… it’s hard to believe this isn’t prophecy of some kind.  This just keeps getting worse and worse.” 
 
    “How many signs have you seen in total, my lady?” Max asked. 
 
    “Twenty-one to date,” Karinda responded.  “Seven times three; if you are unfamiliar with numerology, this is not coincidence.  This is why I have taken the angel’s presence as it appears for the time being.  When I first became aware of the angel and these things, I thought it was superstitious nonsense or coincidence, unconnected events I was reading too much into, and trying to place importance on random occurrences, mistaking correlation for causation.  But I no longer believe this to be true.” 
 
    “What are the other signs you have seen?” 
 
    “A demon raising an orphaned mortal child as its own – this has now happened twice.  I am certain I need not explain to you the unlikelihood of such an event happening even once.  I have seen so many things, some of which would have little meaning to you, but tremendous meaning to those they have happened among.  I have seen children receive names that outsiders – or even their parents in some cases – might not understand… such as Final Gift.” 
 
    Max let out one of the most disturbing sounds Leighandra had ever heard, something between a bark, a biting sob, and a gasp, and he shot to his feet.  “Stop.  Stop!” 
 
    Karinda pursed her lips, folding her hands in her lap.  “Your people do not believe in coincidence, Auremax Talvorus.” 
 
    Starlenia looked back and forth between them.  “Your name means Final Gift?” 
 
    Leighandra blanched.  He was his mother’s final gift to her people, she thought, making an effort to hold her tears in check. 
 
    “My people do not believe in coincidence, but I do not believe in superstitions,” Max insisted.  “I am not Christ Incarnate, not to my people, and not to the gnolls!” 
 
    “I never said you were,” the archmage responded. 
 
    “My people do.  They think I do not hear their whispers, or see the way they look at me when they think I am not paying attention.  These stripes – birthmarks, whatever they truly are – my people think they mean more than they do, and the Caerumach feel the same way.  They want me to live up to something I can never live up to.  Never!” 
 
    Karinda sat forward, a hand raised to placate him.  “Max, please sit down.  You are not expected to live up to anything but your own potential.  You were not chosen; you chose to come.  Galadon was not chosen; he chose to come.  All of your companions chose to come; they were not chosen.  As I explained, this is not a prophecy, but some angelic being is drawing my attention – and most probably, many others’ – to these signs.  You have the opportunity to make a stand, make a difference, but it is not fate or destiny.  It is merely opportunity.” 
 
    “Then why the signs and wonders?” 
 
    “The signs and wonders are for the others, Max, not for you.  You have all decided to take a stand already; the signs are for those who will follow you.  There is a proverb among your faith about those who believe without seeing, compared to those who believe because they see.  You and your friends are the former, but you will require the aid of the latter.  I believe this is why the angel has been laying these… breadcrumbs, as Starlenia so aptly put it.” 
 
    At last Max sat back down, dipping his snout with a sigh.  “Forgive my outburst.  I did not mean to insult you or act like an ungrateful child.” 
 
    Karinda smiled.  “No offense taken.  Believe me when I tell you that after two hundred years, I still feel overwhelmed at times by what I face, and what we face as a people.  What I see and hear and feel… I have no one to explain these things to me.  At least I may try to explain them to you so you are not lost.  Now, with regard to the signs, there are also three gatherings taking place: a gathering of seven, being your group; a gathering of four, referring to your plans to reunite the flames of the north, south, east, and west; and a gathering of six, the significance of which leads to a task I have for you.  It is time for you… to visit a dragon.” 
 
    “Alamarise?” Max guessed. 
 
    Karinda shook her head.  “No.  To the west, in the Dragon Mountains, sits the lair of the elder red dragon known among our people as Fireblade.  You must go and speak with her.” 
 
    Suddenly, I’m a lot less excited by the prospect of speaking with a dragon… 
 
    Delkantar sprang to his feet.  “Are you daft, woman?  She’s as vicious as they come!  Surely you mean to get us killed, sending us there?” 
 
    The archmage gestured for patience.  “She has calmed considerably in the years since her mate and young were slain.  While she is far from hospitable or congenial, if you go to her lair in good faith and speak the words of peace, she will allow you entry, and at least listen to what you have to say.  I will warn you, however, that if you go before her full of bluster and bravado and say something… regrettable, you will be incinerated.  Of this, I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Well, that makes me feel much better.  When do we leave?” Starlenia muttered with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    Karinda laughed.  “Do you think I would send you to her if I doubted your abilities?  You have come to me for help, and I am giving you all I can without sending you on a fool’s errand or tipping our hand to our enemies.  I know you still harbor doubts, and Tilcimer’s words have obviously been a factor in that.  But think about it this way: If you had never come to see me, would you have put any less effort into seeing to these things with no inkling of these signs and wonders?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” the Okonashai woman admitted. 
 
    “Consider also that you have the opportunity, however small, of making an ally out of a volatile but powerful being.  Fireblade is among the most powerful dragons in the entire world.  She will not aid you out of altruism, but this is not to say that she will not aid you.  Even a being whose loyalty and aid can be bought is better than an enemy, no?  So I urge you to be kind, be patient, tolerate her quirks, and do your best to appease her without compromising your goals and principles.  You may come away from the encounter not just surprised, but richer for it.”  She turned and looked at Delkantar.  “And no, by richer, I do not mean she will give you a set of paluric armor, if she even has such a thing in her possession.” 
 
    “How the hell…,” he muttered, chuckling. 
 
    “And what are the words of peace?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Simply tell her that you are keepers of the flame.  She will understand.” 
 
    Yiilu looked somehow paler than usual.  “Are there other signs we should know about?” 
 
    “None that I will share with you at this time.  If things with Fireblade go as I hope, you will find your path going forward, and have little need to see me until it is absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “What do you know of the Tempis’ra, though?  Is he a demon god?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “That is a contradiction by nature,” Karinda said.  “But demons and their kings can become quite powerful, and nearly godlike in their own right.  It is possible the Tempis’ra was a demon king in those ancient days; I am not overly familiar with their ranks, banned as I am from going to their world.  Rexis, obviously, would be far more familiar with what he and his brethren faced in those days, but even he does not have the whole of it.  It is possible no one does.” 
 
    “Is there anything else we should know?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Only that you should stop in Solaris on your way to Fireblade’s lair; there are things there that you should see to.” 
 
    “Then that is where we should head,” Max said, rising up.  “As it stands, I should send a message south to my people, to let my king – not to mention my wife – know that I am fine, and what it is that is keeping me from home.” 
 
    “Might just want to cut your stones off and send them to your wife,” Delkantar said, and Max’s ears went up, his jaw opening slightly in shock.  “She may cut them off anyway when you finally get back home, with how long you’ve been gone…” 
 
    Leighandra put her hand over her mouth, but Max burst out laughing.  Karinda seemed more amused by Max’s reaction than the blunt joke, but Yiilu turned a lovely shade of crimson.  “Have some respect,” the chronicler said. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you again for your help, my lady,” Max said.  “We will see you again soon.” 
 
    “And thank you for the rings,” Leighandra added. 
 
    “And for bringing Galrinthor back to me,” Galadon finished. 
 
    “You are all most welcome.  Be safe, and know that I will be watching over you.” 
 
    “Even in the bathtub!” Starlenia quipped, and then she dashed out the door chortling. 
 
    “We’ll just see ourselves out,” Delkantar said, laughing, as he shoved Max playfully ahead of himself.  The luranar had the good grace to look mortified. 
 
    Leighandra turned an apologetic look the archmage’s way, but was surprised to find a mischievous grin on the woman’s face. 
 
    I wonder if the angel gave her any indication how odd this group would be… 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    “Dark spirits roam these woods now,” Yiilu commented as they passed through the edge of Laeranore toward Solaris.  “My people must have their hands full trying to contain or combat this scourge.  Even the trees speak in hushed tones, wary of the darkness that wanders between their ancient boles.” 
 
    The deeper haunting of the woods had persisted right to the border and even beyond it.  Not an hour had passed where the forest didn’t feel alive, but contrary to the wondrous sensation from their first trek through, now it felt unwelcoming.  The trees must have sensed that there was something amiss, and their trepidation bled into the very air of the woodlands, settling onto the skin and into the lungs of the travelers.  Delkantar blazed ahead of them, guiding them through the woods as quickly as possible without endangering the new mount among them. 
 
    “Things are getting much worse,” Galadon agreed from up on Galrinthor’s back.  He had been putting in some effort getting reacquainted with his trusty mount, and the charger seemed disappointed when the knight didn’t ride.  “I can’t help but feel like we wasted too much time hiking up north.  As much as Max having his father’s sword – not to mention his armor – is a boon to us, we lost much time, and our enemies have grown stronger and bolder.” 
 
    “Are we really going to see that dragon?” Starlenia complained.  “I know there’s a good chance we’ll all end up dead in this conflict anyway, but it seems a bit stupid to me to go ensure it by trying to chat with that evil old cow.” 
 
    Delkantar chuckled.  “Well, our enemies will certainly never see it coming.” 
 
    “Because it’s a stupid thing to do!” 
 
    Leighandra had a hard time coming up with an argument.  We should trust Karinda may have seemed like the natural thing to say, but how far did that trust extend?  They knew the archmage more by reputation than personally, and the fact that she wouldn’t or couldn’t tell them everything she knew did leave room for doubt.  The chronicler trusted that Karinda was trying to do the right thing, but that didn’t mean she had the companions’ best interests at heart.  All too often, the heroes had to be sacrificed for the common good… at least in the epics, anyway. 
 
    She studied the notes she’d taken during Karinda’s explanation, but they were still far from complete or satisfactory to the inquisitive chronicler.  What was the truth of all these signs and wonders, and how was this… angel or whatever it truly was involved in them?  Angels were exceedingly rare in the history of Citaria, far more so than demons, so to find that the seeds of some prophecy, for lack of a better term, had been laid by a divine messenger seemed odd.  And then there was the archmage’s comment about the number of signs. 
 
    “Max, you said you are Christian, yes?” Leighandra prompted. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’m not overly familiar with that faith, but isn’t numerology a facet of it?” 
 
    The luranar paladin nodded.  “Very much so.  Three is the number of the Trinity, but also of completeness or perfection, and appears numerous times in the word of our faith.  Seven is the number of divine perfection.  Karinda must have known this to point specifically to the number of signs as a suggestion of divine guidance.  However…” 
 
    He paused, and the others looked to him, except for Delkantar, who moved ahead to scout the paths through the trees for trouble.  “What is it?” Leighandra pressed. 
 
    Max sighed.  “These are things written over five thousand years ago by our reckoning.  Does any of it apply specifically to this world, much less to these events?  I cannot say.  My people do not believe in coincidence, but honestly, that often makes things more confusing, not less.  Is the being Lady Karinda has witnessed an angel of our Lord, or a servant of one of your deities?  Could they possibly be one and the same?  I have no idea.  And even if I did, I am not certain it would grant any more clarity to this situation.” 
 
    “Karinda said that our meeting with Fireblade would likely provide all the clarity we will need in the short term,” Yiilu offered. 
 
    “Death sure does remove the uncertainty from life,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    “Oh, come now,” the druidess admonished her.  “Think of this in other terms, my friend.  We could all be home, dealing with each incident with fear and uncertainty!  Instead we have become privy to what is truly behind this travesty, and given the opportunity to either put a stop to it or put events in motion that will do so.  We should be honored to have been given this opportunity, as Karinda put it.” 
 
    “About as honored as a spotless lamb,” the Okonashai woman said, and Max turned a shocked gaze her way.  Starlenia drew her finger across her throat with the appropriate sound added, and Leighandra was pretty sure the color would’ve drained from the paladin’s face, if one could see the skin beneath the fur. 
 
    After a moment, though, his face hardened, his lupine lip curling up to show a bit of fang.  “I have no plans to die for this cause.  My father laid down his life for it; I, on the other hand, intend to make our enemies lay down theirs for a change.” 
 
    “Well said,” Galadon agreed. 
 
    Delkantar came jogging up the path and stopped a few paces before the group.  “Can any of you speak the language of the lizard-folk?  There’s a whole lot of them headed right for us.” 
 
    Yiilu frowned.  “Even they can sense the change in our homeland, else they would have passed directly through it, and some time ago at that.  They must be skirting the edge in the hopes of avoiding whatever trouble has left the feeling of unease about the woods.” 
 
    “They speak elvish, do they not?” Max asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes, many of them do.  You, Leighandra, and I will be able to speak with them, at least.  It is probably best, however, if we simply continue on, and only trouble them if their scouts come across us.” 
 
    “Never seen the lizard-folk before,” Starlenia mused.  “I’ve heard some live to the north of us, but as far as I know, my people have never had contact with them.” 
 
    “There is a simple honesty about them that makes them quite pleasant, to my thinking,” Yiilu explained.  “They are far from stupid, but their society is simple, and they lack a lot of the greed and avarice we see amongst our own.” 
 
    “Explains why my people don’t deal with theirs,” the rogue muttered.  “Swindling the simple isn’t nearly as much fun.” 
 
    A pair of czarikk scouts appeared at edge of the forest as the group continued along.  Delkantar waved a hand in greeting, and the lizard-folk paused and took in the party.  They leaned back toward the direction they’d come, but then they saw Yiilu and straightened out.  The sight of Galadon mounted on his charger nearly sent them skittering away again, but the knight stopped a respectful distance away and let his companions greet the czarikk. 
 
    The lizard-folk were tall despite their bent posture and had a peculiar beauty to them with their deep green scales and colorful crests.  If memory served, Leighandra thought this type was called sulrassa.  The scouts wore some utilitarian items – belt pouches, knife sheaths, and the like – but otherwise wore no clothes.  Their smooth scales betrayed little of their genders, and the chronicler took in as much other detail as possible to put in context later.  The golden and red eyes of the scouts took in the approaching elf, half-elf, and luranar, and Leighandra was surprised they showed no fear or concern over Max’s appearance. 
 
    Well, if the luranar and the czarikk both have dealings with my mother’s people, it’s quite possible they have dealings with each other, or are at least acquainted, she thought. 
 
    “Good day, friends,” Yiilu called to them in elvish, Max and Leighandra accompanying her a couple of steps behind.  “Are your people only just now making their way to your northern settlements?” 
 
    The scouts bowed to the druidess, but one deferred to the other to speak.  It began in a slightly hissing but pleasantly sibilant grasp of elvish, “We are.  We have had many strange troubles to deal with these last turnings of the moons.  Have…”  The scout spoke quickly with its companion, who nodded.  Turning back, it continued, “Have you seen troubles with your dead returning, driven by unclean spirits?” 
 
    Yiilu’s mouth tightened, but she nodded.  “Yes, my friends.  It is not just your people or ours dealing with this, but the other nations of this land as well.  My companions and I are in the process of investigating.  Please let your chieftains and shamans know that should you require aid, you are always welcome to ask my people.  We are happy to be of help to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, elf-friend,” the czarikk returned.  “May the Lord of the Green guide you on your path.  We will wait until you have passed to lead our people farther north.” 
 
    “May you find the bounties of the Earth Mother abundant when you reach your northern settlements,” Yiilu returned, and then she gestured for the others to follow. 
 
    Max paused only long enough to bow politely to the czarikk scouts, who returned the gesture.  Galadon, Delkantar, and even Starlenia gave friendly waves to the lizard-folk as they passed, and the czarikk watched after Galrinthor with wide eyes. 
 
    “I shudder to think how ill-prepared they might be in the face of these troubles,” Galadon commented once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “They appear simple, but the czarikk are far from helpless or defenseless,” Max said.  “Their holy men wield a true power, and their hunters and soldiers are capable warriors.” 
 
    “Good,” the human returned with a nod.  “If this conflict goes the same way as the one Rexis spoke about, and the one your father and I fought in, we’ll need the scale-folk as well.” 
 
    “Without a doubt.” 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Onward the party pushed until they came within sight of the outskirts of Solaris.  There was no obvious damage to the city that suggested things were that much worse here, but they wouldn’t know for sure until they entered.  Leighandra turned when Galadon pulled on the reins of his mount, stopping on a short rise. 
 
    “I’m curious,” he said, then swung down out of the saddle.  He patted the side of his steed’s neck and stepped before the luranar prince.  “Max, I want to see what happens if you ride through the gates of this city on Galrinthor.” 
 
    “You think they might see me as my father?” 
 
    “I think they may understand what’s about to happen,” the knight corrected.  “Karinda never said to keep these things to ourselves.  If we’re supposed to be leading the people, getting them ready for what’s to come, maybe it’s about time we got started on that.  As it stands, I don’t think we said enough when we were in Dira Ch’Tori or Emerald City.  If what we’ve heard of the Tempis’ra and Rexis’ suspicions are true, we need to start rallying the people the same way your father did so long ago.” 
 
    “Is that acceptable to you?” the luranar asked the horse, as if expecting a verbal answer.  Galrinthor ducked his head down and bumped it into Max’s breastplate playfully, then nibbled on one of the luranar’s ears.  “You honor me, old friend of my father.” 
 
    Leighandra’s breath caught for just a moment, and she marveled at the ease with which the fully-armored prince swung up into the saddle.  “You’re a rider?” she asked him. 
 
    “As I said, my people raise horses for labor and trade.  I was taught to care for and train horses since I was old enough to ride.  In all my years, however, never have we produced such a magnificent beast as this.” 
 
    “Eh, careful now,” Galadon said, leaning to the side to meet the horse’s eye.  “You puff him up too much and he may not let me ride him anymore.” 
 
    Galrinthor shook his mane and accidentally bumped into the knight, who laughed. 
 
    They went to the city gate with Max in the lead on Galrinthor.  Galadon’s instincts had been on point.  People everywhere stopped what they were doing, some dropping the things they were holding while women picked up their children and stared in wonder.  Max certainly cut an imposing figure, this plate-armored wolf-man on a black charger.  More than that, the people seemed to recognize him, or at least that they had seen this sight once before. 
 
    “Kalamaris!  It’s King Kalamaris, returned to lead us against the undead scourge!” a man cried, and others began to come to the city gate to see what the commotion was. 
 
    The guards, too, came to look, but they made no move to welcome or bar the luranar from entering the city.  Instead, they watched in amazement while the people continued to cry out support for the magnificent luranar knight. 
 
    “I will fight by your side again!” 
 
    “Long live the king of the wolf-people!” 
 
    “Gods be praised, he’s come back to save us!” 
 
    To his credit, Max kept his composure, guiding Galrinthor slowly through the throng and along the streets.  He didn’t head to the inn where they’d stayed before, instead leading everyone to the keep near the city center, the home of the council.  With much of the city in awe, the three members of the council were waiting for the luranar’s arrival when the companions reached the keep, and they stood expectantly on the stone pathway that led to the keep’s doors.  The crowd stopped a respectful distance around Max and Galrinthor, but some were holding their hands out to him, as if hoping merely to touch him. 
 
    “Can it be?” Councilor Peters managed, his eyes wide, but then he saw what the other people had failed to: the golden bands.  “Prince Auremax!  You’ve returned.” 
 
    Many of the people looked at the councilman in confusion, their gazes whipping back and forth between him and the mounted luranar.  Max took off the fanged wolf helm and hung it from the hook on his belt.  There was a moment of disappointment that was palpable, and the chronicler wondered if the people might charge the imposter and abuse him for the deception. 
 
    “People of Solaris, our neighbors and allies: I am Prince Auremax Talvorus, the seventh son of the late King Kalamaris Talvorus,” he called out while he had their attention.  “Many years ago, a great evil invaded these lands.  Despite the differences between our peoples, you and yours answered the call of my father, and followed him into battle.  The losses were great, but the victory was greater, and the demon was driven from our world.” 
 
    He turned his head slowly around, meeting as many of the surrounding gazes as he could.  “Now, another great evil threatens our land, and I stand before you, the son of Kalamaris, and ask if you will follow me as you followed my father.  These past several weeks my companions and I have been absent have brought to light many things… things we will share freely with your councilmen and all the ambassadors of our allies.  But I must warn you: Another war is coming, and it will require all of our people to stand together again.  I cannot promise you that I will prove to be the man my father was.  But I will go before you, the Flame of the North, and stand against this darkness.” 
 
    There was silence for a stretch, and Leighandra wondered if the people still felt let down by the fact that it wasn’t Kalamaris.  She was about to step forth and bear witness to the things she’d seen, when the call came from near the back of the crowd. 
 
    “All hail Prince Auremax, the Flame of the North!” 
 
    “Hail, Prince Auremax, Flame of the North!” Councilman Peters called.  Though his two fellow councilmen looked surprised, the people soon took up the call. 
 
    Max held up his hand for quiet, and the cries of the people slowly came to an end.  “I say to you also, good people, that by my side is none other than King Galadon Tercullin, my father’s greatest ally, the Flame of the East.” 
 
    “All hail King Galadon and Prince Auremax!” came the excited shout from the back.  Tears were shed, hands pressed together in thankful prayer, and the crowd’s excitement reached nearly a fevered pitch.  Thankfully, they kept their distance, but any concerns Leighandra had about their reaction to Max were dissolving. 
 
    “Don’t forget, my friend, that my sword lies in pieces,” Galadon said quietly up to the mounted luranar.  “The Flame of the East is broken.” 
 
    “Then we will find someone who can repair it,” Max said confidently, and he swung down from the saddle and turned the reins over to his friend.  He patted Galrinthor’s neck and ran his hand along the underside of the charger’s jaw.  “Thank you, my friend.  It was an honor to be carried by one such as you.” 
 
    Galrinthor whinnied and pawed at the ground twice.  Councilor Peters came forward among the cheers and shook Max’s hand.  “We have much to discuss.  Please, come inside.” 
 
    “Have the other ambassadors returned home?” the luranar prince asked.  “I know we have been gone for some time.” 
 
    “They have, but they are scheduled to return at their convenience, that our plans and lines of communication are kept fresh.” 
 
    “Max!” came a shout from the left, and the people there parted to let someone through.  It was another luranar, a woman, her long ebon mane braided with beads.  She had the salt-and-pepper coloration like Max, and the same icy blue eyes.  She wore a riding outfit, but looked to have been in the city for some time, free of the dust and dirt of the road. 
 
    “Audrei,” Max breathed, his ears angling back. 
 
    She approached and gripped the sides of his face, ignoring the cheers, the questioning glances of the councilors, or the companions who stood by Max’s side.  She touched her forehead to his, their noses coming together, and Leighandra watched tears run unchecked from the eyes of both luranar. 
 
    Delkantar leaned in between Leighandra and Galadon.  “I guess this will save him the cost of a box and a messenger,” he whispered. 
 
    Leighandra had to put her hand over her mouth to stop from snickering, but Starlenia and Galadon didn’t bother. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter X – Seven 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?  Where are the children?” Max asked breathlessly. 
 
    The luranar woman looked at him curiously, but then answered him in the common tongue.  “Shadra and Delilah have them.  They’ll be well cared for.  I had to come and find you!  There was little news to why you were gone so long, and it was near-impossible to get word of where you’d gone.  What have you been doing?” 
 
    The prince gestured toward the councilmen.  “That is what we were about to go and speak with these gentlemen about.  Come with us.  I will introduce you to my companions, and you can hear about what we have been doing.” 
 
    Audrei backed away a couple of steps and finally looked her husband up and down.  “Is that your father’s armor and sword?” she asked, and Max nodded solemnly.  “Where did you get them?  Did you find your father’s grave?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Delkantar asked, stepping up beside Max. 
 
    The luranar woman waited for her husband to speak, but he kept silent, his gaze distant.  “King Kalamaris’ body was never found after the battle,” Audrei explained.  “We never knew if he was brought back to one of our allies’ kingdoms for burial, or if perhaps the silver dragon that was said to have fought beside him may have taken him.” 
 
    “Is it possible he’s still alive?” Starlenia offered. 
 
    “May we have this conversation indoors?” Max broke in.  “I do not mean to sound testy or impatient, but this is something these folks need not concern themselves with.  It is better if they remember things the way they choose and avoid some of the harsher reality.” 
 
    Galadon patted Max’s back encouragingly, and they followed the three councilmen into the keep.  Leighandra smiled when Max stopped at the door and bowed his head politely to the watching masses before he, too, stepped inside and the doors were closed.  He and Galadon had taken a bit of a risk to potentially rile up the masses, but it seemed to have worked – for now.  The question remained whether Max could live up to his father’s reputation.  Thus far, the chronicler thought it was a role he would fill well. 
 
    Time will tell, she thought. 
 
    Once the doors were shut, Max took Audrei in a tight embrace.  “My love, how I have missed you these last few weeks.” 
 
    “We’ll see you in the council chamber,” Councilor Peters said.  “Take your time.” 
 
    “We won’t be long,” Galadon said with a grateful nod. 
 
    “I was so afraid when I arrived here and you were gone,” Audrei said.  “I could hardly get anyone to speak to me, much less tell me where you’d gone or what you were about.  Who are your friends?” 
 
    “These were some of the other men and women that came to speak of the undead,” Max answered.  “We have since uncovered some of what lies behind the façade.  These are Starlenia Wineseller of the hill country; Delkantar Clintarrin of Chandler’s Grove; Yiilu ’n’Torae D’ansu of Laeranore and her companion, Vo’rii; Leighandra Evenstar, chronicler of Solaris; and, not the least, Galadon Tercullin of Dira Ch’Tori.  My friends, this is Audrei Talvorus, my wife.” 
 
    “Galadon Tercullin?” Audrei echoed. 
 
    “The same,” he answered, taking her hand and kissing it lightly. 
 
    “I thought… our people believed you were killed in the Great War, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Just Galadon is fine,” he said.  “I am no longer king of Dira Ch’Tori for the time being, and like your husband, I prefer to stand on my merits, and not a title.  My return is a long story, one we’ll have plenty of time to discuss if you are to come with us.” 
 
    “What?” Max balked. 
 
    “Come with you?  What use could I possibly be to you?” 
 
    “Eh, we found something your husband’s decent at,” Starlenia quipped with a gesture toward the prince.  “I’m sure we can find something for you to do.  Even if it’s as simple as sparing us from Delkantar’s cooking.” 
 
    “Hey now,” the ranger protested.  “I haven’t heard anyone complain until now…” 
 
    Leighandra chuckled.  “Nor should you have.  The cooking’s good enough, but the coffee is exceptional.” 
 
    Max snorted and turned back to his wife.  “Well, you are one of the best caregivers among our people, and we do get wounded often enough,” he said, though he had to make a placating gesture afterwards. 
 
    “We could teach you to defend yourself as we travel, though this is a rather important decision,” Leighandra said, lowering her voice to a whisper.  “We’re supposed to go meet with a dragon soon.  And things are getting dangerous between the nations.  It’s a tense time.” 
 
    “Husband?” Audrei prompted.  “I would stay by your side if you permit it.” 
 
    “We can discuss it after this meeting,” Max said.  “I would prefer to accompany you home, but there are things that must be done.  I am simply hesitant to keep both of us away from our daughters for too long.” 
 
    Audrei ran her hand down his snout and across his cheek.  “They’ll be fine.  You know how they love visiting with your brothers and sisters, and with their cousins.  If anything, I would worry that they don’t miss us.” 
 
    Max forced a laugh; was Audrei’s statement perhaps not a joke?  “We should see to stopping home at some point regardless.  There are things I need to speak with Terist about.  For now, though, let us not keep the council waiting.” 
 
    The companions made their way toward the council chamber, and Leighandra moved up beside the luranar woman.  “Audrei?” she prompted, and the woman nodded.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.  Max has only told us a little bit about you, so I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.” 
 
    Audrei smiled.  “I’m pleased to meet you as well.  I suppose we’ll have a bit of catching up to do, but apparently plenty of time to do so.” 
 
    The councilmen were waiting for them when they entered the assembly chamber, its confines feeling a bit eerie now, vast and empty compared to the first meeting.  Max led his wife by the hand to stand before the council’s podium, where he introduced her.  The council greeted her warmly, and the companions stood all in a line before them, waiting as the councilmen took them in with studious gazes.  They had, after all, only seen Leighandra’s friends once before. 
 
    “It’s astounding,” Peters said at last, rubbing his chin in thought.  “Until I saw the golden bands around your arm, I thought you were your father, returned to lead us once again.  But you wear his armor and carry his distinctive blade now; what exactly has happened since the lot of you left for the forests of Laeranore?” 
 
    Leighandra glanced to her friends and then stepped forward, all too happy to consult her notes and lay the story out in proper fashion.  She spoke plainly, but spared no details, letting the council get as clear an idea of what had happened as possible.  She mentioned nearly everything, leaving out only personal details and the teasing humor the group was growing accustomed to in their travels.  Most notably, she included the words of the guards at Emerald City, curious if the same held true here in Solaris. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes, we have seen the same things here,” Councilor Morgan said.  “We have had extensive help from Kaelariel’s priesthood, but even they are becoming over-taxed by the incessant nature of these events.  I don’t have the personal experience of having known King Kalamaris at all; Councilor Peters?  Have you any thoughts on the young prince’s theatrics?” 
 
    “Theatrics?” Peters blurted.  “Let’s not get insulting, Reed.  None of us knew whether we could trust his father when King Kalamaris arrived at our gates.  Now, we have the benefit of more open minds, and experience with the luranar people as allies.  If I’m honest, I’m still a tad skeptical about Prince Auremax’s ability to rally the nations the way his father did, but dressed as he is, and with what he and the others have accomplished so far… I’m inclined to give him every benefit of the doubt I can.” 
 
    “And the fact that he has former king Galadon by his side will only amplify the effect of his steadfastness and valor,” Councilor Mitchell put in.  “Chronicler Evenstar, would you care to expand upon what you know of this… Tempis’ra you say is behind these events?” 
 
    Leighandra told them everything they’d learned from Rexis and Karinda.  The way the three men’s’ faces fell as she went into detail mirrored how she felt reviewing it all.  This was a most dangerous game they were caught up in, and it wasn’t until Leighandra went through her notes and laid it out for others that she truly began to appreciate it.  It was terrifying; there was no other way to describe it.  She had confidence in the strength of her friends and their ability to rally the nations, but a deeper part of her wondered: Will it be enough? 
 
    “They buried a demon god?” Councilor Morgan muttered. 
 
    “We’re not sure exactly what it was they buried, only that it was beyond their ability to destroy at the time,” Galadon corrected.  “But if this… thing has reawakened, then this time, we’re going to make sure we finish the job.” 
 
    “And you plan to lead the nations this time?” Councilor Peters asked Max. 
 
    The luranar prince nodded.  “I do.  But first we must reclaim the four flames, the ancient symbols of unity that helped bring all our peoples together.  I am too young to rally the nations the way I did your people, riding in through the gates upon Galadon’s noble steed.  If we have the four flames, though, and perhaps the assistance of dragons, we can rally the people to stand up, to either destroy this menace or at least drive it out, perhaps back to the underworld.” 
 
    “And one of the first orders of business in that regard is having my sword re-forged,” Galadon said.  “As you gentlemen may have heard, it was shattered in the battle with Arku.  I’m not even sure if it can be fixed, but we’re going to need an expert smith to assess things.  Who is the best smith among our nations, do you know?” 
 
    “There are a number of talented smiths among the nations, but if you need someone to fix that blade, I imagine it’s going to have to be someone as special as the blade itself,” Councilor Mitchell answered. 
 
    Leighandra perked up.  “Surely you don’t mean the legendary harmauth smith Terx, do you?  From what I’ve seen, his markings adorn at least two of the four blades we seek; but getting to him to have the blade – or even blades – repaired is no simple feat.” 
 
    The three councilors exchanged looks.  “I was speaking of the guardian demon Serenjols, who makes his abode in Latalex on Askies.  He is among the most talented smiths in the world, and his familiarity with… hellfire is rumored to allow him to craft things no mortal man could ever hope to.” 
 
    “It’s a place to start, I suppose,” Delkantar said, a hand to his scraggly chin.  “What’s the easiest way to get a message to him, to at least see if he’s interested?” 
 
    “One of the temples could pass that message along easily,” Leighandra answered.  “If he is interested, and willing to come here to see to it, then that gives us ample time to see to our more immediate task from Karinda.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” Peters asked. 
 
    “To go speak with Fireblade,” Starlenia huffed, and she laughed at the men’s reaction.  “Yeah, we pretty much feel the same way.  So, you may be looking for new leadership soon.” 
 
    Audrei grasped Max’s arm.  “Surely you don’t mean to speak with the fire wyrm?” 
 
    “Karinda seems certain that Fireblade will aid us to some extent, and what little aid she gives us will set us on the correct path,” he assured her. 
 
    “Correct path?  To where?  Eternity?” 
 
    “Audrei…” 
 
    Starlenia chortled.  “I like this girl.” 
 
    “Max, did you not just tell us of the numerology behind your faith a few days past?” Yiilu interrupted.  “Vo’rii is my companion, and I consider her a friend, but if we add Audrei to our number, that brings us to seven people.  And Karinda did specifically tell us to come here and see to something first.” 
 
    The luranar prince started to respond but then closed his mouth and considered each of his friends.  “There are no coincidences, Max,” his wife told him. 
 
    “Then we must trust Lady Karinda,” he returned.  “Even if that means we walk into the very mouth of a dragon’s lair.” 
 
    “Do you need anything from us to aid in your journey?” Councilor Mitchell asked.  “I cannot recommend you follow this course, but I will not stand in your way.  You have already discovered much.” 
 
    “Just basic provisions, and perhaps some armor and a weapon for my wife.  If you could have one of your people see to sending a message to this… Serenjols regarding the re-forging of Galadon’s blade, that will be a tremendous help to us.” 
 
    “We will see it done,” Peters confirmed.  “If we may, there is one thing we’d trouble you for, should you be willing.” 
 
    “The cemetery needs clearing out again?” Galadon guessed. 
 
    The councilman made a gesture of partial agreement.  “It took a great deal of explaining, arguing, and fighting to get the point across, but a more permanent solution to the zombie and skeleton issue was enacted.  But as I mentioned, we’re still receiving reports from commoner and guard alike that the trouble has become spirits and ghosts now, and the priests of Kaelariel, brave as they are, have been stretched thin with how widespread this issue is.  I understand you’ve got a more pressing matter before you, but …” 
 
    “We’ll take a look,” Starlenia declared.  She glanced at the others.  “If we catch another necromancer, maybe we’ll get more answers and direction this time.” 
 
    “Let’s get Audrei outfitted and have a meal before the sun sets,” Leighandra offered. 
 
    “Take this with you,” Councilor Peters said, scribbling something on parchment before he marked it with a wax seal and pressed his signet ring into it.  “Whatever outfitter you go to will help you free of charge, on our account.” 
 
    “Thank you, sirs,” Audrei said with a bow of her head. 
 
    Peters smiled somewhat crookedly.  “Our pleasure, lady.  If I may be so bold as to say so, you chose a heck of a man to marry.” 
 
    The two luranar exchanged a glance but smiled.  Leighandra figured they had decided not to point out that their marriage was arranged.  It was pleasant to see such a situation turn out well, for the chronicler had seen far too many that didn’t.  And then other times, the prospect of it led to other complications, such as her mother running away to be with the human man she’d become enamored with.  That had worked out well, too, but it was not without its obstacles. 
 
    “Farewell, gentlemen.  As always, we will report back with our findings,” Max said, and the councilors rose and bid the group goodbye. 
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    They went to the nearest adventuring outfitter, a shop offering arms and armor that had its own smithy attached.  Starlenia and Delkantar helped Audrei choose a set of armor that would be protective without exhausting her too quickly.  The woman was clearly not accustomed to wearing armor at all, and to drop a set of chain or plate on her would’ve been crippling.  At the same time, something made of padding or fibers might invite fleas and other irritants, something that would be far worse for one of the lupine folk. 
 
    They settled on a leather set in the same style as the ones Starlenia, Delkantar, and Leighandra wore.  It was a fairly simple matter for the shop’s leatherworker to make a hole for the luranar’s tail.  That was the only real adjustment that had to be made.  Their body styling was otherwise close enough to human – from breasts to hips to rump – that everything else fit well.  That made Leighandra wonder about the relationship between gnoll and luranar; the gnoll females they’d rescued had lacked defined breasts, their teats instead all located on their lower bellies.  Who had created the two races?  Was it the same deity?  And if so, why the differences in legs and other features? 
 
    A fascinating puzzle I’d love to find the answers to, she mused. 
 
    Audrei added a walking staff that could double as a weapon, and they returned to the inn where they’d been well-served before to arrange for rooms and meals.  With Max and Audrei pairing up, Yiilu and Vo’rii were afforded their own room.  The innkeeper looked skeptical about the wolf possibly sleeping on the bed, but Yiilu preempted him voicing his thoughts. 
 
    “Vo’rii is not a creature of comforts; she is more than satisfied lying on the floor,” the druidess told him. 
 
    As if to accentuate the point, the wolf curled up beside the druid’s chair, and the innkeeper gave a lop-sided smile, a hmph, and continued with his work. 
 
    With the sun approaching the horizon, the companions gathered around a large wooden table and shared a meal.  “To Audrei, the newest addition to our number,” Delkantar offered in toast with his drink.  “To getting to know you, and returning you and your husband safely home to your children when all is said and done.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Audrei said as they all clinked their glasses together.  Max had, as usual, declined an alcoholic drink, but his wife held no such reservations.  She had a stein of ale along with the rest of them, though Leighandra saw no judgment from Max on the matter. 
 
    The chronicler wanted to ask the woman about her family and husband, but decided it might be best to wait until she could speak to Audrei privately.  “Are you familiar with weapons at all?” she prompted instead. 
 
    Audrei smiled sheepishly.  “Well, I did learn a thing or two about the bow and the staff from my brother, though I never received any formal training.” 
 
    “You mean Kas’Yari?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “Oh, has Max told you about him?” 
 
    “We met him,” Delkantar said.  “Fine fellow.  Has a good nose for woodland tactics and tracking.  We helped him with freeing some of his people and the Caerumach underchief.” 
 
    “You found Kas’Yari?” Audrei said, turning to her husband. 
 
    “He is fighting bravely in the north to free his people from yet another facet of this trouble,” Max answered.  “We lent him what aid we could, but I think once Prince Roltek was with them, they were more than capable of taking care of their own.” 
 
    “Where did you find your father’s things?” 
 
    Max didn’t answer for a few moments.  “Up north, in the lands of the fures-rir.” 
 
    “But they didn’t take care of his body?” 
 
    Max said something to her in their language, and Leighandra got the impression Audrei’s response was an apology. 
 
    “Hey, no fair talking in a language the rest of us don’t speak,” Starlenia offered, her tone an obvious attempt to lighten things.  “You never did answer the question earlier.  Is it possible your father might still be alive?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Galadon answered for the prince.  “I was there; I remember seeing him struck down, and his unblinking eyes were the last thing I remember seeing…” 
 
    “How ever are you still alive?” Audrei asked. 
 
    “Damned if I know,” the knight returned with a shrug and a sigh.  “Karinda seems to think an angel has something to do with all this, but that’s not much to go on.  She said there were two other people resurrected as well: some woman who’s apparently a werewolf, and Karian Vanador.  So, there’s the hints of something divine behind all this, though again, it’s not much to go on.” 
 
    “What have the lot of you stumbled into?” 
 
    “More trouble than I bargained for,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    They shared a laugh and then their meals arrived.  Chatter was minimal during dinner, and once the sun had completely set, they stowed their things in their rooms and prepared to head to the cemetery. 
 
    Leighandra caught Audrei alone when Max went to use the privy.  “What did Max say to you when you asked about his father?” 
 
    “Hmmm?  Oh, he asked me to let the matter pass,” she answered as Yiilu came up beside them.  “Max and his father had a bit of a… terse relationship.  On the one hand, Max has always looked up to his father, but at the same time, I think he fears he’ll never live up to his father’s memory.  Asking about Kalamaris’ body was just a little much for him in the moment.” 
 
    “Did you know King Kalamaris well?” the druidess asked. 
 
    “He and I had a rather terse relationship as well,” Audrei replied matter-of-factly.  “I wasn’t all that pleased when he told me I would be betrothed to his seventh son and, being the outspoken young woman I was, I told him so.” 
 
    Leighandra chuckled.  “I take it that didn’t go over well?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I had trouble sitting for several days,” Audrei said with a wolfish grin, but she subdued it a bit when she saw Max approaching.  “I’ll tell you more about it later.  For now, what exactly are we to do in the cemetery?” 
 
    “Hunt ghosts,” Starlenia answered as she joined the other women. 
 
    “Hunt ghosts?” 
 
    Max stepped up before his wife.  “Yes.  Stay here if you wish.  No one is forcing you to go anywhere.  You were never trained for something like this.” 
 
    Audrei looked around at them.  “None of you were trained for this!  What… how are you even planning to fight them?” 
 
    Delkantar chuckled grimly.  “Good question.” 
 
    “Faith,” Max answered. 
 
    “And a little bit of magic,” Leighandra added with a nod. 
 
    The luranar prince led the way to the cemetery, and the guards posted near its gate let them through without complaint.  Leighandra couldn’t help but notice the guards manned their post from across the street now.  It made Audrei’s question echo in her mind: What did they plan to do if they came face-to-face with a spirit of some kind?  Could their weapons even hurt it?  Did the stories of blessed weapons, or those dipped in holy water have any truth to them?  More interestingly, were blades enchanted in some fashion able to do the same? 
 
    That last thought drew her gaze to the hilt of the Sword of the North Wind at Max’s hip.  Even he’d looked at the sword in astonishment after decapitating the undead yeti.  Did Max have any idea what the sword could do other than burst into flame in the right hands? 
 
    The sprawling graveyard was appropriately quiet as a tomb, and even in the post-twilight gloom, there wasn’t a trace of movement.  Councilor Peters hadn’t specified exactly what they’d done to combat the necromancy, but Leighandra suspected it had to do with exhuming and burning a lot of the corpses.  That had to have cost the council face with many of the citizens, and couldn’t have been an easy decision to make or carry out. 
 
    And yet, here the companions were, prepared to do that and more to see to their ends. 
 
    Max retraced their steps through the cemetery, but there were no bonfires this time, no trace of man or beast or undead creation.  All was quiet – too quiet – and Leighandra saw that hers weren’t the only hackles raised by the stillness.  Yiilu was on her guard, and the ears and noses of the two luranar and the wolf twitched and sniffed frequently.  Delkantar and Starlenia looked for tracks and other signs of passage under the chronicler’s summoned lights, but didn’t turn up anything for nearly a quarter of an hour. 
 
    When they returned to the center of the graveyard, Max began poking around the tombs and the mausoleums.  Leighandra swore she could feel a change in the temperature, but chalked it up to her imagination.  It wasn’t every night one walked through a cemetery, especially in the wake of a massive undead uprising.  There was nothing to suggest trouble, and the coldness was likely just the contrast to the warmth of the day. 
 
    But then Max whirled to the west.  “Stand ready!” 
 
    Leighandra didn’t hesitate: she set her blade aflame, and called Delkantar and Starlenia over to do the same to theirs.  Audrei and Yiilu stood together, sweeping their gazes side to side across the grounds, looking for any signs of trouble while Vo’rii hunkered down and let out a long growl. 
 
    A shadow that was far more than a shift of the chronicler’s summoned lights fell across the path and then the party, and all eyes turned toward a nearby crypt.  There was a horrid moan that echoed through the area as an inky cloud rose from the cracks of the crypt door.  Leighandra lost the focus of her magic as she stared in shock at the incorporeal being, a massive shadow in roughly the shape of a man from the waist up.  It was as if all will had left her at the sight of this undead abomination, and Leighandra felt sweat bleed out of her skin in nervous prickles. 
 
    Starlenia slapped her on the rump with the side of her kukri.  “Get those lights back up!  And keep your blades aflame; there’s no telling what it’ll take to fight these things.” 
 
    That got Leighandra’s wits back about her, and she focused on what she could do, and not on what might or might not work. 
 
    “Galadon!” Max shouted, and he tossed his father’s blade to the human knight. 
 
    As soon as Galadon gripped the pommel, the blade sprouted blue flame.  The shadowy specter reared up in the face of the holy light source, and Max sidestepped over to his companion and took the greatsword from the knight’s back.  He pointed eastward, and Leighandra whipped around to see that while their attention was focused on this first and obvious foe, others were rising from the nearby crypts.  Leighandra swallowed hard and worked to keep her composure. 
 
    “Great Spirit, what is going on here?” Starlenia grunted through her teeth.  With her twin blades aflame, she started forward with Galadon, circling around to see if she could pin their nearest opponent between them.  “Here goes nothing!” 
 
    “On the contrary, here goes everything,” Delkantar shot back.  “Max, with me!” 
 
    The luranar paladin fell into step with the ranger, and they made their way to the next closest of the shadows.  Max glanced over his shoulder and shouted, “Audrei, bless the ground beneath you, it should hold these creatures at bay!  Yiilu, summon your Earth Mother’s blessings and give us what aid you may.” 
 
    “Bless the ground?” Leighandra muttered, and she turned to the luranar woman.  “Are you a priestess, then?” 
 
    “In a sense, I suppose I am,” Audrei said, straightening out with confidence.  She began to speak in the soft tones of the luranar tongue, and though Leighandra couldn’t see any effects, she thought she could feel something starting to build. 
 
    Yiilu’s prayer to the Earth Mother was a familiar one to the chronicler.  She had seen the elven druidess work her power several times now, so she left the two women, confident Yiilu could protect them.  The chronicler went with Max and Delkantar, likewise confident that Galadon and Starlenia would be fine, especially with that legendary sword. 
 
    Max cut through the bulk of a shadow, but the greatsword seemed to have no effect on it.  The specter reached for him.  The luranar paladin ducked out of its reach, and with it extended toward him, Delkantar stabbed and slashed at it with his flaming blades.  It was hard to tell if his attacks had any effect, as there was nothing physically there to cut or burn.  But whatever the case, he got the specter’s attention and it whirled on him. 
 
    That was just what Leighandra wanted, as she stabbed it three times in rapid succession with her own flaming blade.  She didn’t feel anything; there was no resistance or sensation through her blade as she stabbed it, but at the very least, it didn’t appear to like the light or being touched directly by it.  Max called out something in the luranar tongue as well, and waded back in with a massive overhead chop. 
 
    He missed a step, stumbling over the remnants of an exhumed grave.  The specter turned again and thrust its shadowy fingers through Max’s breastplate.  He yowled in pain and staggered back, but the creature stayed with him.  Delkantar hacked at it furiously, and Leighandra followed suit, simply trying to get it away from the paladin, but to no avail.  A trail of frosty breath came forth from Max’s mouth, and the luranar’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Max!  No!” Leighandra cried out. 
 
    Galadon slashed diagonally across the offending spirit, and the blue flame of the Sword of the North Wind burned it into little more than an echoing cry on the wind.  “Get him over to Audrei and Yiilu, quickly!” the knight commanded. 
 
    Leighandra began to help drag their friend to his wife and the druidess.  There was no mistaking it now: the circle around Audrei and Yiilu was clearly much warmer than the rest of the graveyard.  The chronicler glanced up, looking for any sign of Starlenia.  The woman was making her way with Galadon once again, headed toward a third crypt that had one of the shadowy undead rising from it. 
 
    “Max!  Max, are you all right?” Audrei asked. 
 
    “C-c-cold,” he stuttered, his teeth chattering a couple of times.  “Must we f-f-flee?” 
 
    “I think Galadon has things contained with that sword of your father’s,” Leighandra told him.  She glanced at the paladin and rogue enacting a dance of flaming-bladed death about the third and – so far as she could see – last of the specters. 
 
    “Look out!” Yiilu shouted. 
 
    The women all turned to behold another specter bearing down upon them.  The druidess began the call to the Earth Mother, but the shadowy being stopped on the edge of that circle of warmth.  Audrei straightened out before it and met the cold black pits of its eyes.  She began to say something in the luranar tongue, calm and confident, though her hackles were raised and her ears were angled back, betraying her true feelings. 
 
    “Light,” Leighandra muttered, remembering the specter’s reaction to being touched by the flame of their swords.  She reached down into her soul and called forth the song of her sorcery, and she began stringing up as many lights as she could in the area.  It didn’t rival the light of day, but it did seem to make the being uncomfortable.  Still, it held Audrei’s gaze, and the chronicler wasn’t sure if she should shake her friend free of any corrupting influence. 
 
    “It seems my magic cannot hurt it, not directly,” Yiilu said. 
 
    “Call forth the light of day,” Audrei whispered.  “I will hold it here while you do so.” 
 
    “Yes!  The light hurts them.  Do as Audrei said!” Leighandra encouraged. 
 
    The specter raised its arms as if to reach for Audrei, extending its shadowy fingers toward the luranar woman, but it was kept at bay by the circle of warmth around her.  Then Yiilu called out to the Earth Mother in elvish, and the area lit up as if day was breaking.  The spirit screamed in pain as it was bathed in sunlight.  The druidess drew forth her scimitar and took a swing at it for good measure, but that didn’t seem to have any effect.  Leighandra gave a couple of deep thrusts of her saber, though whether that hurt the creature any more than the sunlight, she couldn’t say. 
 
    The shadowy spirit at last tore free of whatever hold Audrei had upon it, and it dashed away on an ethereal wind toward the nearest crypt.  That was of no use, however, as Galadon met it with the still-flaming blade of the Sword of the North Wind.  The paladin and his rogue sidekick slashed, thrust, and hacked at it, and the specter let forth a screech that faded into a sigh as it evaporated on the artificial rays of the sun. 
 
    “Max!” Audrei cried, turning and kneeling beside her husband.  He was still conscious, and he stroked at her mane absently when she embraced him.  His breath no longer came forth in frosty clouds, and it was steady and calm.  “Are you all right?  What were those creatures?” 
 
    “Specters, wraiths… whatever people like to call them,” Galadon said, approaching.  He crouched and put the pommel of the sword into Max’s hand, then went to collect his greatsword from the ground. 
 
    “You should keep this,” Max whispered.  “It recognizes you.  It does not respond to my will the way it did for you or my father.” 
 
    “Have faith in yourself,” the knight said when he returned, sliding his greatsword back into its scabbard.  “You think your father and I became paladins overnight?  I know I’m not that old, but I was extensively trained… you just need to give these things some time.” 
 
    Max sat up at last and got to his feet with some help from the others. 
 
    “You all right?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “I believe so.  I have the urge to drink several large cups of hot tea or coffee, though,” the luranar paladin responded. 
 
    Yiilu gestured about.  “We should sweep the rest of the tombs when you have your feet back under you.  If any more hide in the shadows or depths of the tombs, it might be best if we open them, despite the protests of the people, and do what needs doing.”  Then she turned toward their newest friend.  “What was that you did, Audrei?  You seemed to hold that spirit under the power of your gaze.” 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure,” she answered.  “I was just asking my Lord to form a protective circle around us.  I’m not sure why the spirit was so fixated on me like that.  It was so blinded by what I was doing that it failed to see the true dangers: you and Galadon.” 
 
    The knight and the druid exchanged glances, but then both settled their gazes back upon the luranar woman.  “Runs in the family, does it?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Doubting your own abilities.  Whether you held it in your gaze or it was simply fixated on you, that thing recognized you as a threat, and rightly so.  You and Max don’t give yourselves enough credit where it is due.  Don’t be so hasty to praise the rest of us for our parts and not know when to take praise for your own.” 
 
    Audrei blinked but then bowed her head.  “Thank you, sir.  But I think I wet my pants.” 
 
    Starlenia chortled at that, but covered it up with a cough when Audrei turned her way.  The luranar woman managed a wolfish grin. 
 
    “Why don’t you keep my father’s sword for now, old friend?” Max said.  “We know it responds to your call, and we can use this to devastating effect against these types of enemies.  Just as you say we should be willing to take credit where it is due, so should you.  If the sword begins to respond to my call, or when we get your sword repaired, you can give it back.  But I would ask that you carry it for now, and wield it in memory of my father if you so choose.” 
 
    Galadon nodded.  “I will,” he said, taking the sword and its accompanying scabbard. 
 
    Max let the older knight lead the way this time, and the group began to systematically check the other tombs for signs of disturbance or foul spirits. 
 
    “You felt it again, didn’t you?” Leighandra asked the luranar prince when her thoughts had calmed down a bit.  “That sense of evil power to the west?” 
 
    “Yes; there was a surge right before we were attacked,” he answered.  “I am unsure why I can sense it and the rest of you cannot, but our enemies seem fixated on this place.” 
 
    “The city, not the cemetery,” Starlenia corrected.  “The cemetery is just their weapon they can use across the distance.  This is the city where the meeting was held, and it’s because Solaris is sort of the middle ground between all the different kingdoms.  Whoever this Crimson Queen bitch is, she clearly knows this is the place to strike to disrupt resistance.”  She paused for a second and looked at Audrei.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Saying bitch.” 
 
    Max snorted and Audrei let out a heartwarming little laugh.  “We may have lupine features, but we’re not wolves and don’t refer to ourselves that way,” the woman answered.  She pointed down at Vo’rii.  “You might want to apologize to her, though.” 
 
    “Why?  She is a bitch,” Yiilu offered with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    “Oh gods, now we’ve corrupted the elf, too,” Galadon muttered. 
 
    The shared laugh helped dispel some of the terror of what they’d just faced, and the fact that they came across no further trouble helped bolster their spirits.  With the cemetery quiet and no threats coming from their enemy, they headed back to the city. 
 
    “Let’s not tell the guards about the specters,” Delkantar said. 
 
    “Good idea,” Galadon agreed, and he led them back to the inn. 
 
    They shared a late snack and some hot drinks.  Max insisted he was fine, and felt much better once he had something hot to drink to dispel the chill of the specter’s touch.  Leighandra was hoping to get Audrei to stay at the table and chat with her and perhaps the other two women, but once Max bid the others goodnight, Audrei followed with him.  With the opportunity to get to know their new companion snatched away, the three other women retired to their rooms. 
 
    Starlenia took the far bed and curled up to sleep.  Leighandra kept her bedside lantern turned up, her logbook, quill, and inkwell handy to chronicle the things she’d seen while they were fresh in her mind.  She glanced over briefly when Starlenia muttered “Haha, bitch” and then settled back to sleep.  The half-elf smirked but continued her description of Galadon taking Max’s sword and the blade bursting into blue flame. 
 
    What a magnificent sight, she thought.  I can only imagine what it looked like when he and Kalamaris stood side by side – and with two others with flaming blades.  I guess I may get to see it for myself soon enough, gods willing. 
 
    She was just getting through the narrative about the after-fight, and even made a notation about Audrei admitting to possibly wetting her pants, when she heard it.  A voice was singing just down the hall, a voice so clear and pure it nearly made the chronicler jealous.  Leighandra was a trained singer and performer, and though whoever was singing could use some tutelage and studies in music, they had a voice and a natural talent that couldn’t be denied.  Starlenia woke and sat up, glancing at Leighandra and then the wall in the direction the voice was coming from before she made a questioning gesture. 
 
    And then a second voice joined the first, this one deeper but no less clear or pure.  It took Leighandra only seconds to realize what she was hearing, and she turned to Starlenia in shock. 
 
    “Is that Max and Audrei?” the Okonashai woman asked. 
 
    “It has to be,” Leighandra whispered.  “But what are they singing?” 
 
    “Something in luranish, I guess,” Starlenia shrugged.  “Great Spirit, I hope they don’t keep that up all night…” 
 
    The chronicler chuckled.  The song only lasted a couple of minutes, and when she poked her head out the door, she saw that several of the inn’s other patrons were either perched on the stairs or standing in their doorways to listen. 
 
    “I’d heard the wolf-folk could sing, but damnit if that ain’t one of the prettiest things I ever heard,” one of the men on the stairs said before he and his companions descended. 
 
    Leighandra looked at the door to the luranars’ shared room and wondered if they knew the rest of the inn was listening to them.  She smiled and watched the others retreat into their rooms, and then she did the same.  She returned to her writing, waiting to see if her friends would take up another song.  It was late, and she imagined most of the other patrons wouldn’t want them to continue no matter how touching it was. 
 
    They stayed quiet, though, perhaps mindful of the voices outside their door afterward.  Leighandra imagined the two curled up in bed, finally together again after well over a month and more apart.  There was little mystery what they were about now that they had sung together and to each other. 
 
    You two make beautiful music together, she thought. 
 
    The chronicler looked down at her journal, and dipped her quill one last time.  And then, she wrote, our luranar companions sent us to slumber with a song that touched even the heart of this practiced troubadour. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XI – Fireblade 
 
      
 
    The tips of the Dragon Mountains came into sight after only a few days out of Solaris.  As if the thought of walking into the lair of an old and powerful red dragon wasn’t enough to put a knot in everyone’s stomach, the sight of the mountains made it a constant reminder.  Leighandra tried not to be too pessimistic in her journal entries, but found the prospect of being incinerated dominated her thoughts when describing their trek. 
 
    She trusted in Karinda; that wasn’t the issue.  The issue was that they had no reason to trust Fireblade.  The dragon had the reputation of a volatile and vicious manslayer.  Leighandra was wary of causing her friends any further distress, but she knew more stories than any of them.  She had made passing mention of the gold wyrm Taeluriel and her rider, Asceri Moonshade; it was odd that no one had ever asked her to elaborate.  True, they had far more pressing concerns at the time, but now would’ve been an opportune moment to bring it back up. 
 
    It was just as well, since she didn’t want to.  Asceri and his faithful dragon mount were both said to have met their ends fighting Fireblade.  No one knew or even speculated much on the subject, but it had long been Leighandra’s belief that the dragon-riders of legend had mostly met their demise at the claws of Fireblade and her forebears.  They were a plague upon the continent and the world as a whole. 
 
    And yet, here the companions were, about to walk into her lair and ask for her help. 
 
    The gods certainly have senses of humor, she thought, and that made her turn to Audrei. 
 
    The luranar woman had no trouble keeping up with the rest of them, and Leighandra had to attribute it to chasing little ones around all the time.  Though it had been a jest, Starlenia’s suggestion that Audrei take over the cooking duties from Delkantar was happily agreed to by both parties.  Thus far, the woman had proven to be quite a cook, even with the limited supplies they carried with them.  She was more than pulling her weight by Leighandra’s reckoning. 
 
    Training Audrei to fight was another matter.  She was over-mindful of hurting any of her friends, which made getting her to commit to the training difficult.  She seemed to respond best to Max, which was little surprise, but was gradually beginning to work with each of the members of their party, all the better to learn numerous styles and possibilities.  And best of all, on those many occasions where someone was hurt, she demonstrated an uncanny ability to massage the injuries away or use hastily-made poultices to help with healing.  In this regard, she was beginning to form a bond with Yiilu, who was more than adept at finding ingredients. 
 
    The women were able to walk behind a little while the men took point and discussed their plans for dealing with Fireblade.  There had been few opportunities for the women to talk without the men, so Leighandra jumped at this one.  “I understand you and Max were married by arrangement?” the chronicler prompted.  “I’m interested to hear more about you standing up to his father on that matter.” 
 
    “It was what you might call a political marriage,” Audrei confirmed with a nod.  “We keep our nation tightly-bound by important marriages between the prominent clans, to help foster more friendships and keep the families united under the king.  My clan, Drakkara, is one of the largest, and King Kalamaris wanted to renew the bonds between our family and his own.  So he decreed that I would be married to his youngest son.” 
 
    The luranar woman let forth a sigh through her nose.  “I already had my life planned out by that point, you understand.  I had… what do your people call it… a crush on my elder brother Kas’Yari, and had all these silly dreams about how we’d run off and be married and leave both of our peoples behind.  Silly girl dreams, nothing more, but I clung to them as long as I could.  So, when Kalamaris told me of my impending betrothal, I gave him a piece of my mind.” 
 
    “And received a good spanking?” Starlenia chuckled. 
 
    “Spanking?  Hardly.  He kicked me in the rump so powerfully that my feet left the ground,” Audrei said, but she gestured for patience at the reactions of her companions.  “You must understand: I insulted our king in front of much of the tribe.  Oh, Kalamaris beat my rump raw and then some.  He was a good king and a righteous man, but was heavy-handed.  He believed he had to rule our people by strength foremost, probably because he had taken the crown at a young age.  So when some loud-mouthed young woman questioned his integrity and his decision-making in front of the entire tribe, he saw only one way to address the issue.” 
 
    “So you obviously went through with the marriage,” Leighandra said, though in truth, she was still hung up on Audrei dreaming of eloping with a gnoll, adopted brother or not.  Did the luranar truly see the gnolls as some sort of kin, then?  It was a fascinating thought. 
 
    “That came later.  First were the courtship rites, despite the fact that the betrothal was set.  Max was still a young man at the time; he was only a little more than fourteen summers.  And I didn’t like him at all.  I thought he was arrogant and self-absorbed.  He was rarely among others of our age, or among the tribe at all, always off doing his own thing and ignoring the people he was supposed to be learning to rule.  When I was first sent to spend time with him on my own, I expected I was to prepare myself for a lifetime of disappointment and resentment.” 
 
    Leighandra watched a contented smile play out across the woman’s face, her gaze drawn in her husband’s direction. 
 
    “I went down to the river where he was, and found him there playing with his horse.  I think he was supposed to be washing it, but that silly animal was giving as good as it got.  Max was soaking wet, and every time he filled a pail with water, the horse would pick it up and dump it on his head.  After a while, it became a game, and they were competing to see who could pour the most water on the other’s head.  Max was smiling and laughing, the first time I had ever seen him do either, and I realized then that everything I thought I knew about him was wrong.” 
 
    “Max is rather shy, though you might not think so to talk to him,” Audrei explained.  “He is gradually becoming more open as he gets a little older and the time for him to take the crown draws nearer.  But as I told you, he had a rather terse relationship with his father, and between that and the fact that he had no mother growing up, he turned out shy and introspective.  I think he took to raising horses because they never wanted much from him other than friendship.  When he dealt with our people, I think he felt overwhelmed with the pressing responsibilities that were sure to come.” 
 
    “And you were wed when he was sixteen?” Starlenia prodded.  “How old were you?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m a couple of years older than Max.  And yes, we were wed early by our people’s standards, but that was because of King Kalamaris’ death.  I wish he had lived to see us married, and how happy we are together.  I owe that man an apology, and never got the chance to deliver it before he was taken from us.” 
 
    “I’m sure he knew,” Leighandra offered.  “If your courtship went as well as you suggest, I’m sure Kalamaris knew you and Max would be happy.  And that was likely all he wanted.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Audrei sighed.  “It still bothers our people that his body, or at least a grave, has never been found.  And that bothers Max more than he’ll ever admit.  It’s why when the subject is broached, he can become a little bit testy.  It’s one of the only times you will see him behave that way.” 
 
    Max turned around and smiled at his wife, almost as though he overheard the women talking.  Leighandra had seen such a marked difference in his demeanor since Audrei joined them.  He was still a bit over-serious on most matters, but he seemed more focused with his wife beside him, and only their impending meeting with a red dragon seemed to frazzle him at all. 
 
    “So, what about you?” Audrei prompted, turning the tables on her three lady friends.  “Any of you married?  Have children?  Looking at one of the men you travel with?” 
 
    Yiilu grinned but shook her head.  “None of those,” she chuckled. 
 
    Starlenia shook her head as well, and Leighandra smirked when Audrei looked her way.  “Nothing of the sort.  Not yet.” 
 
    “None of you?  Tsk, tsk,” the luranar woman said.  “And here I was wagging my tongue about everything!  Now I feel cheated.  What about Delkantar or Galadon?” 
 
    “Not that we know of,” Starlenia answered. 
 
    “An entire party of bachelors and bachelorettes, how disappointing,” Audrei huffed.  “Well, perhaps in our travels, we can fix that issue as well.” 
 
    “Who says it’s an issue?” the rogue challenged.  Audrei’s ears went back and she looked mortified, and Starlenia made a placating gesture.  “I was just teasing, don’t get upset.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.  I thought I had spoken out of turn.  Sometimes my grasp of your language isn’t as good as I believe, and I’m afraid I say the wrong thing.” 
 
    “Eh, you speak it perfectly so far as I’ve heard.  And I think we’re pretty hard to offend.  Hopefully, you turn out to be the same, because the teasing in this group can get pretty brutal.” 
 
    That wolfish grin came back.  “I can give as good as I get.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubts about that.” 
 
    Passage through the Roaring Plains was light and easy, few creatures about during the day while the friends did the majority of their traveling.  Delkantar began to suspect it was unnatural, like the wildlife and even the other, less civilized species were keeping hidden with the undead issues.  The ranger came across droppings and tracks now and then that suggested there were gnolls hunting in the area, but they kept themselves out of sight.  More importantly, they didn’t bother the group and force Max to play diplomat. 
 
    “What would gnolls be doing this far north, though?” Audrei mused. 
 
    “Hunting,” Max answered. 
 
    “This far from home?” 
 
    The luranar prince glanced at his wife and nodded.  Not much more needed be said; things had to be incredibly dire in the gnolls’ homeland to force them so far out to hunt.  Not only were these plains far from their home, but the risks of hunting here – the dragons, for one, but also the people who didn’t hesitate to wipe out “invading” gnolls – had to mean the hyena-folk were desperate. 
 
    It was a fact that weighed on Max heavily; Leighandra could tell.  Might be that’s why he wants to go back home again, the chronicler thought. 
 
    The foothills began to test Audrei’s conditioning, but the woman kept up well.  With all the walking the rest of them had done in the previous months, they were all becoming quite athletic.  Leighandra felt as though she could walk for days without rest now, though the hills changed that perspective a bit.  Max and Galadon both seemed more at home in their plate armor, which was far more impressive for the luranar prince who didn’t ride a horse for most of the day.  And for the others, their leathers were becoming like a second skin. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the hills gave way to the mountains, though, and Delkantar found what he suspected was Fireblade’s Lair.  “Up there on the mountainside,” he said, pointing to a massive cave opening.  “Looks like she might have blasted right through the rock with her breath.  I can’t see a cave like that forming naturally; not that high up.” 
 
    “It’s not my eyes, right?” Starlenia said, squinting at the distant cave mouth.  “That cave really is huge?” 
 
    The ranger grunted.  “Yeah.  I’ve heard she’s big, but that cave still makes me think she’s bigger than I thought.  This is certainly going to be interesting.” 
 
    “But maybe only for a minute or two.” 
 
    Yiilu waved off the comment and continued forward.  “Oh, stop that.  Come, this may be something you tell your children’s children about over a bedtime drink someday.  We may find the undead have been pestering her as well.  Perhaps if she knows we are combating them, she will be more likely to give us what aid she may.” 
 
    Galadon handed Kalamaris’ sword back to Auremax.  “Here, you carry this.  She may even recognize it and remember your father if she sees you carrying it.  She didn’t help in the battle with Arku that I can remember, but I’m sure she remembers it, all the same.  Maybe it will help convince her that she needs to do something this time if she cares one whit about the world she lives in.” 
 
    “It cannot hurt to try,” Max agreed. 
 
    Delkantar took point once more and led them toward the mountain cave.  “Are you sure you can get us up there without climbing gear?” he prompted the druidess. 
 
    Yiilu nodded.  “Easily.  Carry on.” 
 
    The ranger exchanged glances with the other two men, and they all shrugged.  As usual, Delkantar didn’t raise much of an objection or argument, and continued to scout the trails ahead for the companions. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
     They made camp when the light began to fail, intent on visiting Fireblade during daylight hours, for all the good that would do them inside a cave.  Still, Yiilu insisted the climb might be treacherous in the darkness, and the dragon might assume the worst if they approached at night.  That made a lot of sense, though Leighandra was looking forward to seeing what magic the druid would use to get them so far up the mountainside. 
 
    Audrei set to work preparing them a meal, singing in the luranar tongue all the while.  Max didn’t join her in this song, but any time their eyes met, the two smiled softly to each other.  The chronicler figured being on the road and among others might put a little strain back into their relationship, but that didn’t seem to be the case.  Instead of thinking too much about it, she pulled the miniature harp from her bag and began to play along with Audrei’s singing. 
 
    “That is a beautiful song,” Leighandra said when Audrei finished.  “What is it about?” 
 
    “Oh, just keeping one’s faith and persevering in the face of trouble,” the luranar woman said, turning her gaze up toward the cave.  “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified of what may happen tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t we all?” Galadon offered. 
 
    Just then, there was a brilliant flash of light in the center of their camp.  The radiance was difficult but not painful to look at, and Leighandra’s jaw dropped open when she realized what she was seeing.  At first, it appeared simply as a wisp of light, but then it grew until she could discern the shape within: winged humanoid.  She rose slowly to her feet, hardly cognizant of nearly all of the others doing the same. 
 
    Audrei and Max both fell to their knees, holding their hands out toward the light.  It was impossible to see who or what the angelic being was looking at.  Its features were indiscernible, other than its basic shape.  Leighandra had read enough stories and seen enough artwork of angels to have a good idea that such was what she was seeing, and the warmth that radiated from it only helped confirm her thoughts. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked softly. 
 
    No answer came forth.  The angel merely stood among them, warming them and their camp with its glowing presence.  The luranar continued to kneel, watching the being for any sign or sound of its voice.  Starlenia was in a half-kneeling, half-ready-crouch position, looking a little bit awed but also wary.  Delkantar and Galadon stood agape just as Leighandra.  Yiilu, by comparison, looked more curious than awed, and the chronicler understood why easily enough: There were no angels among the faith in the Earth Mother, for she had no need of any such physical messengers. 
 
    And then, just as quickly as it had appeared, the being vanished.  Silence reigned in the camp, but only for a few moments. 
 
    “Great Spirit, are we on the right path, then?” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    “What did you see?” Leighandra asked, curious if everyone witnessed the same thing. 
 
    “Winged person… humanoid,” Delkantar answered, and Galadon, Starlenia, and Yiilu nodded to his words. 
 
    “Did you two see a winged luranar?” 
 
    Max and Audrei exchanged a glance but then shook their heads.  “No, it appeared as a winged human… humanoid to us as well.  But that would be in line with our faith,” Max said.  “I just… I have no idea what to make of that.  Our people have never witnessed such a thing in all the years since Saint Kaegan came among us – and certainly not before.” 
 
    “Was Saint Kaegan the one who proselytized you?” 
 
    “Indeed he was.  I cannot help but think that if it did not warn us against this path, then perhaps it was simply giving us comfort in our current task.” 
 
    “Or just making sure none of us can sleep tonight,” Starlenia said. 
 
    Delkantar chuckled.  “I wonder if that was Karinda’s angel…?” 
 
    “Or maybe Karinda herself,” the rogue grunted.  She shrugged when everyone looked her way.  “Hey, she’s obviously leading us toward some goal.  How much do you really believe her when she says she’s seen some series of signs and wonders, or an angel weaving its way through history, or that an angel just appeared in front of us?  I know you two say your people don’t believe in coincidence, but in a way, neither do mine.  When it seems like someone’s trying to get you to do something, and everything keeps lining up to guide you in that same direction, and that person happens to be a really powerful wizard… well, I don’t want to accuse Karinda of being behind all of this, but I can’t help but wonder.” 
 
    “You don’t mean the undead?” Galadon challenged her. 
 
    “No, not that!  Just all the other stuff she’s been sending us off to see to,” Starlenia said.  “I mean, how much trouble would it be for a wizard to conjure up something that looks like what everyone thinks of as an angel?  I’m not saying I don’t think Karinda is on our side, just that now – just like you said before – I feel like we’re being manipulated, led about by the nose, and I’m getting rather tired of it.” 
 
    “Did you not say your Great Spirit works in similarly mysterious ways?” Max asked. 
 
    “Don’t go bringing that into it.” 
 
    “If you believe in a divine being, do you not also believe it cares for you, and has some plan for your life?” Audrei added. 
 
    “I don’t know what I believe anymore,” Starlenia said with a dismissive gesture.  “Six months ago, I probably thought much like you do.  An undead scourge, powerful necromancers, a buried demon god, and who knows what else have sort of washed all that away, though.  Right now, I’m not sure what the Great Spirit wants, only what Karinda does.  And for however kind and powerful she might be, she is not a god, and doesn’t belong manipulating us like one.” 
 
    “You are jumping to conclusions too quickly, my friend,” Yiilu chided her.  “You are exceptionally bright, but that can often be one’s undoing.  There is no evidence Karinda has been behind any of this.  There are no angels among our theology as we reckon the Earth Mother, but there clearly are among your people, among Max’s people, and among the pantheons of the rir and humans as a whole.  If one of them has sent a messenger of peace and comfort to aid in my path, I will not get standoffish and feel as though I am being manipulated.  Learn to take aid from others, Starlenia, and not rely too much on yourself.” 
 
    “Ah, shut up,” the Okonashai woman said with a chuckle. 
 
    Max shrugged.  “Both of you make valid points.  I think, at this time, we are best served moving forward.  Our only other option is to move backward… to return empty-handed to Solaris and either go our separate ways, or else wander around combating symptoms rather than the plague itself.” 
 
    “Well said,” Galadon agreed.  “For now, we have one very clear path: We must eat this delicious meal Audrei has prepared before it gets cold.” 
 
    Audrei laughed and began handing out wooden bowls of stew to everyone.  There was still an air of mystery about the camp, but the food was good and the conversation more light-hearted over the meal.  Leighandra took the time in between mouthfuls of food to write down what they’d seen in her journal.  She scratched out a rough illustration of the angelic being and smiled contentedly when everyone else agreed that it looked just as they had seen.  It had been a few days since she’d reviewed her notes to put everything in order in her mind, but she was satisfied that she was keeping adequate records. 
 
    The night was quiet and calm, most of the friends wrapped up in their own thoughts over what they’d seen.  Despite the wonder of it all, Max and Audrei curled up together and fell asleep easily.  Yiilu meditated, communing with the Earth Mother despite not getting any proper sleep at first.  Delkantar sat on watch duty with Leighandra, but Galadon was still awake as well, the knight’s brow creased with worry and over-thinking.  Amusingly, despite her words to the contrary, Starlenia slept like a baby. 
 
    The chronicler turned back to the sleeping luranar at that thought and wondered if their children were safe and warm and happy without their parents there.  If you only knew the lengths your parents were going to in order to protect you, she thought.  She began to scratch out a little image of the two luranar sleeping in each other’s arms.  They might not appreciate the attention, but then again, perhaps it would be something Leighandra could share with their children.  When she thought about how much the absence of Max’s father and mother had affected him, she thought perhaps having a record for their children to marvel at might make a world of difference. 
 
    More than that, though, she wanted to make sure they got home.  All of them. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    The following morning dawned late over the hills and lower peaks, and the companions cleaned up the camp to begin the final approach to Fireblade’s lair.  It was such an unassuming-looking mountain, nothing other than that massive cave up high suggesting that something incredibly evil lurked within.  Leighandra thought of the white dragon they’d seen up north and wondered if Delkantar’s assessment was anywhere near true for something of Fireblade’s size and strength.  Would she even hesitate to destroy a group of adventurers? 
 
    Well, perhaps after her dealings with Karian Vanador and Saint Bakhor, the chronicler thought.  That was an epic that always roused the masses and brought in great tips when she performed it in the taverns.  Leighandra did find some confidence in knowing a band of men and women not unlike her own had stood up to the red dragon and her brood.  Not only had they survived, but they’d dealt two great blows to the evil band of reds, and to this day, neither Fireblade nor her children were anywhere near as problematic as they once were. 
 
    Then again, maybe she truly has calmed down as Lady Karinda said, Leighandra mused.  Could it be that the lesson actually sank in?  Might we find she is hesitant to harm us out of fear of retaliation? 
 
    “All right, then, let’s see some more of that druidic magic,” Delkantar said, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    There was a jagged ascent ahead, one that could be managed if the friends had climbing gear and an experienced climber to show them the way.  As it stood, there was no way they could get very far up the mountain’s base, much less scale the sides and reach the high cave.  There was no easy way to Fireblade’s lair, making it difficult enough to get to her, much less be in any condition to threaten her once one did.  Her defenses had been thought out and crafted in masterful fashion; Leighandra had to give the dragon that. 
 
    The chronicler wasn’t familiar with the extent of the druids’ magic, but she had heard – and told – enough stories that her imagination went a little wild now.  Would Yiilu lift them aloft on clouds?  Have a vortex or zephyr carry them to their destination?  Or would it be something simpler, like a herd of goats coming and leading them to the cave? 
 
    “This will take several minutes.  Please stand clear in case something should go awry,” the druidess said, stepping to the front of the group.  She shooed Vo’rii back, but the wolf was hesitant to leave her side. 
 
    “Keeta, Vo’rii,” Max called, and the wolf went to his side and sat there. 
 
    Leighandra couldn’t help but laugh when Audrei looked at the wolf, then at Max, and gave her husband a cool look.  He shrugged but didn’t meet her eyes.  She reached up and took hold of his snout, then gave his head a gentle shake, but she was smiling when she did so. 
 
    A tremor brought the chronicler’s attention back to the matter at hand.  Cracks appeared along the mountainside, and Leighandra backed up, mindful of a possible landslide.  The others did likewise, but Yiilu held her ground, her hands up before her, eyes half-closed as she put her full will into the weaving of her magic.  She made a sound of exertion deep in her throat, and her face twisted into a grimace as rocks began to tumble down the mountainside.  For the briefest of moments, she looked like she, too, was going to retreat. 
 
    Audrei stepped forward and laid a hand on the druidess’ shoulder.  “You can do this,” she said softly, yet with confidence.  “I can feel your power; have faith that it is sufficient.  We have faith in you; have faith in yourself.” 
 
    Yiilu took in a deep breath through her nose and closed her eyes all the way.  There was another tremor, and some more rocks rolled down the incline, but they were small and scattered.  Now the solid stone of the mountain itself buckled and then flattened in a pattern.  Leighandra marveled as a staircase formed in the mountainside, a long series of stone steps winding its way up the side toward the cave.  The druidess continued concentrating, and the steps smoothed out, forming a steep but easily passable path for the companions. 
 
    “Thank you,” Yiilu said, turning to Audrei. 
 
    The luranar woman beheld the staircase before her.  “We should be thanking you.  My word, I think even my children could make this climb.” 
 
    “We can bring them along next time,” Starlenia said.  “I’ll bet Fireblade just loves having children over for company.” 
 
    “Oh hush,” Audrei berated her with a playful shove. 
 
    “Hey, if you two want to make love one last time before we go get burned alive, we can watch… I mean, wait for you.” 
 
    Max buried his face in his palm, and Audrei’s ears stood up straight, her eyes wide.  “Oh, you are shameless!” 
 
    “Just figured that out, have you?” Starlenia chuckled.  “Don’t think nobody knew what you two were about after you kept the entire inn awake with your singing that other night.” 
 
    Audrei’s jaw fell open slightly.  “We kept the entire inn awake…?” 
 
    Starlenia laughed again but blew out a sigh before she took the first step up the stairs. 
 
    “With your singing,” Leighandra assured her friends.  “And I don’t think you’d find one person to complain about it.” 
 
    Audrei bowed her head, but Max simply shook his before he went up after Starlenia. 
 
    Despite the fact that it was a staircase, it was still a long, tiresome climb.  Leighandra wondered if it was truly any easier than typical mountain climbing.  Either way, it was something she figured she’d be fine with never doing again in her life.  She was breathless and sweaty by the time they got halfway up the face, and the fact that the temperature got steadily cooler the higher they ascended didn’t help.  By the time they reached the cave mouth, they were all out of breath, and most of them sat down. 
 
    Delkantar went to study the bones near the entrance to the lair.  While there weren’t any humanoid skeletons, the bones at the entrance seemed to serve as a warning to any who made it this close: Go away… or else.  The ranger straightened out in front of the entryway, and though he put his tunic over his nose to dampen the sulfurous smell, he chuckled. 
 
    “It’s a lot warmer right here,” he commented.  “If you try not to think about why, it’s fairly pleasant compared to the wind out there.” 
 
    “Come; we’ve dallied long enough, and she no doubt knows we’re here after Yiilu’s display.  No sense in keeping her waiting,” Galadon said. 
 
    Max got to his feet and gestured for Delkantar to let him lead the way.  Leighandra noted that the ranger’s observation about the dragon blasting a lair into the very mountain was correct.  The walls were far from natural and had the consistency of once-liquid rock.  The air within was significantly warmer, though the few stories Leighandra knew regarding dragons said that their breath was always hot, even when they weren’t actively breathing out fire.  Hopefully, the interior of the lair would be pleasantly warm without too much of the sulfur stench. 
 
    There was a grumble deep within the mountain, and everyone stopped in their tracks.  A loud hiss echoed down the corridor, but once certain there was no wall of flame headed their way, Max continued forward.  A strange sound echoed from the stone walls, one Leighandra had a hard time placing, but that didn’t deter Max either.  The companions resigned themselves to the fate Karinda had set before them and fell into step behind the paladin. 
 
    “Who… goes?” boomed the voice of the dragon.  “Know you not where you stand, foolish creatures?” 
 
    “We are the keepers of the flame, mighty dragon,” Max called back, surprised at how his voice rebounded along the walls.  “We have come to speak with you; nothing more.” 
 
    That deep grumble rattled the stones again.  “Know that you stand in a corridor without escape.  If your declaration of truce rings false, there will not be enough left of you to lap up with my tongue.” 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath, and Leighandra felt her stomach drop into her pelvis.  Everyone froze in place, no hope of running back to the entrance if a gout of fire was coming.  There was no immediate surge of flame, but it sounded as though the dragon was blowing out a fiery breath, and the cave proper, far ahead, lit up.  Leighandra could see the form of the great, blood-red reptile lying in the center of the cave, her long neck extended beyond sight above the entryway. 
 
    Max continued his approach, every step growing warmer and a little more uncomfortable.  Leighandra was sure that had to be the dragon’s intention.  The cave ahead glowed with the heat of her breath upon the stones.  As Leighandra thought about it, however, she realized the dragon might simply have been providing a light source to her “guests.”  It made the warmth borderline unbearable, but at least they weren’t walking into darkness now. 
 
    Fireblade ducked her head and stared coldly down the corridor at the companions’ approach.  The chronicler didn’t even notice how much they had all slowed at her gaze until she saw that Max was far ahead of them.  The paladin entered the cave proper and kept a respectful distance, but something was wrong. 
 
    The dragon reared up suddenly with a reptilian gasp.  “You would bring the Flameslayer into the heart of my home?  I will destroy you!” 
 
    Max held his hands up.  “Wait!” he cried, his hair whipping forward as the dragon took in a massive lungful of air. 
 
    Fireblade’s head was angled back in preparation to loose her fiery breath, and Leighandra could see the dragon’s scales smolder with the heat beneath them.  It was as though Fireblade was cooking herself from the inside, but if holding that fiery breath caused her any discomfort, it didn’t show.  On the contrary, it seemed to bolster her confidence to know that she could disintegrate them on a whim, her golden, slit-pupiled eyes wide with fury. 
 
    Max drew his sword slowly and deliberately, his other hand still held out in a placating gesture.  He took the sword in both hands in an offering pose, walked forward a few steps, and placed it on the ground before the dragon.  He then retreated far enough back that he would have no hope of getting to it if she attacked. 
 
    The dragon leaned her head back and charred the ceiling again, making the room glow brighter and increasing the temperature.  There was no denying it: That was truly awesome power, and Leighandra had no doubts that only death could result from that breath being turned on a person.  Finished with her display, Fireblade laid one of her massive, clawed forelegs on top of the blade and dragged it slowly to her. 
 
    “You would give this to me to be destroyed?” 
 
    Max bowed slightly.  “If it so pleases you, mighty dragon, I would ask that you spare the blade.  It was my father’s before me, and his father’s before him, and will prove important in the work to come.  But I will give you my word of honor that it will not be turned on you unless you strike the first blow.” 
 
    The dragon showed her many sword-like teeth.  The chronicler was still astounded at the size of the beast, and the teeth, horns, and claws were the greatest measure of her impressiveness.  “If I strike the first blow, mortal, you will not survive to strike one in return.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    Fireblade turned her head and brought it in close to regard Max with a single slit-pupiled eye.  “Is that a challenge, little man?  Little…,” she began, making an exaggerated sniff of him as though she was preparing her fiery breath.  “Wolf-man?” 
 
    Leighandra’s heart was beating wildly.  What was Max doing?  Hadn’t Karinda told them not to say anything “regrettable” to the fire wyrm?  And yet he seemed to be taunting her!  The chronicler started to move forward but hesitated when the dragon turned her head to regard the movement with both eyes. 
 
    “I am Prince Auremax Talvorus of the Talvorus tribe of luranar.  I have come before you to ask your aid, mighty dragon, not to fight you.  We need your help, and so you have us at a disadvantage.  I have given you both my sword and my word; I am uncertain how else I may demonstrate that I mean you no harm, and do not challenge your power.” 
 
    Fireblade let forth a sharp breath that blew the paladin’s hair out behind him again.  To his credit, Max didn’t react but to narrow his eyes in the wind.  “Do you know that you are the first and only mortal to stand before me and introduce himself properly?” she asked, and she moved into a vaguely sphinx-like pose, angling her head back to view the entire party.  It was only then that Leighandra recognized the sound she’d heard in the corridor: a massive body shifting on a tremendous pile of coins and other glittering objects.  “I am Hastucilliara, the Scourge of the Plains, the Final Shadow, Lady of the Deep Flame.” 
 
    “I am honored to know your true name, and not simply the moniker of Fireblade our peoples have long attributed to you,” Max returned with another short bow.  “If no others have ever introduced themselves, I imagine it is because they were too terrified.” 
 
    “And you are not?” 
 
    “I respect your power, mighty dragon, but I do not fear death itself.  I fear only the consequences that would befall those I leave behind.” 
 
    Fireblade narrowed her eyes and leaned in a little closer, sniffing at him again.  Audrei stepped forward, and the dragon’s gaze swept back and forth between the woman and her husband.  “Greetings, Hastucilliara.  I am Audrei Talvorus, Auremax’s wife.” 
 
    “Come forth, mortals, and let me have a look at you.” 
 
    Leighandra filed in with the others to stand beside Max and his wife, and the dragon took stock of each of them.  Only Vo’rii was absent, the wolf having remained safely behind with Galrinthor, as Yiilu requested.  Each of the companions introduced themselves in turn when the dragon’s gaze fell upon them, and her stare lingered on Galadon after his introduction. 
 
    “You… should be dead.  What does this mean?  Wait…,” the dragon said, making an exaggerated count of them.  “There are seven of you.  Who sent you?” 
 
    Leighandra and her friends all looked around at each other.  “An angel,” the chronicler said at last, and though everyone glanced at her one last time, no one corrected her. 
 
    “Then you have come for it… not for my treasures, but for his.  Unfortunately for you, mortals, I will not simply surrender it.  First, you must prove yourselves to me by way of combat.”  She showed her front teeth and belched a short flame high above them; was that a dragon’s laugh?  “Oh, worry you not; I would not test you myself, for that would be no test – or challenge – at all.  No, you will take care of a lingering issue for me, and if you return to tell the tale, then I will give you what you are looking for.” 
 
    “That’d be amazing, since we’re not even sure what we’re looking for,” Starlenia said. 
 
    Those golden eyes narrowed and she snapped her gaze onto the rogue.  “Then perhaps I will trick you and give you a useless trinket in exchange for the test you are to take.  Foolish woman!  Do not mistake me for a friend with whom you can jest and play games.” 
 
    Yiilu finally found her voice.  “How may we be of service, Hastucilliara?” 
 
    “To the northwest lies another cave, much smaller than my own, but within it lives an enemy arguably much more dangerous.  I call it the stonegazer, for those unfortunate enough to wander into or too close to its lair fall prey to the creature and its gaze.  Even I, the mighty Lady of the Deep Flame, have nearly fallen victim to this being.  And so, I will leave it to you to deal with it however you see fit.  Kill it, drive it off, add it to your number – I care little so long as it is gone and troubles my territory no longer.  Should you succeed, I will give you the treasure you seek.  Fail, and I expect I need not explain the consequences.” 
 
    “Stonegazer?” Delkantar echoed.  He glanced at Leighandra.  “You’re not talking about a medusa of some kind, are you?  Leighandra, do we have medusae here on Terrassia?” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware they were ever more than legends,” the chronicler answered.  “I could go do some research, but that would take time we don’t have.” 
 
    The dragon grumbled, ending the conversation.  “And which I will not grant you.  Go now, and do as I have asked, or do not return!” 
 
    “May I have my sword back?” Max asked. 
 
    The dragon looked at her foreleg and slid the weapon back toward him.  “Do not bring this weapon into my presence again.” 
 
    Max bowed his head and then crouched to pick up the sword.  Leighandra saw as he did so that crouching down, he was about the same size as the dragon’s massive claw.  The paladin put the blade back in its scabbard and stood straight again. 
 
    “Why did you call this the Flameslayer?” he asked. 
 
    “Surely you have noticed by now that the sword burns with a cold flame?  It destroys those of my kind or those who dwell among fire.  I have forgiven you for bringing it before me once, but I will not afford you this mercy a second time.” 
 
    “I understand.  Thank you, Hastucilliara.  We will see to the task you have set before us.” 
 
    The luranar paladin let his friends make their egress before he backed out of the cave and bowed low.  Once they reached the cave mouth, Leighandra let forth a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.  They had survived!  They had done something no other mortals were reputed to have done in centuries: stand before an ancient red dragon and bargain with it.  This would be a tale for the ages… 
 
    “What exactly is a medusa?” Audrei asked. 
 
    “She was a cursed being out of ancient human legends,” Leighandra started as they began the descent.  “A beautiful woman who had snakes for hair, and the lower body of a serpent.  And her gaze was said to turn anyone who met it to stone.  It’s a popular old tale and legend, but I’ve never heard of any actually existing.  It’s possible there’s some wizard or hag out there in the mountains that plays upon the dragon’s fears.  Either way, we need to be prepared to deal with something powerful enough to give Hastucilliara pause.” 
 
    “Can we just call her Fireblade?  That name is a mouthful,” Starlenia huffed. 
 
    “Del, Starlenia – we’re going to have to count on you to scout out this cave when we find it and give us some indication of what we’ll be dealing with,” Galadon said.  “While we’re on our way, perhaps you can tell us what the legends say of the medusa, Leighandra?  Won’t hurt to be prepared in case the legends turn out to be true.” 
 
    “Certainly,” the chronicler said.  “Long, long ago…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XII – The Stuff of Legends 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, it didn’t take long for Delkantar to find what they were looking for.  They had taken a night to rest before they set out to see to the dragon’s task.  Leighandra had told them all she knew of medusae, though all of it was from myth and legend, song and epic.  Its gaze was reputed to be fatal, though only if viewed directly.  Based on the stories, Leighandra was fairly certain that seeing its reflection would pose no danger.  Then again, they were all stories… how much of it was truth?  There was some truth to every legend, but just how much? 
 
    Apparently enough, if we’re on our way to drive out a medusa at the behest of an ancient red dragon, she thought. 
 
    Of course, that assumed it actually was a medusa.  It seemed more likely to Leighandra that it would turn out to be an old wizard or witch who lived near the dragon’s cave to avoid the interruptions of man and beast.  Playing on the dragon’s fears and pretending to be something that could turn her to stone would keep her – the one being the hermit feared – in line, and what did that leave?  Only the passage of time to contend with. 
 
    Leighandra reconsidered when Delkantar spotted a cave high on a hillside, one with a curious assortment of statuary around its entryway… 
 
    She and her companions stood staring, the others no doubt wondering the same things as Leighandra.  What did this all mean?  Was this part of the “path” Karinda expected them to find when she sent them forth?  Did the angel know or suspect that this was what they would be sent to contend with?  And – most importantly – did being sent to “deal with” this being by a volatile red dragon mean a more measured approach was called for? 
 
    Max exchanged a look with Galadon, and then with Audrei.  Yiilu called Vo’rii to her side and nervously stroked the wolf’s head.  Even Starlenia picked at her leather belt as though she wanted to hold her kukris simply to have something in her hands. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Delkantar asked.  “What does that dragon have that we could need badly enough to risk confronting whatever’s up there?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, Karinda thought we needed it,” Max answered.  “I know some of you still harbor doubts, but I find this entire situation to be beyond doubt now.  There is something behind all of this that we have yet to positively identify, but we must consider things this way: either it is trying to stop the rise of the Tempis’ra, or it is duping us into bringing that to pass.” 
 
    “Is it possible Fireblade has one of the four flames?” Yiilu asked.  “I cannot think what else she may possess that would aid us in stopping the Tempis’ra.  If she has one of the flames, it will allow us to rally the nations against our enemy.  Karinda would know that, but then how would she know what Fireblade possesses?” 
 
    “I’ll go take a look,” Starlenia said.  “Worse comes to worst, we slice up some nuisance that doesn’t look like it’s any nicer to people than dragons, based on those statues.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Delkantar agreed. 
 
    “Starlenia does raise a good point,” Galadon muttered, a hand to his chin.  “This is something we should see to regardless of our dealing with Fireblade.  For all we know, it could be another ally, one the dragon is trying to trick us into dispatching.  Perhaps those statues are simply props of some kind, or perhaps they are people who sought to murder the cave’s resident to steal their treasures.  There’s any number of possibilities present.” 
 
    “Be very careful, you two,” Audrei bid them before the ranger and rogue circled to the cave’s blind side and began their ascent.  “Yiilu, can you help me search for berries and flowers to make salves and poultices from?” 
 
    “Of course!  Tell me what you seek, and I will see if the plants will guide us to them.” 
 
    “Leighandra,” Max said, turning to her.  “Are there any sorcerous powers you can call upon to protect us should this be a medusa?” 
 
    “Well, I can create reflective surfaces to use against it, if I have the proper features of the land to work with,” she answered.  “We might be best served battling it in its cave, if that’s what it turns out to be.  Open, flat ground would provide the fewest opportunities to fight it in such an abstract manner.” 
 
    Max pulled his shield down from his back, but neither the front nor the back was of any use for reflections.  Likewise, the ice-like blade of the Sword of the North Wind provided him with little to work with.  Ironically, his armor was the most reflective thing he possessed, and as he realized that, he leaned in and stared at his image on Galadon’s armor.  “This is going to be tricky,” he muttered. 
 
    Delkantar and Starlenia reached the cave and began to peer into it from opposite sides.  They were almost perfectly obscured by the statuary, but the ranger fell to his rump when something flew past his face and tinked off of one of the statues. 
 
    “They’re being shot at!” Leighandra yelled, and everyone looked up toward the cave. 
 
    Max turned and ran up the hillside with Galadon close behind.  To their credit, they only went about ten paces before they realized they were charging uphill in plate armor.  Galadon looked over his shoulder at his steed but must’ve concluded that the charger wouldn’t be much better – or better off – for running uphill.  The knights slowed their pace but continued to press forward, and they kept their cool even when Starlenia hissed in pain and grabbed her arm. 
 
    The rogue collapsed and fell over a moment later, and everyone lost their composure.  Even Audrei and Yiilu began the ascent, and Vo’rii skirted around to get to the fallen rogue.  Delkantar had strung his bow and nocked an arrow, and he leaned in and took a blind shot only a moment before an arrow sank into his thigh.  He yelped in pain and jumped back, and his eyes went wide before he, too, slipped to his rump and then slumped over. 
 
    “No!” Leighandra heard herself shout as she passed the paladins. 
 
    Yiilu paused partway up the rise and began to call upon her druidic power, and Audrei took up a protective position in front of the elf.  A strong gale whipped through the valley, and the next arrow that came forth from the cave was ripped from its path and flung harmlessly away.  The druid kept her hand forward, her eyes narrowed in concentration, and the winds stayed consistently disruptive. 
 
    Max and Galadon pressed up the hill, the weight of their gear and the limitations of their armor making it arduous.  They didn’t even stop when the creature finally made its appearance.   
 
    Leighandra’s jaw dropped; it was a medusa… 
 
    The woman was tall and lean, dressed in a tight-fitting white tunic and an ivory skirt.  Just as in all the legends, her skin – if it wasn’t scales; Leighandra couldn’t properly tell at that distance – had a greenish tone to it, her “hair” was in fact a mass of writhing snakes, and she had a bow that she bent in a deadly arc as she took aim at the two men coming up the hill toward her.  Unlike the tales, she didn’t have a serpentine lower body.  She was completely humanoid but for those obvious differences.  The creature yelled something in an unknown tongue before she loosed an arrow at Max. 
 
    The luranar deflected the shot with his shield without breaking stride, and his other hand gestured Galadon to fall behind him so he was out of her line of fire.  Max hadn’t drawn his sword yet, keeping the weight out of his hand until it was time to do battle.  He kept his shield up before him and began to sidestep westward, trying to take advantage of Yiilu’s summoned wind. 
 
    Something was wrong with the medusa’s eyes, but Leighandra couldn’t tell what it was from the distance between them.  It suddenly occurred to her that she was looking at a medusa’s eyes, and she averted her gaze somewhat.  “Max!  Galadon!  Don’t meet her eyes!” 
 
    The creature pulled forth another arrow and fired it at Leighandra.  The chronicler expected the wind to protect her, but the medusa’s shot seemed to take the wind into account and cut through the barrier to strike true.  Leighandra cried out as the arrow sank into her left side, and she expected whatever poison the creature had put upon its arrows would soon kill her or render her unconscious like her friends.  When no such thing happened, the chronicler made her way toward Audrei and Yiilu. 
 
    Max finally reached level ground and approached cautiously, no doubt trying to figure a way to fight effectively without looking directly at his enemy.  After a moment, though, he stood tall, quick-stepped directly toward the medusa, and slashed at her.  The medusa batted his swing aside with her bow and then slapped the luranar across his armored snout with her weapon.  It hit hard enough to make his armor ring, but he didn’t seem too badly stung by the attack.  He moved to his left when Galadon approached, and they circled to flank the creature. 
 
    “How badly did it sink in?” Audrei asked, inspecting the arrow. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s deep.  The armor slowed it enough that it just pricked me,” Leighandra said.  “Just pull it free, please.  I must get up there and see to our other friends.” 
 
    “We are about to do the same,” Yiilu said over her shoulder.  She ceased concentrating on her defensive winds.  “If she is not loosing arrows upon us, we must take advantage and gain the high ground quickly!” 
 
    Once Audrei pulled the shaft out of Leighandra’s armor, the chronicler felt the detached arrowhead fall down harmlessly within.  The wound beneath was superficial, a minor sting that was easy enough to push aside.  “That’s done it.  Let’s go!” 
 
    The three women dashed up the hill as quickly as they could, and Leighandra went to aid the paladins while the druidess and priestess split up to see to their fallen friends.  The chronicler drew her saber and thought to set it aflame, but an idea occurred to her.  She knew that reptiles – aside from white dragons, she mused – disliked the cold, and so she used the song of her sorcery to pull the heat from her blade, forming a frosty coating on it in moments.  The medusa might not be a reptile, but it couldn’t hurt to try.  Properly prepared, she took up her dueling stance and stepped into the circle of combatants. 
 
    The medusa abandoned her bow, tossing it casually aside, and she pulled forth a pair of sickles.  Her weaponry was unusual, but she had used her bow to deadly effect, and Leighandra had little doubt she could use the sickles in much the same fashion.  From here, the chronicler could see the eyes of the snakes that adorned the woman’s head, some of them fixated on the duelist and hissing menacingly.  Others watched Max while the rest watched Galadon, and the Medusa hardly had to turn her head to regard her enemies as they waited to attack. 
 
    The medusa spun on Leighandra suddenly, and the chronicler hesitated just a moment too long, meeting the gaze of the creature.  Nothing happened.  The creature wore a veil of some kind, one that obscured even her eyes, but Leighandra was no fool.  She averted her gaze, but it took only seconds to realize she couldn’t properly duel without looking at her opponent.  How could she measure her enemy’s movements and intentions without looking at her? 
 
    Leighandra tried to dodge when the creature leapt at her, but she wasn’t used to fighting this way.  The medusa knocked aside the chronicler’s saber with two quick swipes of the shorter hooked weapons, and then her clawed foot came up and connected solidly with Leighandra’s face.  Leighandra stumbled, and the medusa took the opportunity to put her foot into her back, sending Leighandra ungraciously to the ground. 
 
    Galadon’s first swing cost him his weapon.  The medusa caught the greatsword with one of her sickles, hooked the other over the blade, and used leverage to rip it from the paladin’s grasp effortlessly.  She cast the weapon away down the hillside, and turned to the last of the three companions still armed: Max. 
 
    The luranar prince threatened the medusa with his sword but used that feint simply to line her up with his shield.  She was light of foot and difficult to overrun, but he harried her from behind his protective barrier, and drove her away from his disarmed and prone friends.  At the same time, he continued to badger her so that she couldn’t bother Yiilu or Audrei, or either of their downed companions. 
 
    The medusa, apparently, didn’t see things the same way.  She ducked behind several of the statues and dashed between them, coming out on the other side of Audrei from Max.  Audrei rose to her feet and stared directly at the creature, but she made no move to either threaten the medusa or defend herself.  Soon enough, she had a sickle to her throat, and the medusa hissed something in her sibilant language that stopped Max in his tracks. 
 
    Vo’rii bit the medusa on the back of the leg and started to pull her down to the ground.  The creature tried to angle to attack the wolf but couldn’t land more than a glancing blow with her sickle.  That was enough to get Vo’rii to yelp and dash away, but it was all the time Audrei needed to fall back behind her husband.  Galadon, too, approached with his greatsword in hand once more.  And, not the least, Yiilu approached, the elf’s face a mask of barely-restrained fury when she saw that her companion had been wounded. 
 
    The medusa pulled off her veil and everyone tried to look away, but she yet had some strip of gauze over her eyes.  She can’t be blind, can she?  With how accurate she was with that bow of hers? Leighandra wondered.  If she was blind or her eyes had been torn out, it seemed to matter little.  Unless the chronicler was mistaken, the medusa could see through the eyes of her snakes as well. 
 
    On that note, the medusa recognized she was surrounded.  If there was a time when she was going to use her petrifying gaze, this was it.  She looked from enemy to enemy: luranar, human, half-elf, elf, and wolf.  Audrei kept her distance, looking mystified by the fact that she had been held at death’s point just a moment ago. 
 
    Galadon began the concerted attack, the wide swipe of his greatsword driving the medusa toward Max, Yiilu, and Vo’rii, who triangulated their answer.  The medusa parried sword and scimitar with ease, but Vo’rii caught her again.  This time, before the medusa could swipe at the wolf, the chronicler dashed in and added her own blade to the dance.  Her saber bit through the medusa’s tunic, and a thin stream of red accompanied its exit.  The medusa cried out, but not just a yelp of pain.  The gauze about her eyes soon began to let tears through, running down her face to join the rivulet of blood in staining her tunic.  She turned to and fro again, trying to keep all of them at bay, but her face twisted with the recognition that she was about to die. 
 
    “Stop!” Audrei barked, coming forward.  “Don’t hurt her again.  Don’t hit her.” 
 
    “Audrei, stay back,” Max said.  “She nearly killed you!  Let us do what needs doing.” 
 
    The luranar woman touched her husband on the shoulder but continued past him, and she held her hands up as she approached the medusa.  “She could’ve killed me, but she didn’t.  And I think I know why.” 
 
    Leighandra watched the priestess approach the creature fearlessly, and though the snakes hissed and spat at the luranar woman, neither they nor the medusa herself attacked.  Audrei slowly reached up and peeled the gauze away, and the chronicler saw that her earlier theory was correct: The medusa’s eyes had been gouged out.  Audrei said something softly to the medusa in the luranar tongue.  Strangely, the woman replied in what also sounded to be luranar.   
 
    “Did she just speak luranar?” Yiilu gasped. 
 
    Audrei looked confused and shook her head.  “No, not exactly.  It’s like a dialect of our language I’ve never heard before, but it is remarkably similar.” 
 
    Galadon approached, the tip of his sword turned down toward the ground, but he didn’t dare put it away.  “Can you tell what she said?” 
 
    “She asked for mercy, I think,” the priestess said.  She pulled forth a strip of cloth and pressed it to the medusa’s wound.  The creature hissed in surprise but made no move to attack.  In fact, she hung her sickles from her belt and put her hands before her, together, palm-up. 
 
    “Are the others all right?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “Asleep, but they seem otherwise in no danger,” Yiilu confirmed. 
 
    “Disarm her and lead her over by the cave,” Max said.  “Let us get her situated, and then tend to our friends, and then perhaps we can get some answers from her, should her words be close enough to our own.” 
 
    “I may be able to make a neutralizing agent for the poison with some of my berries,” Yiilu offered.  “I can see to that while you question her, once I tend to Vo’rii.” 
 
    Audrei ignored the order to disarm the medusa, and led her by the hand, either ignorant to the fact that the woman could see through her snakes’ eyes or just being polite.  She got the creature to sit down on an outcropping near the cave entrance, then crouched down before her and began to speak with her in the luranar tongue.  Yiilu went through her pouches of berries, herbs, and flowers, looking for some combination that might rouse the others.  Galadon sheathed his sword, but he met Max’s eyes, nodded toward the medusa, and made a throat-cutting gesture. 
 
    “She can still see you,” Leighandra said, surprising the men.  “She may not have her own eyes, but I’m pretty sure she can see through the eyes of her snakes.  You might not want to do anything like that again while Audrei’s that close.” 
 
    Audrei looked over.  “Just don’t do it again at all.  We’re not killing her.” 
 
    “Has she told you anything yet?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “She’s told me enough,” the priestess said.  She laid a hand over the stab wound and closed her eyes.  “Max, could you help me tend to this wound?” 
 
    “Certainly,” he said, though his expression was far less confident than the answer. 
 
    Leighandra was glad her thrust hadn’t bitten too deeply, but she felt conflicted by those very feelings.  The world was proving to be a far stranger place than the one she often sang or recited poetry about.  The epics were about heroes fighting monsters and evil; they rarely spoke of the heroes healing their enemies or talking to them like old friends.  First the gnolls, then a dragon, now a medusa… Leighandra was at a loss.  And her confusion was not mitigated at all when Vo’rii approached the medusa and licked her hand. 
 
    Audrei asked a question of their captive, and the woman reached up and ran a finger along one of the snakes’ heads before she responded.  The luranar woman’s ears stood straight.  “She says her snakes produce several different toxins.  She used a sleeping agent on our friends.” 
 
    “Why did she attack us?” Max asked, satisfied to let his wife ask the questions. 
 
    The priestess spoke with the medusa for a few minutes and tied the gauze strip over her eyes again while they did so.  Delkantar and Starlenia both began to stir, and Yiilu stopped going through her herbal remedies.  She hushed them and explained what was going on, and though the two were obviously still aggravated by the piercing wounds of the arrows, neither made any sort of hostile moves toward the medusa. 
 
    “Someone ripped her eyes out?” Starlenia asked when she approached. 
 
    Audrei nodded but didn’t interrupt the medusa’s tale.  The serpentine woman continued speaking for some time, and when she finished, Audrei nodded again.  The medusa rose and made her way into the cave. 
 
    “Where’s she going?” Galadon demanded, moving toward the cave mouth, his hand to the hilt of his greatsword. 
 
    “She is getting something for us,” Audrei answered, gesturing for everyone to stay calm.  “I’ll explain everything shortly.  Just be patient.” 
 
    When the medusa returned, she had a dagger in her hands.  The weapon was sheathed, and she handed it over to Audrei without reservation.  The luranar woman drew it forth from the scabbard, and her brow creased when she saw it was made of bone.  It was remarkably well-made just to look at it, but bone weapons were typically poor quality and splintered or cracked under even the most mundane use.  It seemed like a lot of work to waste on a weapon that would never be all that useful, unless… 
 
    “She says this is the Claw of Sirenox,” the priestess told her companions, and that name immediately brought a great epic to Leighandra’s mind.  “She took possession of it when she slew the beast that lived in this cave before she did.” 
 
    “What’s this all about?” Delkantar asked while Starlenia and Yiilu worked to get the arrowhead out of his thigh and put salve on the wound. 
 
    “Her name is Alissiri Alistoris,” Audrei answered.  “Her people here in the mountains drove her out months ago.  I can’t understand all the nuances of what she’s been telling me, but I can figure enough of it out.  I think there was some political struggle among her people, and when things turned to violence, she used her gaze to defend herself.  When she was subdued, they gouged her eyes out and exiled her here, to live nearly blind and defenseless in the lands of their enemies – and a great red dragon.  The statues here were the people she had turned to stone, set to remind her of what she’d done to her own people, and why she was exiled.” 
 
    Galadon made his way over to one of the statues and his eyes went wide.  “These look a lot like those desiccated corpses we fought outside the cemetery in Solaris!” 
 
    “Syrinthians,” Starlenia said, and that got the medusa’s attention immediately.  “I think I get it now.  Remember Rexis’ tale about their first dealing with the Tempis’ra?”  That name, too, drew a reaction from the medusa.  “He said there were three cities of syrinthians, and that they had to destroy them before they went after the Tempis’ra himself.  One was in Laeranore, one was here in the mountains, and the other was somewhere south in what’s now the Khalarin.  It sounds as if they didn’t quite get rid of all the syrinthians and… whatever this woman truly is… when they destroyed the city.” 
 
    “Then history is repeating itself?” Galadon wondered. 
 
    “Do we kill her, then?” Delkantar asked, at last getting back to his feet once Yiilu was done with her ministrations.  “There’s always the enemy of my enemy is my friend to consider.  Maybe she could lead us to the city of her people?  We may need her to if we have to destroy it before we confront the Tempis’ra.” 
 
    “We are not killing her,” Audrei said, laying her hand atop the medusa’s coupled hands.  “This poor woman has been through enough.  Even if she’s not exactly friendly to our peoples, she’s had everything taken away from her, and she only attacked us because she thought we were here to collect her head as a trophy.  It would seem that was one part of Leighandra’s tale we didn’t get to hear: People sometimes take the heads of her kind in the hopes they can use their gazes as a weapon.” 
 
    “I did mention that,” Leighandra said with a playful roll of her eyes.  “The lot of you had mostly fallen asleep by that point, though…” 
 
    “Will she aid us?” Max asked. 
 
    Audrei held up the dagger.  “She already has by giving us this weapon.  That’s as much as I’m inclined to ask.” 
 
    “A bone dagger?” Starlenia prompted, holding her hand out to see it. 
 
    Leighandra chuckled.  “Not just a bone dagger.  That weapon has a tremendous history behind it, if the stories are to be believed.  But regardless, if we are to leave… Alissiri to live, we must at least remove her from Fireblade’s territory to uphold our part of the bargain.  She said we can take her with us for all she cares, so long as she’s gone.” 
 
    “Where would we take her, though?” Galadon asked.  “No city is going to welcome some snake-woman into their midst, certainly not one that fits the description of a medusa and doesn’t speak a word of the common tongue.  At best, we could take her back to Karinda.” 
 
    “Then that is what we will do,” Max answered.  “Alissiri is clearly not from our world… perhaps she could return to her own?  What did Karinda call it?  Mehr’Durillia?” 
 
    “The underworld,” Starlenia corrected.  “To hell with whatever Karinda called it.  That shithole is the underworld.” 
 
    The luranar paladin chuckled and shook his head.  “She can accompany us back to the dragon’s lair; I do not think we all need to go see her again.  At the least, someone should stay behind to hold my blade, that I do not make the mistake of offending Hastucilliara again.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her that Fireblade wants her dead, and that she is welcome to come with us,” Audrei said.  “But we can’t make her go if she doesn’t want to.” 
 
    “Sure we can,” Starlenia said with a shrug.  “Just may not be worth it.” 
 
    Audrei leveled a squinty-eyed stare at the rogue, but then began to speak quietly with the medusa.  Alissiri agreed and rose, moving to collect her discarded bow.  She went back into the cave, which was apparently fairly shallow, and collected her few possessions.  She had a bag that was handmade from the skins of things she’d likely hunted and eaten, but it didn’t look to have much in it.  Better than that, though, she had a full-length cloak with a deep cowl, all the better to keep her features hidden.  It was easy for Leighandra to see that the woman truly had been left out here to die.  There was no one she could safely go to for aid. 
 
    “Is her wound all right?” the chronicler asked. 
 
    “Well enough; I will keep tending to it as we travel,” Audrei answered. 
 
    The companions exchanged glanced.  Now, they had only to return to Fireblade and find out just what Karinda expected the dragon to give them.  After making sure everyone else’s wounds were properly tended, they set out east again. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Progress was slow on account of the healing wounds.  With their return to Fireblade’s lair likely to take twice as long, Leighandra figured it was as good a time as any to tell a story. 
 
    “I want to tell you the epic of Derus’Torg,” she said.  “Just how much truth there is to this one, as usual, I cannot say.  But all legends hold a measure of truth, and if this dagger our guest has given us truly is the Claw of Sirenox, it might point to this legend having more truth than I would have ever expected.” 
 
    She had everyone’s attention at that, and so, without her miniature harp, she began: 
 
    “It is said that thousands of years ago, the underworld was caught in the throes of war, as it usually was in those days, the many demon lords making their ceaseless moves for power through unending warfare.  A general rose among them, an ambitious and wily demon who requested he be allowed to attend the great council meeting between all the major demon kings and lords.  Drawn by curiosity over such a unique request, a temporary armistice was declared and the demon kings held council in the city of Anthraxis.” 
 
    “There the general, Derus’Torg, unveiled a plan to end the warfare amongst the many demon kings and lords by expanding the amount of land and riches under their control – by seizing the Celestial Realm.  With the Celestial Realm conquered and the angels subjugated or destroyed, he argued, soon the middle – or mortal – realm would likewise fall under demon control.  With all of the known realms falling under their control, the demon kings would each hold claim to more land, slaves, and resources… all the things they now fought over.” 
 
    Starlenia spat.  “Told you the place was a shithole.” 
 
    Leighandra glared at the Okonashai woman but didn’t respond.  “Even in their pride and arrogance, the demon kings could not pass up such a proposition.  Ancient enemies became tentative allies, and under the leadership of the battle-proven Derus’Torg, the demon armies broke through into the Celestial Realm.  They won victory after victory, catching the angelic populace completely off guard and driving them back from the edges of the Celestial Realm.” 
 
    “How did they break into the Celestial Realm?” 
 
    “Do you want me to tell the story, or do you want to ask a bunch of questions?” 
 
    “Fine, fine…” 
 
    “Now, in the center of the Celestial Realm is a mountain, upon which the gods make their residence.  It is simply called ‘El Shaddai’, roughly translated as the mountain of god, and it was this mountain which was the ultimate goal of Derus’Torg to conquer.”  She paused for just a moment when she found herself fixed with the blue-eyed gazes of the two luranar, but though they exchanged a glance, they said nothing to interrupt.  “Farther and farther the demons pushed the angelic armies, routing them in battle after battle, for the demons outnumbered the angels nearly one hundred to one.” 
 
     “In their pride and arrogance, the demons forgot a very simple principle: Things are not always as they appear on the surface.  Still waters run deep, and a calm surface may hide a deadly undertow.  The demons never stopped to consider just how easily the angelic armies were giving way to their onslaught.  They assumed that the peace-loving, good-natured angels simply weren’t respectable warriors.  And within three short months, they had driven the angels back to the waters surrounding the mount.  Exactly where the angels wanted them.” 
 
    “On the shore of the great lake the angels gathered for one last titanic battle with the demon armies.  The demons fell upon the angelic forces with untamed fury, striking directly into the angelic host, determined to destroy them entirely.  But they forgot something: The lake that surrounds El Shaddai is holy water, the runoff of the most holy place among the gods and their abodes.  Derus’Torg realized his error too late, as his forces were flanked by the full might of the heavenly host, and forced into the lake of holy water, where the angels watched their enemies slowly dissolve into nothing.” 
 
    “Derus’Torg fought to the bitter end, slaying any lesser angels that came too close to him, determined to make his last stand on the shore of the lake and take every angel he could to oblivion with him.  There he was met by the Archangel Sirenox, a being nearly as ancient as El Shaddai itself, and unmatched either in zeal or skill with the sword.  Derus’Torg was soundly defeated, and Sirenox lifted up and carried the dying form of the demon to plunge him into the holy waters personally.” 
 
    “Before the demon general’s corpse had disintegrated entirely, Sirenox pulled his skeletal remains from the waters and carried them into the Arcadian Highlands.  There, he commissioned the harmauth smith called Terx, an expert weaponsmith, to create artifacts from the bones of this demon general.  And so, five weapons were created from the beast’s skeleton.” 
 
    “From Derus’Torg’s sword arm, Terx forged the dagger called The Claw of Sirenox, which is said to bypass all of the protections of the demons it strikes, whether foot soldier or king.  It is said that this humble-looking blade could fell the demon kings of the underworld.  From the bones of the general’s legs and pelvis were forged the twin spears called Malgard and Dargauth, which are said to grant their wielders the protections of the Archangel who slew the demon.  From his collarbones, claws, and sinew was formed the Claw Bow of Derus’Torg, a weapon said to create arrows of flame by the very will of its wielder, and to make any mortal man as deadly as a brys.” 
 
    “Finally – and most familiar to you and me – from his skull was forged the great hammer Mallet, which would later become known as the Hammer of Damnation and be wielded by one of the greatest saints this world has ever seen: Saint Carly Bakhor, the very mother of the woman who sent us this way.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    “Is that true?” Max asked. 
 
    “As I said, it is a legend, and they all have some truth to them.  Whether or not the tales of the battle and the Celestial Realm are true, this dagger making its appearance now, with all that’s going on, can’t be coincidence, as you and Audrei would tell us.  Suffice to say this little dagger might be far more useful than its humble appearance suggests.  Perhaps our foul-mouthed little blademaster would care to carry it?” 
 
    Starlenia’s brow creased.  “Delkantar’s not that foul-mouthed…” 
 
    Audrei chuckled and handed the sheathed dagger over to the rogue.  Starlenia handled it as though afraid the weapon was going to shock her or something, and she drew it out of its little scabbard with what could have been fear or reverence.  She tested its weight and balance, and though it didn’t have the style of her kukris, she seemed satisfied.  She affixed the scabbard to her belt and patted it with a smile when she was done. 
 
    “Foul-mouth,” Audrei teased. 
 
    “Bitch,” the rogue returned. 
 
    “Hey!” Max growled, his ears angled back. 
 
    Audrei put her hand to his shoulder.  “It’s all right, Max, she’s just teasing.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the Okonashai woman offered anyway. 
 
    Leighandra blinked.  That was about as close to unhinged as she’d seen Max in all the months they’d traveled together.  Wow, is he ever protective of his wife!  Good man. 
 
    Alissiri took in all their tales and teasing with curiosity, but she remained silent during the trek to the dragon’s lair.  When they reached Fireblade’s mountain, they stayed back to let Yiilu work her druidic magic again.  Audrei stood beside the druidess as she worked, the luranar’s hand on the elf’s shoulder encouragingly.  Yiilu worked her magic flawlessly this time, and when she finished, she turned and gave Audrei a hug. 
 
    The display certainly wowed Alissiri, no matter how little she could see through her snakes.  Ultimately, she stayed behind with Starlenia, Delkantar, and Galadon, the last of whom had no interest in seeing the dragon again.  Instead the knight held Max’s sword for him, and he took the opportunity to ride around on Galrinthor.  Yiilu bid Vo’rii stay behind as well, and the druidess accompanied Leighandra, Max, and Audrei up the mountain.  After some thought, Max left his armor behind, satisfied the ring would keep him warm if his fur failed at that altitude. 
 
    Unencumbered by their packs and heavier equipment, the ascent was easier, though it was still arduous.  Max strode down the passageway into the dragon’s cave without hesitation, and called out, “The keepers of the flame have returned successfully, mighty Hastucilliara.” 
 
    “Come forth,” the dragon’s voice boomed in reply, and the sound of her massive weight shifting on her coins and other treasures echoed off the walls. 
 
    The four approached, pausing only when the dragon loosed a gout of flame to heat the stone ceiling and light her chamber a bit.  She narrowed her eyes and glared at Max, but then moved into that sphinx-like pose when she saw he wasn’t carrying the Sword of the North Wind this time.  The paladin moved before her and bowed deeply, and the dragon leveled her head with him and blew his hair back with a snort. 
 
    He still gave little reaction but to squint, and Leighandra could see the dragon found this curious, if not impressive.  “We have returned, mighty Hastucilliara,” Max said, and the dragon titled her head.  “I do not expect you to take our word for it, but the being who was troubling you simply wants to be left alone, much like I suspect you do.  She will be accompanying us out of your territory, as we agreed.  So, your territory will be undisputed once again.” 
 
    “You have kept your word in several things now.  You impress me, little mortal.  Not many would dare to come speak with me, much less bargain with me or see to my wishes.  In this, you have my respect, such that it is.  If you but complete one more task for me, perhaps I will aid you…” 
 
    “We completed the task you set before us; would you go against your word and charge us with something further?” Max challenged, though he kept his tone cordial. 
 
    “Would you question the mighty Lady of the Deep Flame, little mortal?” she boomed, rising up a bit and craning back her neck as though ready to strike. 
 
    “I would.  If your word is of no value after one task, why should we bother to do you another favor?” 
 
    The dragon laughed, a deep hissing sound that echoed through the chamber, punctuated by short belches of flame.  “You are cut from a different cloth than your fellow mortals.  However, I cannot give you the item I promised, for you have returned with only four, and thus are not the ones this trinket was meant for.” 
 
    “We are still seven, mighty dragon,” Yiilu countered.  “Our companions remained down the mountain, to watch over the guest we are escorting out of your territory, and to hold Prince Auremax’s sword while he came to treat with you.” 
 
    “Is this true?” 
 
    “It is, Hastucilliara,” Max confirmed with a bow of his head. 
 
    “Then take this… with my blessing,” the dragon said, sliding her clawed foreleg forward.  When she lifted and brought it back, there was what looked to be a massive emerald sitting on the floor of the chamber.  It was roughly the size of a person’s two hands clasped together into a double fist. 
 
    Max stepped forward and picked it up.  “Thank you, but what is this?” 
 
    “You know not what this is?” the dragon hissed, her eyes narrowing as she leveled her gaze with his.  “How could you have been sent to me without knowing what it was you sought?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Audrei offered. 
 
    “Figure it out?” Fireblade bellowed, angling her neck to scowl at the luranar woman.  “You may hold the very fate of this world in your hands, and you say you will figure it out?  Begone, before I take it back and reduce you to ash!  Return to those who sent you and demand the truth of this matter.  That you would be sent here blindly makes me think perhaps it is time I returned to setting your pitiful cities on fire!” 
 
    Max didn’t so much as blink.  “May I call upon you?” 
 
    “What?!” She brought her head back down to gaze at Max along the length of her snout. 
 
    “Lady Hastucilliara, this world is in grave danger from a demonic, god-like being,” he said, hardly fazed by the dragon’s breath blowing past him, growing increasingly hot.  “This is something that affects you as well, as mighty as you are.  There may come a time when we need all the aid we can muster from every source: friend, acquaintance, and even sometimes-foe.  In this, I would ask for your help when the time comes to confront this enemy.” 
 
    “Fah!  You want my help, mortal?  Bring me the head and the swords of the one called Karian Vanador, and I… I will serve as your mount, if you can manage that!” 
 
    Max started to speak but stopped himself.  Leighandra jumped in, hopeful that her words would be taken in the proper context and not as an insult.  “With all due respect, mighty dragon, if she evaded death at your powerful hands, what could we hope to accomplish?” 
 
    Fireblade turned and narrowed her eyes at the chronicler, then showed those sword-like teeth.  “You are correct.  What could you do to her?  Hmph.  You have served your purpose.  Leave, and let me return to my rest.  I get quite irritable when my sleep is interrupted repeatedly, and I feel I need not tell you what happens when I get irritable…” 
 
    “Not at all,” Max agreed.  “Thank you again, mighty Hastucilliara.  Pleasant dreams.” 
 
    “Stop,” the dragon called as the four turned to leave.  “Turn around and come back here, little mortal.  What did you just say?” 
 
    Max approached and stood before her again.  “I said, pleasant dreams.” 
 
    She ducked her head down to his level and considered him for a long, uncomfortable minute with those narrowed, slit-pupiled eyes.  “Are you mocking me, mortal, or are all your people so polite?” 
 
    “I would never mock you, mighty dragon.  As to my people, I would like to say so, but no,” Max admitted.  “Though in your presence, I imagine almost anyone would act polite.” 
 
    She snorted, a puff of smoke escaping her nostrils.  “Leave, before I get sentimental.  If you think my irritability is dangerous, you do not want to see me sentimental.” 
 
    Max bowed again and escorted his friends out of the dragon’s lair.  All of them blew out deep breaths when they reached the outside air again, and they didn’t waste a second before they descended to their companions. 
 
    “What did she give us?” Galadon asked with a half-grimace when they had finally reached the base of the mountain. 
 
    “A strange green gem that is pulling south,” Max answered. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s pulling south?” 
 
    “Hard to explain, but I get the urge to head that way when I hold it,” the luranar prince said, gesturing toward the horizon. 
 
    He handed it to Leighandra, and she felt the tug as well.  Each of the companions in turn held it, and each reported the same findings. 
 
    “This must be what Karinda meant by finding our path when we visited Fireblade,” Yiilu said.  “We should follow its tug and see where it leads.” 
 
    “But what the heck is this thing?” Starlenia wondered. 
 
    “I didn’t want to say and prompt a discussion in front of the dragon,” Leighandra said, “but if I’m not mistaken, that’s one of the jade seals that open the Temple of Archons.” 
 
    “The what that opens the which?” Delkantar asked, rubbing his overgrown chin. 
 
    “I’ll tell you along the way,” Leighandra said. 
 
    Starlenia looked at the others, gesturing toward Leighandra with her thumb.  “She keeps telling us stories, we’re going to have to start paying her.” 
 
    “The only thing you need to pay is attention.  So, this is what I know of the mystical Temple of Archons…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIII – The Squire 
 
      
 
    The winds shifted as they headed farther south.  The Khalarin Desert comprised much of the southern portion of Terrassia, its arid edges abutting the Roaring Plains south of the Dragon Mountains.  While the plains and the forests to the north of them remained temperate, the change in the winds altered the climate dramatically as one passed south.  Within a few days of leaving Fireblade’s lair, the wind shifted from the northwest to the southwest, and the sole respite from the southern heat was cut off. 
 
    The land was sun-drenched for most of the days, only early evening showers giving the companions any relief whatsoever.  Before they had even reached the edge of the desert, Max shed his armor.  Galadon was able to bear it a little longer, but after a couple of days of the oppressive heat, he shed his as well.  Both knights seemed embarrassed to use Galrinthor as a pack mule, but the charger didn’t raise any protests.  They made sure to keep him well-watered and covered from the sunlight as much as they could, and the horse trudged along stoically. 
 
    Alissiri handled the heat well and showed no signs of duress from all the walking.  She was severely limited in communication, only able to speak with Max and Audrei, and even with them, there was a dialect barrier where they didn’t always understand.  If nothing else, though, the woman was of no trouble, which would’ve made it easy to forget about her altogether, if not for the fact that she was a medusa.  Leighandra was looking forward to being able to speak to the woman at some point, and not through an intermediary, if that became possible. 
 
    “Are the Badlands not as hot as the desert?” Starlenia asked while they traveled. 
 
    “Portions of them are,” Max answered, panting lightly.  “The kwarrasti prefer the hotter, more arid parts of our homeland near to the Khalarin border.  The gnolls prefer the rockier crags to the east, as well as the coastline where they can fish and hunt.  Our people live in a lush valley higher up that stays green all year long; we are far from used to extremes.” 
 
    “I would’ve expected your people to come from the lands of ice and snow,” the rogue said with a shrug.  “Especially if your father was called the Winter Wolf.” 
 
    “I suspect that had less to do with the weather than his temperament,” Max muttered. 
 
    Audrei looked up at the sun, which Leighandra would’ve sworn appeared to be growing larger.  “Perhaps we should travel by night.  There are few enough clouds from what we’ve seen, and the star- and moonlight should be enough for our human friends to see by.” 
 
    “I was going to suggest the same if that thing’s still pulling south,” Delkantar said. 
 
    “Yes,” Yiilu answered, holding the seal in her hands.  “Look there.  I will convince that stand of trees to give us shade until twilight.  Let us rest and do as Audrei suggests.” 
 
    “The nights do seem bright enough,” Galadon said.  “Especially with the two white moons near their fuller phase.” 
 
    They settled down to rest.  There was some green grass for Galrinthor to graze upon, and the companions got what sleep they could.  Audrei convinced their medusa guest to doze until they roused her.  Delkantar scouted ahead, and Yiilu remained on watch after calling forth what water she could using her druidic power.  The land was generous despite what little it had to give, and she was able to fill a couple of their jugs and skins.  There was more than enough to let Galrinthor sate his thirst after grazing. 
 
    “How much worse is this going to get?” Max asked, lying on his back in naught but his loincloth.  Audrei lay beside him but gave him space so they could stay cool. 
 
    Leighandra looked around.  Yiilu was meditating intermittently; Starlenia and Galadon were both asleep, as was Audrei; and Delkantar had yet to return from scouting. 
 
    “If we travel at night, you’ll find it much more bearable,” the chronicler answered.  “But we’re going to need to invest in tents to sleep in, especially during the days in the desert, to keep the sun off of us.” 
 
    “Hopefully we are not pulled too far south,” the paladin returned.  “Are there any cities of the shakna-rir in our path?” 
 
    Leighandra thought to herself.  She wasn’t the tracker Delkantar was, but she was fairly sure they’d headed straight south since leaving the mountains.  “Phoenix would be a few days to the southwest of us, I think,” she said.  “Darksands is somewhere to the southeast, but I’m not sure exactly where.” 
 
    “Where is the seal leading us, then?” 
 
    “To the next seal,” Yiilu answered.  “At least according to our chronicler’s tale.” 
 
    Leighandra nodded.  “That’s what the legends say.  It will lead us to the next, and that will lead us to the next, until all of them have been recovered.  I’m just nervous to see what might hold the next one, if an ancient and volatile red dragon held the first.” 
 
    Max sighed and went quiet. 
 
    After a short while, Yiilu finished her meditation and then looked to Leighandra.  “What do you make of the markings?” the druidess asked, but she turned to Delkantar when he arrived back in the camp.  “Anything?” 
 
    “About a mile to the south of us, there’s a rise… and then a sea of sand beyond it.  We are completely unprepared for a journey into the desert.  No tents, no veils to keep the sand out of our faces, not nearly enough water.  You’re powerful, Yiilu, but asking you to shelter us from the desert itself may be a bit much, certainly for days on end.  Traveling at night isn’t going to make a difference without being able to find shelter for sleeping during the day.” 
 
    “No, you are correct,” the druidess returned, no trace of feeling insulted in her voice.  “Traveling by night will mitigate some of it, but we must decide if we truly wish to test our resourcefulness by entering the desert so ill-prepared.  I can keep Vo’rii comfortable, at least.” 
 
    “Is it possible Audrei can summon us water?  Priests are usually able to call upon some divine sustenance,” Leighandra wondered aloud. 
 
    Delkantar leaned over, obviously trying to see if either of the luranar were awake.  “She’s no priestess,” he said.  “If she has any training in the divine, it doesn’t show.” 
 
    “I am not sure I agree,” Yiilu said.  “Her faith is incredibly strong.  Strong enough that I could feel it bolster my own when I was carving the steps into the mountainside.” 
 
    The ranger shrugged, using the sharp edge of a dagger to cut off some of the excess growth on his chin.  “I’m not trying to speak ill of her; I just don’t know that it’d be a good idea to assume she can summon us water or food if we continue onward.” 
 
    “What do you think?” the druidess asked, turning to Leighandra. 
 
    The chronicler, too, glanced at the luranar and hoped they weren’t listening.  “As I said several days ago, I don’t know terribly much about their faith.  To be honest, I thought their god was always more of a philosophy than a proper deity.  I don’t know that their people have priests and priestesses the way our pantheon does, but Max being a paladin does make me wonder.” 
 
    “Can you summon enough water to fill every container we have?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    The elf nodded.  “I will do what I may once I have taken my rest.  With that said, if you two are prepared to stand watch, I will do so now.” 
 
    “Sure, go ahead,” the ranger agreed.  “We may just want to have Max and Audrei stay here with Galrinthor and Vo’rii.  Maybe Galadon, too, if he can’t wear his armor and we don’t have a horse to carry it.” 
 
    “We can discuss it come nightfall, when everyone is awake again,” Leighandra returned. 
 
    Her watch passed quietly, and then Galadon and Starlenia woke and let the chronicler and ranger get their due rest.  Leighandra slept well, but dreamlessly.  She felt safe with her friends watching over her, and her mind seemed to drown out all of the issues vying for her unconscious attention.  When she woke up, she was almost thankful for the blissful ignorance. 
 
    She rose to a curious sight, and glances at her friends said she wasn’t the only one who found it to be so.  Max was standing in only his loincloth, having not gotten dressed yet.  Audrei knelt before him, looking up to meet his eyes, and he absently stroked the side of her face and snout.  Despite the suggestive pose, Leighandra could see it wasn’t what it appeared at first glance, and she wondered what they were saying to each other in the luranar tongue. 
 
    “Remind me, the next time we’re in a city, to look for a book on how to speak luranish,” Starlenia joked in a whisper.  Yiilu put a hand over the Okonashai woman’s mouth, and Starlenia shook in a silent chuckle. 
 
    Max said something and then turned away, and Audrei frowned and dropped her gaze to the ground.  After a few moments, she sighed and got to her feet, then came over to the campfire with the others.  She sighed again through her nose and began to prepare breakfast. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    The luranar woman started to respond but turned when Max called her name.  He came up and wrapped her in a tight embrace, and the chronicler was close enough to see the traces of tears in his eyes.  They split apart just far enough to take each other’s faces in hand, and they touched their foreheads and noses together, just as they’d done when reunited in Solaris.  It took Max a moment to find his voice, but then he said something excitedly to his wife. 
 
    Audrei rubbed the side of her snout against his, tickling each other’s whiskers, and she smiled and responded in their tongue.  Both had the good grace to seem embarrassed by all the attention their conversation was getting.  Soon, they split apart completely, and Audrei kept her hand to Max’s face until he at last pulled away to go and get properly dressed.  Now, when the luranar woman knelt by the fire to tend to the cooking, she looked content. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    Audrei sighed, but less tensely this time.  “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    Leighandra caught Delkantar’s eye, and she gave a subtle nod to the south.  The ranger excused himself to go water the trees, and Galadon suddenly remembered wanting to check on Galrinthor.  Audrei watched the men rise and depart, but she didn’t seem to think anything of it. 
 
    “There, we got rid of the boys,” Leighandra said.  “Is there something you need or want to talk about?” 
 
    Audrei looked at her three women friends and smiled shyly.  “No, it’s just… I suppose the timing was a bit awkward.  I had a bellyache last evening, and that’s usually the first warning sign we luranar feel.” 
 
    “Great Spirit, are you pregnant?” Starlenia gasped. 
 
    The woman sighed wistfully.  “No.  But autumn is passing quickly, and the season is upon us.  I asked Max if he would like to try again for a son.  As I said, the timing is not right, with everything before us.” 
 
    “You could always go home and have children,” Leighandra said.  “Lady Karinda even told us that if we failed or refused the task before us, it would simply be appointed to another.” 
 
    “No,” Audrei insisted with a playful swipe at the air.  “We will have plenty of time for that when all is said and done.  We must have faith that the Lord will see us through.”  She made strong eye contact with each of the other three women.  “We will not abandon you to see to selfish desires.  We’ve pledged our aid and friendship to you, as you have to us.  And so we’ll stand by your side.” 
 
    Vo’rii padded up and licked Audrei on the side of her snout affectionately.  “And we are honored and glad to have both of you,” Yiilu returned.  Leighandra noted that the elf smiled much more around this group than seemed typical for her mother’s people. 
 
    There was something that bothered Max when he spoke of his wife and children, and now the chronicler thought she understood.  It wasn’t an unusual thing among royalty, yet she hadn’t quite expected the same thing from the luranar.  The luranar were patriarchal, and so they had hoped – prayed, even – for a son.  It was unfortunate that they had failed to produce one when Audrei gave birth to multiples, but then it wasn’t all that unusual even among animals – a thought Leighandra was happy to keep to herself. 
 
    The chronicler looked across at Starlenia, hoping the Okonashai woman wouldn’t come to the same conclusion and be less inclined to keep quiet on it.  “You have two daughters, yes?” she asked, trying to make sure it didn’t come up. 
 
    “Ariana and Alexis,” the luranar woman answered with a smile.  “Two little bundles of mischief and wiles, just like their uncles.” 
 
    “If Max is the seventh son of a seventh son, I imagine they must have a lot of those.” 
 
    Audrei nodded.  “They have more aunts and uncles than I can count!  King Kalamaris had nearly a dozen siblings.  Max has six brothers and four sisters.  His mother bore a large and strong bloodline for King Kalamaris.” 
 
    “But she died giving birth to Max?” Leighandra asked before she realized it. 
 
    The luranar woman straightened out, then looked over her shoulder at her husband.  She was perturbed when she turned back, and stuttered, “It’s best not to speak of such things.  Max is very sensitive about his parents, so please don’t bring them up with him if you can help it.  I know his father has a lot to do with what we’re doing now, but please…”  The three women agreed with nods, and Audrei sighed.  “Max’s mother was old when she became pregnant with him.  Older than should have been possible to still bear children.  And then she gave birth to him, a single birth… there’s a lot of superstition around him among our people, and he doesn’t believe in any of it, so he finds it quite upsetting.” 
 
    “And he had those… birthmarks when he was born?” Starlenia asked.  “Karinda said he touched on a couple of superstitions, being the seventh son of a seventh son and something about a striped man… carrying the scars of another.” 
 
    Audrei looked toward the men again, but they were joking around near Galrinthor.  If the chronicler wasn’t mistaken, even the horse was amused.  Just what were they up to? 
 
    “Our people think…,” the luranar woman began, turning back, but then she shook her head.  “No.  No, it’s best if I don’t say anything about it.  Suffice to say that Max finds speaking of those, too, to be upsetting, and it’s best if you just keep quiet about it.” 
 
    “He said something about not being… what was it?  Christ Incarnate?” Starlenia pressed, and Audrei’s ears angled back.  “Yeah, he got very upset by it.” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, but yes, that superstition among our people makes him furious.  It’s best if that subject is just left alone unless he brings it up.” 
 
    Leighandra looked to the others, and they each agreed in turn.  The chronicler was a curious woman by nature, and so she wanted to know everything about her new friends.  What was Max hiding?  He seemed so forthright and honest about most things, but he kept his personal life tucked away, seeming afraid or even angry at the thought of anyone else becoming privy to it.  Audrei was a little more open, but she was mindful of her husband’s privacy and wishes, and it was clear she didn’t want to betray his trust. 
 
    “We’ll leave it to him to share if he wants to,” the chronicler offered. 
 
    Audrei bowed her head in thanks and began serving breakfast, which was technically dinner.  The men came back and had their fill, and Delkantar gave them details of what to expect once they went into the desert.  He was blunt, holding nothing back, and his explanation sounded more like a dire warning for them to turn back to a city and get supplied before they waded into the sea of sand.  With the seal giving them no indication of how far away their destination was, Leighandra was starting to think he was right to warn them off going out among the dunes. 
 
    It took them little time to reach the rise that looked over the near edge of the desert.  “It’s hard to believe it was once a rainforest,” Starlenia commented. 
 
    “Indeed,” Yiilu agreed.  “Nature should have reclaimed these lands at some point, but it is as though something – or perhaps someone – keeps the Earth Mother at bay.  Did the wizards change the very makeup of the land when they did battle with the Tempis’ra?  I do not think it possible, but what other explanation could there be for such a drastic and long-lasting change in the overall climate?” 
 
    “I’ll say it one more time: We should turn back,” Delkantar warned.  “At the most, if we proceed, we should travel no more than a day’s journey in.  If the seal still pulls toward nothing, we must ignore it and head to one of the nearby cities, or else make our way back out.” 
 
    “Why not just head to the closest city within the Khalarin?” Galadon asked.  “No one says we have to go straight for the next seal.  Which city would be closest?” 
 
    Leighandra thought about it.  She had seen plenty of maps, but rarely traveled into the land of the shakna-rir.  “I believe Phoenix, to the southwest, would be the closer city, but it will still take more than a day to reach.  Darksands is to the southeast, but I believe it’s farther south than its sister city.” 
 
    “Do we turn back, then?” 
 
    “No,” Yiilu answered.  “I will see to forming us some shelter even from this unforgiving land when the sun begins to rise.” 
 
    “What can you build from sand?” Delkantar asked, trying – unsuccessfully – to keep the edge out of his voice. 
 
    “That depends how deeply it sits where we find ourselves at the light of morning,” the druidess returned.  “I cannot sense water beneath us, but there may be rock that I can call up to form a shallow cave, at least.” 
 
    The ranger sighed but didn’t argue further.  “Well, I suppose I’d be a fool to doubt you after your display at Fireblade’s lair,” he said, prompting Yiilu to smile. 
 
    “Do the shakna-rir truly build cities among this?” Max asked.  He wasn’t panting anymore, as the night had cooled off enough already to make a marked difference.  Audrei, too, looked far more comfortable.  If anyone looked slightly uncomfortable now, it was Alissiri, but her heavy cloak was drawn closely around her to ward off any chill. 
 
    “The heat doesn’t bother them at all,” Starlenia answered.  “The nights are actually more dangerous to them, if the temperature drops severely and their homes haven’t captured enough heat.  Well, let’s not dally.  We should put as much ground behind us as we can while the sun is down.  By the Great Spirit, it’ll be back up before we know it.” 
 
    They set off at a fairly brisk pace, and Galrinthor, though unaccustomed to being walked at night, managed to set the pace without the weight of the knights’ armor.  Leighandra estimated it would take a few days to reach Phoenix, but she hoped they’d either come across the seal or perhaps a caravan or tent city before then.  Anything to get them out of the sun without forcing Yiilu to do something drastic. 
 
    If only we could stop the world turning until we reached our destination, she mused. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    The wind was relentless, whipping across the dunes from west to east, and ironically, the group began to find itself cold.  Fortunately, the rings they had received from Karinda could protect them from that to a degree.  Without a word being exchanged, Max gave his ring to Audrei, and they shared a brief kiss without breaking stride.  Audrei, in turn, gave the ring to Alissiri.  Leighandra wished they had received a couple of extras.  After all, didn’t Karinda expect there to be seven of them?  Or did she truly believe Vo’rii was the seventh?  Or was the gathering of seven something she realized after the fact? 
 
    All told, they were able to keep a good pace, but having slept outside of their normal schedules didn’t prove helpful.  Everyone got tired, their bodies wanting to return to the typical sleep pattern they knew, and their pace became more and more sluggish as midnight came and went.  As expected, the humans had no trouble seeing, thanks to the brighter gibbous phases of the two white moons and the reflective sands of the dunes.  It wasn’t like daylight, but it was at least as useful as what Leighandra had conjured during their travels using her arcane song. 
 
    “It is moving,” Yiilu said suddenly, and everyone stopped to face her.  She had the jade seal in her hands and was turning slightly side to side.  “It is moving westward, as though it, too, is headed toward Phoenix.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ve caught a break,” Delkantar said.  “Assuming we can make it there safely.” 
 
    “Perhaps, or perhaps it spells trouble.  Did Leighandra not say the seals were guarded by powerful entities?” Max asked.  “Could it be another dragon?  And if so, what does that mean if it is headed to Phoenix?” 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Galadon countered.  “We didn’t have to fight Fireblade, so let’s not assume we’ll have to fight this being, or that it’s inherently dangerous or evil.” 
 
    “No, you are correct,” Max conceded. 
 
    Yiilu continued to check the seal’s pull every so often, but they became convinced their mark was headed to Phoenix.  They continued as well as they could during the night, contending with the wind, whipping sands, unsteady footing, rolling dune sides, and inadequate sleep.  When the eastern horizon began to lighten, they found the deepest valley between dunes they could and waited upon the druidess to do her work. 
 
    She worked fruitlessly for near to a quarter of an hour before she pursed her lips and shook her head.  “It is too deep.  We may be stranded here under daylight.  By the Earth Mother, I pray I have not led you to your deaths.” 
 
    Audrei walked up behind the druid and laid a hand on her shoulder.  “I believe in you, my friend.  Beseech your Earth Mother again.” 
 
    The elf smiled at the luranar woman’s touch and set to uttering her prayers to the Earth Mother once more.  A rumble sounded beneath them, and then a thunderous crack split the air as a crevice appeared, draining sand from the area.  The companions moved away, but soon the two edges of the crevice buckled in opposite directions, revealing an overhang and a shallow cave beneath.  Audrei gave the druidess’ shoulder a comforting squeeze and then made to follow Delkantar into the depths of the sun shelter. 
 
    “How do you do that?” Yiilu asked. 
 
    “Do what?” Audrei returned. 
 
    “Work your power through me?” 
 
    The luranar woman looked confused.  Being the sudden center of attention didn’t help.  “I don’t know what you mean.  I… I don’t have power.  I’m not a priestess, not in the way you reckon things.  Nor am I a sorceress, or a druid like you.” 
 
    “No, no… you have some sort of magic about you,” Yiilu countered.  “Something about you calms my thoughts, soothes my doubts, and allows me to tap deeper into the Earth Mother’s power than I normally could.  Are you certain you are not connected to nature in some way?” 
 
    Audrei looked at Max, and he shrugged back at her.  “I just have faith in you, that’s all,” she answered, tilting her snout downward.  “I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “Offend?  You misunderstand, my friend.  I am not criticizing or complaining.  I think there is a magic about you that even you do not realize.” 
 
    Starlenia poked her head back out of the cave-like structure.  “This goes far deeper than it looks.  It’s not exactly cool inside, but it’ll keep us well out of the sun, and is large enough to shelter Galrinthor as well.  Yiilu, any chance you can tap water down inside?” 
 
    “I cannot imagine so; not in this place,” she said.  “However, I made certain to stock our jugs and skins as much as possible before we left the grasslands.” 
 
    Galadon had a devil of a time getting Galrinthor to enter, but once he did, the knight was able to convince the horse to lie down.  Leighandra was no horsewoman, but she knew getting a charger to lie down for an extended period was no easy feat.  The entrance was on the south side, but they only needed to cover the opening slightly to keep the sun from angling in at all.  It was still warm within, and Max and Audrei began to pant lightly after a time, but it was much less dangerous than trying to make camp up above. 
 
    “Is the Earth Mother a deity, or is she merely the embodiment of nature itself?” Audrei asked, running her hand along the shaped stone wall of their shelter. 
 
    “Both,” the druidess answered.  “We think of her as our deity, but this very world we stand upon is a part of her.  That is why it responds to our call and prayers to her and allows those of us closely attuned to reshape and harvest her to see to her children’s needs.” 
 
    “It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Should we bother keeping watch?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Will anything sizeable other than shakna-rir be moving through the desert?” Starlenia asked.  “We may just want to keep one person awake at any time.  We can take shorter watches that way, and everyone will get plenty of rest.” 
 
    They went with that plan and set back south toward Phoenix when night fell again.  The nights were still a bit shorter during these autumn months, but thankfully, the seal continued to pull in the general direction of the city.  They kept up their pace better the second night, having gotten proper rest and making sure they ate and drank sufficiently.  Yiilu repeated her fashioning of shelter the following day, and after a few days they reached the outskirts of Phoenix, well ahead of Leighandra’s educated estimate. 
 
    The city wasn’t that large, but it served as a waystation for caravans and other travelers making their way deeper into the Khalarin.  The center of it was comprised of stone buildings, the architecture something unique to the shakna-rir so far as Leighandra had ever seen.  She thought she had seen something similar before, but she couldn’t put her finger on where.  The outer edges of the settlement were a tent city, where travelers, caravaneers, and possibly even some of the residents chose to live in more nomadic structures. 
 
    Armed shakna-rir sentries marked the group arriving after nightfall.  Even armed and armored as the group was, the guards didn’t pester them.  It was a tense few minutes as they watched the cloaked form of the medusa among the others, but the more open nature of the rest of the group seemed to ease the guards’ suspicions.  The friends stopped to check the pull of the seal one last time.  It still directed them straight into the settlement.  Delkantar tapped Yiilu on the shoulder and gestured to the far side of the city, and the druidess made her way farther south with him.  The others continued into the city and found a single large inn at its center. 
 
    The inn was quiet in the evening, most of the patrons apparently having gone to bed.  A few shakna-rir sat alone or in pairs at the long, curved bar, nursing drinks or chatting.  There was no hearth, yet the inn was still quite warm inside even during the night.  Leighandra moved to one of the walls and touched it; it was radiating a pleasant amount of heat, as if dispersing the warmth of the sun it had soaked up during the day.  It was amazing. 
 
    Yiilu and Delkantar joined them after a short while.  The friends gathered around a wide circular table and ordered water and meals.  Once the server moved off, Delkantar sat forward.  “Let me guess: The inn is mostly empty because its prices are extraordinarily high?” 
 
    Starlenia laughed.  “I could get us a discount.” 
 
    “Let’s not cause any sort of trouble while we’re here,” Galadon said dismissively. 
 
    “Who’s causing trouble?” 
 
    “The seal is pulling here,” Yiilu said.  “We circled the city and then worked our way inward, and who- or whatever has the next seal is here, in this building.” 
 
    Max dipped his snout toward Starlenia.  “Give it to her.  She is the best at going unseen.  She should be able to find this person and keep nonchalant enough that they should not realize she is even looking for them.” 
 
    The druidess passed the seal to Starlenia under the table, and the rogue excused herself to step outside. 
 
    “Wait, where is she going?” Max asked. 
 
    “You didn’t think she was going to walk around inside to figure things out, did you?” Leighandra asked with a little smile.  “She’d best be careful if she does any climbing, though; the moons remain swollen and the land is bright.  The guards will see her if she does anything foolish.” 
 
    Starlenia came back in moments later and sat down at the table.  “I found them, but I’m not sure it makes any sense,” she whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Leighandra prompted. 
 
    “Well, you said these things are guarded by powerful beings.  Now I know there’s things out there that can shapeshift and whatnot, but I can’t say I find a teenage boy all that powerful or intimidating.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Delkantar chuckled. 
 
    “It’s pointing to someone in this room, and there’s precisely one person here carrying a bag large enough to hold another seal,” the rogue answered, nodding toward a young shakna-rir male sitting alone at the bar.  “On the off chance it’s a shapeshifter or something more dangerous than it looks, I can try lifting it from his bag when he’s not paying attention… or if someone wants to run a distraction for me.” 
 
    Max held a hand up.  “Perhaps a more diplomatic solution is called for?” 
 
    “Fine, go talk to him.” 
 
    The paladin rolled his eyes and sighed through his nose as he started to rise.  Leighandra got up first, though, and patted the luranar’s shoulder as she made her way to the bar.  She was ready to offer to buy the shakna-rir youth another drink, but saw that he, too, was drinking water.  The chronicler took him in curiously, from the backpack that said he hadn’t checked in for a room yet, to his dusty clothes and green skin, to the unkempt, long brown hair and red eyes that were common to the shakna-rir.  Starlenia’s assessment was on point: the young man didn’t even look as dangerous as a schoolyard bully. 
 
    “Hello,” Leighandra said, surprising the youth. 
 
    She startled him and the teen fixed the chronicler with wide eyes, but then he calmed down considerably.  “Yes?” 
 
    “My companions and I are new to the Khalarin.  You look as though you travel through it extensively.  I was curious if you would consider acting as our guide?” 
 
    The shakna-rir teen turned to look at the rest of the group.  “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Perhaps as far south as Awlsaber.  From there, we thought to sail back around to Flora or even Dira Ch’Tori.  We obviously wouldn’t expect you to leave your homeland…” 
 
    “Truthfully, I was looking to do just that,” he said in a low voice.  “Why are you headed to Awlsaber?  Strange time of year for outsiders to be in the Khalarin.” 
 
    “Our knights were interested in seeing its arena, and perhaps testing their mettle within.”  She held out her hand.  “Leighandra Evenstar, chronicler of Solaris.” 
 
    “Oh, um… I’m David,” he said as they shook.  His grip was light and uncertain. 
 
    “Why don’t you come sit with us?  We can introduce ourselves and see if you wish to go with us to Awlsaber and beyond.” 
 
    The teen picked up his pack as he rose, and followed Leighandra back to the table, where he pulled up a chair to sit between her and the druidess.  He glanced from face to face, and Leighandra didn’t even have to look at him to know what his expression held.  The teen leaned forward to try to get a better look under Alissiri’s cowl when he saw her greenish, clawed hand.  If he got a glimpse, he kept his thoughts and reaction well-guarded. 
 
    Starlenia’s mannerisms told Leighandra all she needed to know: This was the person they were looking for, which meant everything about him, right down to his name, might be a lie. 
 
    “So, you folks are going to Awlsaber?” he prompted with a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “No,” Max answered, and Leighandra glared at him.  “Not unless we must.  I am Auremax Talvorus and this is my wife, Audrei.  These are my friends: Delkantar, Galadon, Starlenia, Yiilu, and Alissiri.  You have already met Leighandra.  And who are you?” 
 
    It was interesting to watch Max address the shakna-rir youth as if he was a child, when in truth, they were probably close to the same age.  The chronicler was still a bit miffed that Max had let his honest nature override her charade, but she left it to him to proceed as he saw fit. 
 
    “David… my name is David,” he answered.  “If you’re not… are you leaving the Khalarin, though?  Why did you lie to me?” 
 
    “Doubtless for the same reason you have lied to us,” Max said, keeping his voice low. 
 
    The young man hunched over slightly and made a gesture toward the others still seated at the bar.  “I haven’t lied to you, sir; my name is David.” 
 
    The luranar prince tilted his head, and then looked at the others in the room.  After a moment, he turned back and said, “Yes, we are likely headed back to Solaris, unless we receive news that will require us to go to Awlsaber.  I apologize for the confusion.” 
 
    “May I travel with you?” 
 
    “Something you have is coming with us, one way or another,” Starlenia answered. 
 
    “You’re after the stone,” the teen whispered.  “She said the stone would lead me to safety.  Will you take me with you if I give it to you?” 
 
    The companions exchanged glances.  “Yes,” Starlenia said.  “And we’d better get out of this city as soon as possible.  We’re being watched.” 
 
    “Damnit,” Galadon grunted.  “Let’s arrange for rooms and try to slip out in the night.” 
 
    “Room,” the shakna-rir youth corrected.  “These are communal chambers, so we can all share one large domicile.” 
 
    “Del, you and Starlenia see to getting us a room.  And no discounts,” the knight said, and had to fight off a smirk when he met the Okonashai woman’s eyes. 
 
    Leighandra saw no sign that the people at the bar were watching them, but she trusted in Starlenia’s instincts.  The innkeeper led them upstairs and to a large, open room, just as David had suggested.  There were couches, futons, and sleeping mats all over the place, allowing for caravaneers to share the costs of the high-priced rooms. 
 
    Starlenia immediately began checking the balcony doors and the windows, leaning out on the sills to see if there were eavesdroppers.  She shut each when she was satisfied, and then stood before the taller shakna-rir youth with her arms folded over her chest the same way Max did when upset.  “Spit it out, kid, or we’re going to take the stone and leave you here.” 
 
    “I need your help,” he said, looking to the knights foremost.  “You two are paladins, yes?  Have you heard the news out of Aurun Ch’Gurra in recent months?” 
 
    “Not reliably,” Max answered. 
 
    “The queen was murdered and a usurper now sits on the throne of the empire.  My name is not David… it is Lion.  Lion Tumureldi.” 
 
    Leighandra gasped.  “Are you the prince?” 
 
    “We have no princes,” he returned.  “But my sister was the princess, and should now be the rightful queen, but has been driven into hiding.  I stayed as long as I could to aid in secreting her away, but I, too, was forced to flee.  When I left, Mistress Talbett Krissas gave me this stone and said it would lead me to safety.  I don’t know if she meant you or its relentless pull toward the southeast, but I have followed its guiding tug for weeks.  I have barely avoided capture to date and had to turn back to the city here to rest.  Our people may not mind the heat, but we are not immune to traveling the desert ill-prepared.” 
 
    Delkantar snorted.  “Avoided capture by who?” he asked. 
 
    “The usurper and her priestess.  They want me so I can tell them where to find my sister and end the Tumureldi line.  I… I don’t even know if they’ve killed my father yet.  Everyone in my family is in danger if they haven’t fled the capital.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Leighandra said.  “Where is your sister?” 
 
    “She’s in hiding, and I will not divulge where until steps are taken to put her back on the throne,” he answered.  “If you can get me safely out of the Khalarin, not only will I give you this stone, but I will see that you are handsomely rewarded when the rightful queen takes her throne.” 
 
    “Save your handsome rewards,” Max said dismissively.  “If we can put your rightful queen back on her throne, that is both our duty and the best way to find an ally strong enough to help us deal with the true threat to these lands.  For now, though, please give the stone to Yiilu and let her see if it leads her southeast as it did for you.” 
 
    Lion drew forth the second jade seal from his pack, and the companions all crowded around to see it.  “Do you know what this is, or why it leads southeast?” 
 
    “It is one of the jade seals that open the Temple of Archons,” Leighandra muttered as she stared at it.  “It leads southeast because that’s where the third stone must lie.  Yiilu, look: This one has a different marking than the first.” 
 
    “I do not recognize this one, either.  Is it a word?  Merely a symbol?” 
 
    Lion looked from face to face.  “The Temple of Archons?  What are you all about, then?” 
 
    “Mind your own business,” Starlenia snapped, and she rolled her eyes.  “Great Spirit, you all have wagged your tongues too much as it is.” 
 
    “I will not simply guide you through the desert,” Lion said, his shocked gaze lingering on Starlenia for a moment before he turned to the knights.  “If one of you would allow it, I will serve as your squire.  You needn’t worry about me being a problem, for I will pledge my service to you, and follow your orders in everything.” 
 
    Max and Galadon exchanged glances.  “You have a horse that could do with tending,” the luranar said to his friend.  “If you could use a squire, by all means.” 
 
    Galadon shook his head.  “I’m still getting my bearings after everything that’s happened since the War.  I think you would be better suited to training this young man properly.” 
 
    “So be it, then,” Max said.  “I accept you as my squire and servant.  And as such, I will protect you from all those who try to capture you on behalf of the usurpers.” 
 
    “All right, wonderful.  Now that that’s settled…,” Starlenia said with a huff.  “Galadon, go down and saddle up on Galrinthor, and leave through the south end of the city.  Yiilu, conjure up some wind, just enough to threaten sandstorm without causing one.  As soon as all the people here take cover, we’re going to slip out and get as far away as we can before anyone comes looking for our new squire.” 
 
    “We didn’t have time to get supplies,” Delkantar grunted. 
 
    Starlenia made a dismissive gesture.  “Leave that to me.  The rest of you go when Yiilu provides cover.” 
 
    Audrei took a couple of minutes to explain everything to Alissiri, and though the medusa was ignorant to their ultimate purpose, she seemed to understand their urgency.  Leighandra wished for the briefest moment that the woman still had her eyes; oh, how much that might have aided a tense escape.  They worked to get Galadon re-dressed and he left to go fetch Galrinthor.  He was hardly gone for more than a minute before there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Yes?” Leighandra called through the portal. 
 
    “I have a message,” came a voice from beyond.  Lion ducked behind some curtains, as comical as that looked to everyone else.   
 
    Starlenia turned to Yiilu.  “Time to go!” she hissed, and she began tying sheets and linens together to form a makeshift rope. 
 
    Just like all the old swashbuckling tales! Leighandra chortled inside, though in truth, the situation was a lot less exciting than nerve-wracking. 
 
    The druidess rushed over to the balcony doors and slipped outside to summon her power.  Audrei waved for everyone to get out of sight before she stripped down to only her lower undergarments.  Max watched her with a creased brow, but once the woman started to ruffle her fur and ears and then pinched her teats so they stood out, Leighandra thought she understood what Audrei was about to do. 
 
    Audrei pulled the door open with a grunt.  “Do you mind?  Our mating season is upon us and you’ve interrupted!  What do you want?” 
 
    The chronicler had to put her hand over her mouth to keep from bursting out laughing, and she was far from the only one.  Max looked to be chewing on his tongue. 
 
    “Oh, forgive me, madam, but I have a message –” 
 
    “How could you possibly have a message for us when we just arrived in town?” 
 
    “It’s for the young man who is with you,” the person at the door said quietly, trying to get a glimpse around the luranar woman.  “Tell him the Desert Eagle is coming, and he must flee with all due haste.” 
 
    Lion scampered over to the door and looked over Audrei’s shoulder by standing on his toes.  “Where is the queen?” he asked. 
 
    “She is in hiding,” came the answer. 
 
    “Thank you.  Go now, before my troubles become yours, friend.” 
 
    The shakna-rir man bowed slightly and left.  Audrei closed the door and stared at Lion for a few moments.  Leighandra found it interesting that staring at a half-naked woman didn’t seem to register with the young man at all.  The fact that she was luranar shouldn’t have made that big a difference. 
 
    “Who’s the Desert Eagle?” Audrei asked at last.  She started to get dressed again while she awaited an answer. 
 
    “Lady Taeranna Sakiveldi, the empire’s most prominent enforcer and hunter.  If she’s been dispatched to capture me, I have days to get beyond the borders or I’m finished… my entire family may be finished.” 
 
    “Terrific,” Starlenia said with a shake of her head.  “And you know if she’s headed this way, she’s already got scouts in the area.  That’s why I want Yiilu running this diversion.  By the way, Audrei, that’s an interesting trick.  Do you do that often?” 
 
    The luranar woman shrugged.  “It usually works to get rid of Max’s brothers.  They see teats and off they run to mind their own business,” she said, pantomiming with her fingers. 
 
    Surprisingly, her husband laughed with the rest of them, though he rubbed a hand over his eyes.  “Yes, well, let us prepare to leave under cover of Yiilu’s storm,” he said, and the wind picked up as if in answer to his thoughts.  Soon, the sound of sand whipping at the windows became a low but steady patter, and they judged the time was right. 
 
    Starlenia handed her improvised rope to Max.  “Go off the balcony.  We don’t want to risk going through the commons again.” 
 
    Just then, there was the sound of many voices downstairs.  Some of them were merely folk getting off the street to avoid the sudden sandstorm, but there was the unmistakable sound of orders being shouted.  Max glanced at Starlenia before he moved to the balcony.  He anchored their makeshift rope and rappelled down the side of the inn first.  He drew his sword when he reached the ground. 
 
    The others followed quickly after him.  Thankfully, the stinging sands were obscuring any visibility beyond twenty paces.  Yiilu had overdone things a bit, but that may have been her intention.  Starlenia broke off from them and headed west instead of south, but Delkantar took point and led his friends away from the inn.  There were shouts and screams not long after, and they picked up their pace as much as they could.  Leighandra turned back to see if Yiilu was coming and found the druidess right behind her. 
 
    “How long will this last?” the chronicler asked, covering her mouth to keep the sand out. 
 
    “Not much longer.  Fortunately, we should be well outside the city before they realize we have left and the storm abates.” 
 
    The going was slow and painful, but they made it beyond the tent city and, eventually, the edge of Yiilu’s conjured storm.  The winds began to die down behind them, but between the hour and the storm, people stayed inside so far as any of them could see.  Only Starlenia’s small form chasing after them with a bag over her shoulder broke the stillness of the post-storm night. 
 
    The friends paused to shake the sand out of their hair, clothes, fur, and everywhere else.  Leighandra imagined it had to be far worse for her luranar friends.  When Starlenia reached them, she handed the bag to Galadon, who strapped it behind his saddle. 
 
    “What did you get?  And from where?” the knight asked. 
 
    “Some tent canvas, waterskins, and blankets for the horse,” she replied. 
 
    “Who was selling all these things at this ungodly hour?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    Max put his face in his palm but Starlenia continued on without apology. 
 
    “How far is it to Awlsaber?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “Several days if we keep a good pace,” Lion answered.  “If we have any advantage, it’s that the Desert Eagle will expect us to go east into the Badlands, and not south.  That being said, though, I’ll have to take care when we go into Awlsaber.” 
 
    “Why did you ask the messenger where the queen is?” 
 
    The shakna-rir teen shook his head.  “It’s a watch word.  Those loyal to the rightful queen will answer that she is in hiding.  But we must take care not to use it too often, or our enemies will catch wind of who’s disloyal.” 
 
    “Are there many still loyal to your sister?” Max pressed. 
 
    “Enough, but they have to keep quiet about it.  My people are loyal to a fault, but that loyalty is to the throne, not necessarily the person who sits upon it.  My family has ruled the Khalarin Empire for generations, but it’s not ours.  As long as the usurper takes care of the people and the empire remains strong, the people will stay loyal to her.” 
 
    “Idiots,” Starlenia said, and Lion squinted at her. 
 
    “So, do we keep traveling by night?” Delkantar asked, trying to stop any argument from cropping up between the outspoken rogue and their new squire.  He paused at the top of each dune to survey things behind them, watching for any sign of pursuit. 
 
    “That should be most comfortable for you,” Lion answered, still glowering at Starlenia. 
 
    Audrei spoke with Alissiri for a moment, and the medusa took off her ring and handed it to the priestess, who in turn handed it to Lion.  “Here, this will serve to keep you warm at night when we travel.”  The young man took and stared at it before he met Audrei’s gaze.  “It doesn’t mean we’re married.  Sorry, I’m already taken.” 
 
    Lion laughed, and Max touched him on the arm.  “See to aiding Delkantar with scouting and finding the best path.” 
 
    “All… erm, yes, sir,” the young man answered. 
 
    “And Yiilu, if you would, please see to covering our tracks and, occasionally, giving any pursuers good reason to change direction.” 
 
    “Of course,” the elf agreed. 
 
    Leighandra stepped between Max and Galadon.  “Will Galrinthor’s feed last us until we at least reach Awlsaber?” 
 
    The human knight nodded.  “They fully resupplied us at the stable.  We can last a few days, but not many if we don’t find something for him to graze on, at least.  I’m more concerned by our water supply, but then don’t these lands become a bit more hospitable as one approaches the coastline?  Perhaps we will at least find some water and grazing for my friend.  But that still leaves us with the issue of how we plan to traverse the desert again as this Desert Eagle closes in on our young guest.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be getting on a boat when we reach Awlsaber,” Starlenia said, drawing her friends’ curious stares.  “I have a bad feeling the third seal may be on Askies, and that’s why it’s pulling steadily southeast.” 
 
    “It is difficult to judge simply from holding it and following the pull, but I suspect it is closer than that,” Yiilu argued. 
 
    “Well, either way, I think we got lucky finding the second seal on an ally.  But I don’t think we’re going to be so lucky going forward,” Leighandra offered. 
 
    Galadon shook his head.  “No.  I’m not a betting man, but I would wager against it.  I have a feeling we are in for a world of trouble in the weeks ahead.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Max countered.  “Our enemies are.” 
 
    The friends all considered him and then each other, and Leighandra wasn’t the only one to smile at the luranar prince’s confidence. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIV – Jewels of the Coast 
 
      
 
    “What is that?!” Lion asked in the shady confines of the tent. 
 
    They had managed to erect something of a passable domicile using a touch of druidic magic and the many tents and ropes Starlenia had “borrowed.”  It saved Yiilu the trouble of using her magic to upheave the land again, which she explained could get strenuous after a time and leave a marking for those sensitive to follow.  The closer they got to the coast, the less the Khalarin resembled a sea of dunes, broken up by rocky hills that, in some cases, began to show signs of life such as scrub. 
 
    Under the confines of the tent, Alissiri had pulled off her cowled cloak, and no one had thought to explain her appearance to Lion beforehand. 
 
    “Excuse me, young man,” Audrei corrected him.  “I believe you meant who is that.” 
 
    “Galrinthor settled in?” Max asked when Galadon and Delkantar joined them. 
 
    “Yep, comfortably under the other tent, having himself some feed.” 
 
    “Who is this?” Lion asked when he realized no one was answering. 
 
    “She’s Alissiri, a medusa,” Leighandra answered.  “We were tasked with getting her away from Fireblade’s lair, so we are taking her somewhere safe.” 
 
    The shakna-rir youth’s brow went up and his ears went back.  “Fireblade’s lair?  Truly?  My word, what are you folk about?” 
 
    “Saving the world from a demon god.  Nothing big,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    “Is that why you need the seals to open the Temple?” 
 
    “In honesty, we do not know,” Max answered.  “We originally set out to find the culprit behind the undead scourge, but several other things have come to light and taken priority.  I do not think any of us know how this Temple fits into the grand scheme, but Karinda Bakhor, if you know of her, set us on this particular path, so we are following it.” 
 
    “Who hasn’t heard of Karinda Bakhor?” 
 
    Audrei looked up from where she was preparing things to cook.  “More folks than you might think, despite her apparent importance.  Many of us who live on the fringes of what you would call society don’t know a lot of what you think is common knowledge.  Take many of the stories Leighandra tells us, for instance… I’ve never heard of most of the people or events she speaks of, but she tells her tales with such familiarity, one would think they were about her.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the chronicler inserted with a little smile.  It was always nice to hear that at least one person both paid attention and was appreciative. 
 
    “Does she have something to do with the Temple?” Lion asked with a gesture toward the medusa.  Her snakes turned to eye him when he pointed at her, but her eyeless face remained fixed upon Audrei, or at least her direction. 
 
    “We’ve no idea,” Delkantar huffed.  “We’re running pretty blind at this point.  We were sent to speak with Fireblade, and then–” 
 
    “You spoke to the fire wyrm?” 
 
    “Stop interrupting.  Yes, we were sent to speak to Fireblade, and after we took Alissiri from her territory, the dragon gave us the first seal.  That led to you.  Now yours is leading us to the next.  What’s going to happen when we find them all?  Gods only know.  But it’s what Karinda wanted us to do, and if she has any idea of what’s going on, that’s enough for me.” 
 
    Starlenia glanced at him but then shrugged. 
 
    Lion started to ask another question, but Max spoke over him.  “Lion, go and see to Galrinthor.  Make sure he has had a sufficient fill of feed and water, and then tend to Galadon’s leathers and give the horse a rub down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The luranar prince fixed the youth with that stony gaze, then glanced at his wife.  “Did I say that in our language by mistake?”  Audrei snickered but didn’t reply, and Max turned back.  “You are now my squire, and I have just given you an order.  See to it.” 
 
    “Um, yes, sir,” the shakna-rir said, making his way out of the tent with a dramatic sigh. 
 
    “Have fun breaking him in,” Galadon said, patting Max on the shoulder. 
 
    “Were we so different when we were younger, my friend?” 
 
    Starlenia chuckled.  “Younger?  Great Spirit, you’re only nineteen, Max.  Can you even remember being any younger, pup?” 
 
    Audrei rubbed her rump while her husband smirked at the rogue.  “I can’t imagine you ever talked to your father like that,” she mused.  “After all, you can still walk.” 
 
    “My father, no.  Terist, though.  In any case, we needed a moment to speak of our plans from here without an outside force affecting our decisions.  Where do we go from here, once we find the next of these seals?  Should we deviate from our path to take Alissiri to Karinda?  And what of Lion?” 
 
    “Let’s drop them both off with Karinda,” Starlenia said.  “Maybe she can find a way to get Alissiri home to Mehr’Durillia, and then she can hide Lion among Yiilu’s people until it’s safe for him to show his face again.” 
 
    Galadon shook his head lightly.  “Max took him on as a squire.  I cannot help but think it would be rude to cast him aside once we have a convenient opportunity to do so.  He’s young and a bit brash, true, but if we can teach him – or, gods willing, if he can already hold his own in combat – it could serve to alleviate some of our troubles.” 
 
    “That kid’s hiding a lot,” Starlenia said.  “Probably the kind of things that could cause us a lot more headaches than he solves.” 
 
    “He’s an excellent tracker, I’ll say that much in his defense,” Delkantar said, drawing the group’s attention.  “At the very least, he knows his homeland, knows the signs to watch for and how to navigate the desert.  I think I did a pretty good job getting us to Phoenix, but he’s been the one guiding me since we left it.  And I’m sure you’ve all noticed how much lighter the travel has become.” 
 
    “I thought it was just because the desert is becoming rockier,” Leighandra said. 
 
    Delkantar shook his head.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was training to be a desert strider or something.  Definitely knows his survival skills out here, same way I do when I’m back home in the northern forests.” 
 
    “Take him with us,” Yiilu said.  “As Galadon said, Max took him on as a squire, so they have formed a bond, no matter how untested at this time.  He also needs to be protected, and that is not a task we should foist upon another city, kingdom, or even Lady Karinda.  This Desert Eagle that seeks him will have a more difficult time finding us than finding him if we leave him in a city somewhere.  Finally, we may need him to find his sister if and when the time comes to turn our sights on Aurun Ch’Gurra.” 
 
    “I agree,” Leighandra put in.  There was more she could say, but Yiilu had summarized her thoughts and feelings well enough.  The druidess also seemed to have summed up Max and Audrei’s feelings, as the two luranar nodded with her assessment.  Galadon and Delkantar had also agreed in their own fashion, which left only Starlenia. 
 
    The Okonashai woman looked at everyone’s attentive expressions.  “What’re you looking at me for?  I’m not the boss of this outfit.” 
 
    “We don’t have a boss,” Galadon said.  “If you can present a good reason not to take him, then we’ll take that into consideration.  It won’t help us to silence anyone’s voice, no matter how many of us may agree on a course of action.” 
 
    “I just said he has a lot of secrets.  He’s a lodestone for trouble.”  She paused, let out a single huffing laugh, and shrugged.  “On second thought, so are the rest of us.  If he’s dumb enough to want to come with us, let it be on his head.” 
 
    The companions laughed at that, and Audrei rose and went over to Alissiri.  She spoke with the medusa for a minute in the luranar tongue, then guided her over by the fire and put a wooden spoon in her hand.  The medusa began to stir the pot, and Leighandra was surprised to see the woman actually smile.  Was Alissiri glad simply to have something to do and not feel like a piece of luggage?  Once again, Leighandra cursed the language barrier. 
 
    “How well does she understand you?” she asked. 
 
    “Our dialects are a little different, but I can get all my points across using metaphors and such when I need to,” Audrei answered.  “Why?  Need me to ask her something?” 
 
    “Just curious if there are many like her where she came from,” Leighandra said.  “I feel like we ignore her a little too much, and maybe should make her feel less alone among us.” 
 
    Max smiled and gazed at his wife, and Audrei began to chat with the medusa while they prepared the meal.  Leighandra marveled at how congenial the two seemed, especially when one considered how close Audrei had come to being killed by the medusa.  Audrei didn’t seem to see a medusa at all, and now that Alissiri knew the companions meant no harm, she started to relax a bit around them.  Something the medusa said shocked Audrei enough that her ears stood straight up and her snout dropped open. 
 
    “What is it?” Leighandra prompted. 
 
    “Oh, just… we keep assuming she is from Mehr’Durillia, but she says is from another world entirely!  A place she calls Irrathmor.  She says her people aren’t very populous there, but they are part of the greater society and not seen as outsiders or trouble.” 
 
    “Fascinating!” 
 
    “Can you restore her sight?” Delkantar asked, and Leighandra raised a brow in his direction.  It was a strange question, considering he didn’t think Audrei was truly a priestess.  And even if she was, while Leighandra had heard of priests restoring sight to the blind, that didn’t normally include those who’d had their eyes torn out. 
 
    Audrei seemed to have the same reaction.  “No.  As I told Yiilu, I don’t wield magic.” 
 
    “What about the circle in the graveyard?” 
 
    “I asked the Lord to protect us, I didn’t use magic.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    The luranar woman sighed and turned back to her cooking.  “I don’t wield magic.  So, no, I can’t restore her sight.  If I thought I could, though, I would.” 
 
    “Even knowing she could turn you to stone?” 
 
    Audrei stood and faced the ranger.  “She could have killed me back at her cave.  She had her sickle to my throat, completely at her mercy.  She could’ve killed you and Starlenia, too, but chose to use a sleep toxin instead of simply murdering you.  Maybe I just have too much faith in people, Delkantar.  I don’t know.  But I believe in forgiveness, second chances, and that most people, given the opportunity, will do the right thing.” 
 
    He cocked a half-smile.  “I don’t think you have too much faith in people, Audrei.  I just don’t think you have enough in yourself.  Whether you’re a priestess or not, wield magic or not, you’ve got something special inside you, and we’ve seen it a couple of times now when you work with Yiilu.  All I think is that maybe you should try stretching the boundaries of what you think you know, and what you think you can do.  Now, if I go check on our squire, you’re not going to piss in my dinner bowl, right?  After what you just said about forgiving?” 
 
    The luranar woman laughed and chased him out of the tent with her wooden spoon.  She began to sing again when she returned to the cooking.  Whatever she was intoning in the luranar tongue drew the attention of Alissiri, and the medusa smiled again. 
 
    When Delkantar returned, he had Lion with him, and the squire looked haggard from all the work he’d been asked to do.  That, Leighandra mused, and the fact that Galadon’s charger had more personality than a lot of theater troupes.  No doubt the horse had put the young man through the proverbial wringer to see if he was a worthy friend.  If Leighandra had ever seen a horse with more discriminating taste, she couldn’t remember. 
 
    “We discussed the prospect of keeping you on as my squire even once we have left the Khalarin,” Max said.  “If you wish to remain with us, we would welcome you as a companion.” 
 
    Lion looked from face to face, though his gaze lingered on Alissiri longer than most.  “As I mentioned last night, Lady Talbett told me the stone would lead me to safety.  Seeing as it led me to you, I feel inclined to stay with you.” 
 
    “I wonder if this plays against Lady Karinda’s placing importance on there being seven of us,” Leighandra mused. 
 
    “No,” Starlenia said and waved her hand dismissively.  “Look, she said it herself: We’re not fulfilling prophecy.  There’s no recipe to follow like we’re cooking one of Audrei’s suppers.  At this point, the only thing we have to follow is this next seal.  Otherwise, we need to just take things as they come.” 
 
    “Well said,” Galadon agreed. 
 
    “And for now, I’ll happily take a bowl of Audrei’s stew as it comes,” Delkantar laughed. 
 
    “I told you she’d spare us from your cooking,” Starlenia said, and the ranger gave her a light shove. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    “Awlsaber: The Jewel of the Coast,” Lion said when the port city came into sight. 
 
    With the shakna-rir youth leading them, Leighandra had found travel through the desert far easier.  Once they had proper equipment and Yiilu was able to start drawing limited amounts of water from the ground, it nearly became pleasant.  It still wasn’t a place Leighandra would ever want to live – and rarely visit, if she was honest – but Lion’s knowledge and enthusiasm let her see a bit of its charm. 
 
    Now, they stood on a rocky precipice overlooking the coastal city of Awlsaber under the light of the moons.  “It’s a rather strange name though, isn’t it?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?  Oh, nevermind.  You’re thinking of it as being a human name.  It’s not human; it’s rir.” 
 
    “What does it mean, then?” 
 
    Lion blinked.  “Jewel of the coast…” 
 
    Leighandra rolled her eyes and began walking toward the city, doing her best to ignore the scattered chuckles of her friends.  She turned back to look at Alissiri, the better to gauge how others would see her when they entered the city.  Audrei had wrapped the medusa’s hands and face completely, giving the impression that she might be an albino or perhaps even a leper.  It made sense: make people assume she had to keep covered for some reason, and hope no one insisted on asking questions. 
 
    If they do, I’m going to end up spinning more than tales of old human legends… 
 
    She turned to regard the shakna-rir teen.  Audrei had given Lion a haircut, and she made “alterations” to his clothing to make him look more common than the desert dust could.  Despite being a fugitive, the young man’s equipment was obviously of high-end make.  It didn’t necessarily say he was of royal blood, but it did make him stand out more than a common set like Delkantar’s old armor would have.  On that note, they were planning to buy him more common-looking gear in the city. 
 
    “I’m just glad we got through the desert without encountering any dragons,” Lion said as he turned back to look over the expanse behind them. 
 
    “Do you have many among the lands of your empire?” Leighandra prodded. 
 
    “Enough.  Doomfire – one of Fireblade’s children – lives in the mountain range south of Aurun Ch’Gurra.  And I think there’s a blue dragon that lives somewhere near the great Oasis at Eschik-Sirondo.  There may be others, but the desert is a vast place, and I don’t think they’re usually inclined to bother people unless they’re bothered first.” 
 
    “I wonder what the blue dragons are like.” 
 
    “Animalistic, from what I’ve heard,” Delkantar put in.  “Reactionary, territorial, and very dangerous.  Think Hastucilliara without the personality.” 
 
    “Hastu-who?” Lion blurted. 
 
    “Fireblade,” Starlenia clarified.  “Come on, let’s not stand out here looking like bandits.” 
 
    The night was still fairly young, and Leighandra was looking forward to a proper bed and getting back to a normal activity schedule.  The stone still pulled southeast, but now it was pulling more east-by-southeast.  That seemed to eliminate the possibility that the next one was on Askies, though it was still possible.  Either way, it meant they had to commission a boat or ship to take them to their destination, which could get pricy with a party of nine – not to mention a charger.  If they weren’t sure of their ultimate destination, she couldn’t imagine how steep the price might become. 
 
    The guards at the gate stopped them as soon as they saw Alissiri.  “Whoa, what’s with the wrappings?” they demanded.  “And the wolf?” 
 
    “The wolf?  That’s Max.  Don’t mind him, he won’t bite,” Starlenia said.  The guards turned impatient gazes on her, and she closed her mouth. 
 
    Audrei gestured toward the medusa.  “She is an albino and must be protected from the sun and the desert winds at all times.” 
 
    “Not much sun this time of night,” one of the guards grunted. 
 
    “Yet the desert wind still blows, and the sands are harsh upon her fair skin.” 
 
    “The wolf is my companion,” Yiilu answered in turn to distract them.  “She will cause no more trouble to you than would a well-trained service animal.  Keeta, Vo’rii.” 
 
    The wolf sat and offered a paw-shake to the guard, who laughed and shook with the well-trained wolf.  Thankfully, the companions were waved through without further inquiry.  Had the guards put questions directly to Alissiri, that could have caused problems.  Upheaval in the capital city certainly pointed to the possibility of unrest in all the cities, but somehow, that didn’t appear to be the case here.  Leighandra was looking forward to escaping the empire altogether, that they wouldn’t have to worry about it until they were ready to do so on their own terms. 
 
    They passed through most of the city, though there weren’t many people about at this hour but for some revelers outside the taverns.  Awlsaber was a beautiful city even under the moonlight, though it was a tad eerie at the later hour.  Gone were the sandy dunes and rocky crags, replaced by the appropriately-named Jewel of the Coast.  The arena drew the attention of most of the group, larger than anything they’d seen in their lives.  Starlenia located an inn near the docks without being so close that it promised low-lifes, ruffians, or a seedier element. 
 
    The group filed into the common room until Max stopped Lion at the door.  “Where are you going?” the luranar paladin asked. 
 
    “Aren’t we going to get supper and arrange for rooms?” 
 
    “We will handle that.  You are to see to Galrinthor.  Make certain he is fed and watered, tend to the tack and saddle, give him a rub down, and if they will spare you the water, give him a quick bath.” 
 
    “Why do you always make me do these things?  He’s not even your horse!” 
 
    “Because,” Max said, grabbing him lightly by the collar and escorting him back over to Galrinthor, “humility is the first lesson any aspiring knight must learn.  I washed my father’s horses when I was half your age, and tended to his things, and – if you knew anything at all about my father – I did it all without complaint.  If you do not wish to do these tasks, that is fine, and you may still travel with us.  But it will not be as my squire.” 
 
    Lion snorted and walked past the luranar prince and into the inn.  Max let forth a sigh but didn’t follow him, and Leighandra watched the inn door close on the disappointed paladin.  She was tempted to go say something to Max, but she left him to his thoughts and went with the others to a table. 
 
    Starlenia arranged for their rooms and meals.  The friends settled in and began to eat, and no one said anything to Lion about refusing Max’s task.  It wasn’t until they had all finished supper and Max finally came into the inn that the shakna-rir youth seemed to have second thoughts about his decision. 
 
    Max was stripped down to his trousers and was thoroughly soaked.  He walked over to Galadon, who was chewing his lip to keep from laughing, and said, “Just so you know, that horse of yours is beyond mischievous.” 
 
    The knight started laughing, and Audrei stood up and started to pat her husband dry with some of the serving towels.  The innkeeper brought larger bathing towels when he saw the state of the luranar paladin, and Max nodded his thanks.  He was smiling by the time his wife finished with helping him dry off, and then even more broadly when she kissed the end of his nose. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Galadon chuckled.  “The stable hands would’ve taken good care of the old brute, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I promised you that your horse would be tended to,” Max said as he took a seat. 
 
    “Well, now Galrinthor will be able to say – or whinny, I suppose – that he received a bath from the prince of the luranar.” 
 
    “And that he gave me one in turn.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re…,” Lion started, then closed his mouth and left the table. 
 
    “That boy’s got a lot to learn,” Starlenia muttered, watching him retreat up the stairs. 
 
    “And plenty of time to do so,” Max added, and he leaned back as the innkeeper put a plate of hot food in front of him.  After thanking the man, he continued, “Let us not be too harsh on Lion.  As I said, we were all of that age and, presumably, temperament at some point.” 
 
    “But he’s finished as your squire?” Leighandra prodded. 
 
    “That is his decision, and I cannot make it for him.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll at least appreciate that you and Audrei have your own room here,” Starlenia said with an exaggerated wink. 
 
    Audrei leaned into her husband and he smiled, but there was no elaboration.  The luranar woman spoke with Alissiri briefly, and the medusa nodded.  “Yiilu, are you all right sharing a room with our guest?” 
 
    “Certainly, so long as she is comfortable having Vo’rii in the room.  They do seem to get on well enough.” 
 
    “Aye, and she’s already agreed to that,” Audrei said.  “Well, it may take some time to fall asleep with our schedules disrupted, so once Max finishes eating, we will be retiring for the night.  In the morning, are we going directly to the docks to try to find a ship?” 
 
    “Let us handle that,” Starlenia said, patting Delkantar’s shoulder.  “The rest of you get a good night’s sleep, then go get Lion some more common apparel, and we’ll come get you when we’re ready to go.” 
 
    They stayed around the table to keep Max company while he ate, and Leighandra made notations in her journal about Lion’s mistake.  She scratched out a little image of Max with his fur and ears all disheveled in the wake of Audrei rubbing him down with the towels.  After a contemplative moment, she captioned the image: Don’t make the luranar wash the horse. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    “I owe you an apology,” Lion said as they walked to the docks.  “Had I known you were the prince of the luranar…” 
 
    True to her word, Starlenia was able to secure passage for them.  By the rogue’s account, it had taken some hefty negotiation and – as Leighandra had mused – quite a price to find a ship that would take them where they needed to go.  Fortunately, the rogue managed to find a supply runner on its way to Flora, and the captain had agreed to go slightly out of his way to help them find their destination.  How Starlenia had convinced him without mentioning the seal or where they were headed, Leighandra wasn’t sure.  Just as mysterious was how the rogue kept paying for all these things, but after Starlenia got their survival gear in Phoenix, Leighandra thought perhaps that was something better left unasked. 
 
    The captain suspected the group would be headed to a haunted island called Senkiro’s Solace.  Leighandra had heard tales of the place, but the stories were often conflicted on where it lay.  She had been consulting her notes and books to see if she could find anything about it, but she had to pause when they left the inn to go board the ship. 
 
    “No,” Max said, stopping.  He held a finger up and wagged it once in the young man’s face.  “This is not about me being a prince.  This is about respecting others, honoring your word, and serving your fellows.  I do not ask you to do these things because I am a prince or Galadon was once a king, but because I am trying to teach you humility, respect, and honor.” 
 
    Lion turned a wide-eyed stare at Galadon.  “You’re a king?” 
 
    “Pay attention to what Max is saying, boy,” the knight grunted.  “We two may be of royal blood, but we went through similar training when we were younger.  If you have any interest in becoming a knight or even a paladin, these are the building blocks upon which you can make a life of service and honor.” 
 
    The shakna-rir teen looked down.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Max put his hand to Lion’s shoulder until the young man made eye contact again.  “Look me in the eye when you say that,” he demanded, and Lion complied.  “If you wish to start again, you may.  Galrinthor will likely not appreciate being on a ship.  He will need a steady hand and a calming presence to aid him.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Lion said, straightening up.  “I’ll stay by his side the entire voyage.  And Vo’rii’s as well, if she needs me.” 
 
    Yiilu smiled.  “Vo’rii will likely be at the bow of the ship, nose to the wind and sea spray the entire time.  I doubt she will require much entertaining.” 
 
    The companions chuckled and continued along.  They were welcomed onto the two-masted coast-running ship without too much fuss.  The sailors weren’t expecting a horse, much less a wolf, and even less a pair of luranar and an albino, but the captain got his men in line before they could make a scene.  Leighandra led the way as the companions went down below to get settled in and out of the way of the crew. 
 
    Leighandra had never been a fan of sea travel.  One of the drawbacks of being a storyteller was she knew too many stories that ended in disaster or terror.  Tales of shipwrecks, sea monsters, and people being marooned on haunted islands kept shaping her thoughts and daydreams.  The fact that they were headed to an island that was believed to be haunted didn’t help, either.  She tried to keep her mind off of such thoughts by sharing stories with her companions about their possible destination. 
 
    Senkiro’s Solace was reputed to have been the home of a priest some centuries before.  Details of whether he was the head of an order or simply a hermit were sketchy, but mostly pointed to the latter.  As was common in such circumstances, he’d started to amass a legend of using force to keep people away from his island, even going so far as to summon up hurricanes and maelstroms to keep ships and travelers away.  The stories pointed to him being human, so most assumed he was long dead, but the haunted island rumors persisted in keeping folk away. 
 
    The captain confirmed most of what Leighandra said.  He was satisfied with following the directions of the group for several days, though he remained ignorant to the source.  Sure enough, the pull of the seal led them right to the island.  When the companions gathered on deck, the captain called them before him.  He wasn’t a military captain or overly strict, but the group stood straight in front of the human and showed him the proper respect. 
 
    “How long do you plan to be here?” he asked. 
 
    “Either a few hours or the rest of eternity,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    “What’s that now?” 
 
    Max shrugged.  “It is difficult to be certain, Captain.  We may face something that proves to be our undoing while on this island.  Could we beseech you stay here until at least this time tomorrow?” 
 
    “We’re going to lose time cutting across the currents to get to Flora, so a delay that long will make us later than we’d like.  Then again, you have paid us well for this diversion, and you seem to be about something important.  I can give you until sundown tomorrow, and then we’ll be setting sail again, with or without you.” 
 
    “That should suffice.  How close can you get us to the island, sir?” Galadon asked. 
 
    Delkantar pointed toward the highest point of the island.  “Does that look like a temple up there?” he asked. 
 
    Yiilu glanced in that direction.  “Yes, it does.  No doubt that is our destination, though what lies there, who can say?” 
 
    The captain turned back to Galadon.  “We’ll get to a good anchoring point out of the main currents, and then you can take our rowboats to shore.” 
 
    “I’ll get our packs and armor,” Lion offered, dashing to the staircase to the hold without waiting for Max’s answer.  The luranar prince smiled but said nothing. 
 
    After a short time, the ship sat at anchor, and the captain had his crew get the rowboats ready.  Once they were lowered, Max and Galadon set to rowing the two little boats to shore.  The island looked much larger as they approached, a high bluff surrounded by sandy beaches.  There was a staircase cut into the stone above the closest of the beaches, and they made for that landing point.  Once they reached the strand, the men beached the boats and the companions made sure their gear was in order before they took to the stairs. 
 
    “Galadon, if this island truly is haunted, perhaps you should have my father’s sword,” Max said, offering the hilt to his friend. 
 
    The paladins traded weapons, then let Starlenia and Delkantar take the lead.  There wasn’t much in the way of animal noise on the island, and the beach had been devoid of any sort of life – even gulls.  The island gave all the immediate indications of being haunted, but neither Max nor Galadon seemed set on edge by anything they could feel.  Even Yiilu didn’t seem spooked, though the elf did wear a strange expression for most of the ascent. 
 
    At the top of the stone stairs was a wooden pathway, remarkably well-preserved when one considered how long ago Senkiro was rumored to have lived here.  The path was overgrown, suggesting no one lived here anymore, but the lack of rot somehow contradicted that.  The temple was at the highest point of the island, but that wasn’t so much higher above them now that they’d scaled the cliff stairs. 
 
    Leighandra glanced down at the ship waiting at anchor and was surprised by how high they’d ascended.  She hoped nothing would chase them, because there was no easy way to get back to the ship without a fatal jump.  Turning back, she hurried to catch up to her friends.  It took a little while to reach the temple, but not nearly as long as she’d suspected when they first saw the island. 
 
    The temple, like the wooden paths leading to it, was still in remarkably good shape despite being overgrown.  Gardens had spread far beyond their borders, young trees were coming up through the floors, dirt and leaves had blown into every nook and cranny, and the entire place was generally a mess.  The main structure was more an open shrine than a proper temple, an odd symbol and a great bell hanging within.  About twenty paces before the main structure stood a pedestal that could have been a podium, though if there had ever been a book upon it, it was long since gone. 
 
    Leighandra walked over to the domicile on the west side of the courtyard and slid its door open.  An apparition approached her, and she shouted for help as she ducked out of its reach.  The chronicler backed up by her companions and drew her saber, preparing her arcane song to set it aflame as they’d done when dealing with the specters in Solaris.  After a moment, though, she realized not only was the spirit not attacking, but it didn’t seem to have even noticed their presence. 
 
    Regardless, the companions gave the spirit a wide berth.  It appeared to be a human, a little like Starlenia in appearance with almond-shaped eyes and smooth features, though it did retain some of the signs of aging even in its post-life state.  He was dressed in an ethereal robe of remarkable beauty.  He walked first to the podium, where he turned the pages of a book that was no longer there before holding his arms aloft and saying something unintelligible.  He then approached the shrine and bowed to the symbol hanging within before he rang the great bell once.  The bell itself remained stationary and didn’t emit a sound, but he continued along in his routine. 
 
    The spirit looked up toward the sun and then set to work sweeping out the shrine and the courtyard.  He took pruners and began to tend to the gardens, and also raked them free of the trees’ castoffs.  As he was ethereal, however, he made no progress whatsoever.  After nearly half an hour of this, he stretched his back, looked at the sun again, and then spoke in a ghostly voice. 
 
    “Never enough time, never enough time.” 
 
    “Look around and see if you can find the seal,” Galadon said, gesturing about the area.  “This spirit seems completely unaware of our…” 
 
    He trailed off when he saw the spirit was looking directly at him.  The ghostly man said nothing but went back to his domicile, where he lay down on his pallet and then disappeared. 
 
    Yiilu approached the domicile and looked about, but then crossed the yard to another structure.  She slid the door open, revealing the old priest’s cleaning implements.  Like the other parts of this island temple, they were still in good shape, especially when one considered they sat upon an island surrounded by salt water.  The druidess first grabbed up the pruning shears, and she made her way to the north-most garden and began carefully trimming the plants. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Delkantar asked.  “Aren’t the plants going to get mad that you’re cutting into them?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Yiilu said.  A contented smile came to her face as she went back to her task.  “Think of plants as being a bit like children.  They must be tended to and guided.  They are full of life and vigor, but they can be overzealous to grow and try to thrive, paying little attention to whether they are harming themselves in the process.” 
 
    The ranger let forth a hmph but then nodded.  “No kidding.  Would’ve never thought of the forests that way when I was back home.  Anyway, can’t you just use a bit of druidic magic to get them to do what you want?” 
 
    The elf sat back on her haunches and looked up at the sun in much the same way the ghostly priest had.  “I could, but that is not why the Earth Mother grants her power to us.  Being a steward of nature is not simply about demanding her power and bending her to our will.  We are her servants and protectors, and thus we are expected to return her benefits in kind.  Though I have no proof that such is the case, I believe simply tending to this temple and setting it and its natural elements back in their proper state may set the spirit at rest.  Whether that has anything to do with the seal, I cannot say.” 
 
    The ranger looked at the others and shrugged.  “Well, let’s get to work then.” 
 
    Max shed his armor and shook himself off to get ready to work.  Audrei handed out the many gardening implements and set to work with her husband.  Lion took up some old rags and wet them, then began cleaning the bell and the lightning-like symbol hanging in the shrine.  Leighandra took a broom to sweep out the domicile, and after consulting with Audrei, their medusa companion took up the linens and mats left behind and began shaking them out. 
 
    The companions worked for a couple of hours, and Leighandra found contentment in having a purpose, even if she didn’t understand the goal.  Soon, the sun began to slide toward the horizon.  It was still a few hours from sundown at the elevation and on the coast, but they had all worked up a good sweat – or pant, in the case of the two luranar – and were due for a break and a meal.  In the end, though, they had cleaned up the temple and restored it to nearly perfect order, so far as they could tell.  When they were finished, Audrei found the priest’s cookware and set it up in preparation to make a soup or stew. 
 
    Yiilu approached the stone podium and ran her fingers along a smooth edge.  Leighandra wondered where the book had gotten to, whether it had rotted away or perhaps blown away during a storm.  Soon enough, however, the elf raised her hands in much the same manner as the ghostly priest, and she began calling out to the Earth Mother in elvish.  “Man and nature live in harmony!  Behold the fruit of our labor and yours, Earth Mother, as we find synergy.  Set the spirit of your servant to rest, that this temple might one day find a new steward.” 
 
    She walked toward the shrine then and rang the bell, and its single, deep tolling made Leighandra’s bones vibrate.  She, along with all the others, turned toward the domicile when its door slid open and the spirit emerged again.  Now, however, he was more distinct, more solid in some fashion, and his eyes fixed on Yiilu.  He walked over to the podium and called out a prayer in that language they couldn’t understand, then mimicked her motions but for one thing: Before he rang the bell, he bowed to the symbol hanging in the shrine. 
 
    Yiilu smiled and returned to the podium, where she repeated her prayer.  She followed in the priest’s footsteps then, bowing to the symbol before she rang the bell once again.  This time, the bell’s tolling was less uncomfortable to their ears and bones, and Leighandra felt a calm and contentment settle over the island.  The priest walked to a stone halfway between shrine and podium and touched his finger to it. 
 
    Yiilu walked over to the stone, and the ghostly priest glanced at her and then bowed stiffly.  She returned the gesture.  “Rest you well, old friend,” she said.  “Know that the Earth Mother yet has her stewards, and your work has not been in vain.” 
 
    The spirit smiled, then straightened out and faded away. 
 
    Max knelt beside the indicated stone and used his supple claws to hook under its edges and begin to slide it up.  Once Galadon could get some purchase, he loaned his strength as well.  When the stone was fully up, it proved to be no stone at all, but a container whose end was disguised to appear as one of the stones.  The paladins looked at the container but made no protest when Starlenia took it to inspect it.  She found the release mechanism without too much trouble but ducked aside when she triggered it, just in case. 
 
    There, in the container, was the third jade seal. 
 
    “Yet another symbol,” Yiilu commented, showing it to the others.  “I wonder what these symbols might mean.  Do they say something, or mark some purpose for the stones?” 
 
    “We’ll have to ask Karinda when we return to her,” Leighandra said. 
 
    “I really have to wonder,” Delkantar said, sitting back on his rump.  Everyone looked to him to continue.  “Again, we were told the seals were in the possession of powerful entities.  I wonder how powerful this priest was when he was alive.  If Yiilu is any indication, I’d hate to think what would’ve happened to anyone that came to this island with ill intent.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Galadon agreed. 
 
    “Good… work.” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Alissiri as she spoke her first words in the common tongue.  There were smiles and laughter, and Audrei spoke with the medusa for a time.  The luranar woman put the cooking implements away while they spoke. 
 
      Leighandra considered the sun and its descent; they were best served returning to the ship before nightfall.  There would be plenty of time to eat and speak once they were safely back aboard.  “Are you going to have your mentor send someone to tend to this shrine?” she asked the elf as they made their way back toward the cliff stairs. 
 
    “I will certainly mention it to Peri, yes,” Yiilu answered.  “We of Laeranore are not the sole servants of the Earth Mother, however, and it is possible one of our fellow human servants will want to establish a presence here.  We shall see.  It is certainly a beautiful place.” 
 
    “If it’s not too rude to say so, I’m glad your mentor was busy when the council at Solaris called for the meeting,” Galadon offered, and the druidess laughed. 
 
    “Keeta, Vo’rii,” the elf said, calling the playful wolf back to her side.  Vo’rii seemed to like the island as well, though there wasn’t anything for her to hunt here.  Still, she would duck into the underbrush and cause a ruckus before darting across the path ahead of them, only to repeat this several more times. 
 
    Once they returned to the ship, Max approached the captain.  “If I may, sir, I have one more request.  Would you be willing to drop us off along the coast of the Badlands?” 
 
    “In gnoll territory?” the captain blurted. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  The gnolls are my peoples’ neighbors and we are fairly friendly with them.  I should like to take my companions to my homeland, that I may see to something before we continue on our way.  There would be no need for you to wait for us, for we shall part ways once you have set us back on the mainland.” 
 
    “We could double back slightly to the river, Captain,” the first mate said.  “Wouldn’t cost us but a day or so.” 
 
    The captain nodded.  “Let the pilot know.  Very well then, my luranar friend.  Whatever it is you’re about, I hope you find success.” 
 
    Max bowed his head politely.  “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    The companions headed below decks for some chow, and when they had a bit of privacy, Yiilu took the seal in her hands. 
 
    “Which way is it pulling?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “Straight north of our position,” the elf answered. 
 
    Starlenia eyed Max.  “Is this why you want to go back home?  Something you maybe want to tell us?” 
 
    The luranar paladin shook his head.  “No.  I have a personal matter I must see to there.  It should take us but a few days to reach my home, and then we will only need spend a couple of days there.  My people will supply us with horses to speed our return to the north, assuming that is where the seal leads.  I will introduce you to my family, and our children, and then we can continue on our way.  There is simply something I have neglected to see to as prince, and I cannot ignore it any longer.” 
 
    “No need to explain.  We’re with you,” the Okonashai woman said and the others agreed. 
 
    “Lion,” Max said, gaining the young man’s attention.  “Good work today.  Please go see to Galrinthor, and then join us for the meal.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the shakna-rir teen said before dashing off. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XV – Talvorus 
 
      
 
    Of all the companions, no one was happier to be back on dry land than Galrinthor.  The horse had essentially demanded that Galadon saddle up and take him for a ride, and the knight had done so without hesitation.  For the most part, however, he took his charger for runs behind the party, wary of going too far ahead.  They were passing through gnoll territory, and though the gnolls were friendly to the luranar, they might not look so kindly on a human knight riding a warhorse through their lands. 
 
    Especially when one considers Galadon’s comments about running them down with his sword and lance… 
 
    Max and Audrei passed along directions to Delkantar and Lion, letting the two of them guide the party as a whole.  The luranar valley was between two rivers that eventually joined to form the one they now followed.  The land here was fairly arid but still supported plenty of life, especially near the river.  It graded upwards in sometimes rocky steps, which was how it got its name for the most part, but the travel wasn’t all that difficult.  Even Max was taking it well in his armor, but Leighandra attributed that to being excited to see his home and his daughters again. 
 
    Alissiri no longer traveled under the heavy wrappings.  Audrei assumed the gnolls wouldn’t bother a group with two luranar, and that they wouldn’t know what to make of the medusa even if they did.  Alissiri seemed thankful to be out of the confining garments, her green skin looking lustrous under the strong sun, though that could’ve just been because Leighandra hadn’t really seen it for days.  The medusa was picking up more words in the common tongue now and then, but she was still withdrawn, which the chronicler found to be a shame. 
 
    Nearly as withdrawn was Starlenia.  With Lion helping Delkantar with the scouting and trailblazing, the Okonashai woman spent most of her days following quietly.  Just what was going on in that sharp mind?  Leighandra always looked forward to Starlenia’s insights, if not her blunt sense of humor.  She couldn’t help but wonder what held the woman’s attention. 
 
    “Delkantar, lead us to the east for a while,” Max called to the rangers, rousing Leighandra from her thoughts.  “There will be a sizeable gnoll village along the riverbank, and we do not want to impose upon them.” 
 
    The human waited until the others had caught up to him.  “I was just going to ask you about that,” he returned.  “Lion and I spotted it a few minutes ago.  They won’t bother us if we go off east?” 
 
    The luranar prince shook his head.  “Their village is on the western bank.  They consider that side to be theirs, so they should not bother us if we keep a respectful distance on this side.” 
 
    Delkantar agreed, and he and Lion took point again.  It wasn’t long before the group caught up to them once more, the two rangers kneeling to look at the tracks they’d found. 
 
    “I know their populations are swelling and their hunting parties are spreading far and wide,” Delkantar said, pointing to the confusing mass of tracks.  “They’re getting desperate.  I can find few traces of animal tracks, but bands of gnolls have been passing through almost every day.  And yet there’s few traces of droppings.  These people may be starving, Max.” 
 
    Max folded his arms across his chest and sighed through his lupine nose.  “Then we have no time to lose.  If the Caerumach chieftain will not accept our aid, we may need to force the issue.  Otherwise, we risk the gnolls going to war to take what they need, either from us, our kwarrasti neighbors, or perhaps even the city of Flora.” 
 
    “Definitely don’t want that,” Galadon grunted.  “Will they attack us for food?” 
 
    “We may find out soon enough,” Lion answered, pointing to the northwest. 
 
    A band of gnoll hunters watched the party from a distance, but Max headed their way without hesitation.  Galadon dismounted to lead his charger, following Max.  Leighandra and the others fell into step behind the paladins.  The gnolls didn’t look unwelcoming – certainly not as much as the ones who’d chased them from the road up north – but Leighandra still kept some of her reservations, especially in light of Delkantar’s assessment. 
 
    Her worries were apparently for naught.  The gnolls became excited when they saw Max, yipping and – amusingly to Leighandra – wagging their short tails.  The hyena-folk were awed, even submissive as they stood before Max and greeted him in their language.  All of the anger and distrust that stemmed from the golden bands marking him as a prince when he walked among the northern gnolls was completely absent here.  Leighandra wished she could understand what was being said, but the gnolls’ body language left little doubt about their dispositions. 
 
    Max’s face fell when the gnolls spoke to him, and Audrei put her hand to his shoulder and whispered in the luranar tongue. 
 
    Realization dawned on Leighandra.  I think I know what they’re talking about, she thought, and she stepped up beside the luranar prince. 
 
    He regarded her when she touched his pauldron.  “Max, I know you don’t like this sort of attention or superstition, but bear in mind… we’re going to need these people to help us at some point.  Maybe just let them think what they wish, be what they need you to be in appearance, if not in fact.  I can’t say I know much – or anything, really – about their faith, but you may be able to bolster it if you play along.” 
 
    Max sighed again, and glanced at his wife and then Galadon, both of whom nodded.  He considered the gnolls who were watching him with great interest, and then began to take off his armor.  Galadon and Lion helped the luranar paladin strip off his armor and the undergarments from the waist up, and he stood straight while the gnolls inspected him.  They circled, looking at the stripes on his back and yipping excitedly, some even sniffing at him or reaching out tentatively to touch him. 
 
    At last he began to speak to them in their language again, and the gnolls perked up.  Soon, furry fists were thrown in the air, and several of them began letting out their hyena-like howls.  Max put his hand to Audrei’s shoulder this time, and gestured toward her, and the gnolls bowed politely toward her.  Audrei turned to Alissiri and they began taking out the supplies for cooking.  The gnolls helped them build a fire, and Max and Galadon left them to their work. 
 
    Leighandra smiled.  “You told them about Prince Roltek?” 
 
    Max nodded, contentment playing upon his lupine countenance.  “Yes, they are heartened to hear that their underchief is not only alive but fighting bravely in the north.  To hear that he and Kas’Yari are working together was welcome news.  With the gains my brother-in-law and his underchief have apparently been making, they are seeing fewer refugees come down this way, and so things are stabilizing.  And, best yet, their overchief has finally reached out to my brother and requested aid.” 
 
    “But they’re still hungry?” 
 
    “Yes, they are still not eating properly; it will take time before our tribe’s aid reaches all of their settlements.  So we will share a meal with them before we move on.  They asked us to go with them to the village, but I might never make it home if we go there…” 
 
    Leighandra chuckled when she saw his expression.  She turned and looked at the gnolls, considering what she’d thought of them before undertaking this adventure.  Did they lack the social niceties Leighandra expected of the other peoples of Terrassia?  Certainly.  But there was far more to them than the vicious savages they were reputed to be, even in her tales and songs.  She finally prompted Max, “They are a proud people, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Very much so.  Others think of them as savage and stupid, and in fairness, there can be truth to that at times.  They have a very structured society with many expectations and norms that are often counter to what my people and yours consider acceptable.  Once you understand the specific differences and know what is expected of you when dealing with them, though, they are not as bad as they are often made out to be.” 
 
    “I think their language is a large part of why people look down on them.”  Max turned a curious gaze on her.  “There’s something lyrical about your language, but theirs… it sounds guttural, threatening even, and I suspect they could say, Good day, it’s nice to meet you and it might frighten those unfamiliar with it.” 
 
    “Interesting point,” he admitted. 
 
    They approached the others, settling down in preparation for a meal, though Lion and Delkantar departed to check for tracks to see if the local hunting was truly depleted.  Audrei and Alissiri worked on cooking up a stew, but Audrei paused and smiled when Max wrapped her in a hug from behind.  Leighandra loved watching the two of them, especially now as they were so close to home after so long.  It made her wonder how homesick Starlenia and Delkantar might be getting, and even Yiilu to a lesser extent. 
 
    We could all do with a visit home to loved ones… 
 
    Even Alissiri, blind as she was, watched the luranar with amused interest.  It was clear she and Audrei had established a budding friendship, and Audrei’s joys were becoming the medusa’s joys as well.  She took over the cooking while Audrei and Max shared an intimate moment, yet her many snakes allowed her to watch both.  Curiously, the gnolls didn’t seem to pay any attention to the woman’s odd appearance. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet your little ones,” Starlenia said.  “They must be disgustingly cute.” 
 
    The two luranar beamed.  “Just wait until you have some of your own!  There’s nothing like it in the world,” Audrei said. 
 
    “What makes you think I don’t?” 
 
    The luranar woman cocked her head.  “I asked you… I asked all of you if you had husbands or children, and all of you said no.” 
 
    Starlenia cracked a half-smile.  “Maybe you haven’t noticed, sweetie, but I lie.  A lot.” 
 
    Yiilu turned to stroke Vo’rii’s head and muttered, “Some of us noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t say,” Galadon chuckled. 
 
    “Why hide such a thing from your friends, though?” Audrei pressed. 
 
    Starlenia shrugged.  “When I’m away from home, I hide everything from everyone.  It’s not a slight towards you all.  It’s just a defensive thing.  If I get in trouble with the shakna-rir, or some demon god, or gnolls,” she said, glancing at their guests, “or whoever else, I don’t want them going after my family.  In the same line of thought, if something happens to me, I don’t want you trying to find them to make things right or any such nonsense.  I’m not a young woman, and my children aren’t pups.  They were raised to be strong and independent, and if I don’t come home for whatever reason, it’s not going to ruin them.” 
 
    Max bobbed his head.  “The same is true to some extent with our children.  My family is quite large, and they are and will be well taken care of, should anything befall us.  Keep your secrets if you must, Starlenia, but know that we consider you our friend, and you may share with us whatever you feel you need to.” 
 
    The rogue showed what Leighandra suspected was a very rare genuine smile.  “I could say the same to you,” she returned. 
 
    Lion and Delkantar returned empty-handed a short time later.  “Not much out there.  Even the gnolls’ traps are empty and look to have been set for some time,” Delkantar said.  “If they’ve been getting a lot of refugees down this way, that’s not so surprising.  So, vegetable soup it is… again.  No offense, Audrei.” 
 
    “None taken,” she returned, then slipped free of her husband’s arms.  She turned to give him a quick muzzle rub, which got the attention of all the gnolls, and then she joined Alissiri in tending the boil. 
 
    The meal was a festive affair despite yet another language barrier being added.  The excitement of the luranar, and of the gnolls in consideration of the luranar, spilled over into Leighandra and their friends.  The companions ate lightly, leaving the majority of the food for the hungry gnolls.  They ate ravenously, sparing no apology or embarrassment over their hunger.  When they finished, they rose and gestured toward their village on the other side of the river. 
 
    Max thanked them but declined.  The gnolls began chattering back and forth, and soon took their leave, rushing back to the village.  No doubt they’re excited to share Max’s news with their people, Leighandra thought.  That and the fact that they’ve seen and touched Max’s stripes. 
 
    She sighed as she thought of that, wondering if maybe now the gnolls’ superstition might bother Max less.  If showing the marks on his back and arms was the easiest way to rally them to his cause, he may as well take advantage of it.  She just hoped his pride didn’t get in the way. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    The travel continued to get easier until early afternoon of the next day, when they reached the lip of a hillside.  Down before them, stretched between two wide, blue rivers, was a lush valley like nothing Leighandra had ever seen.  Laeranore was beautiful, but it was a forested land of enchantment.  This was open land, gloriously green under the tender touch of the sun, farmed and tended by the luranar people.  The hills to the north and the east funneled the two rivers through this place, and the resulting natural bounty was a splendor to behold. 
 
    There were waterfalls and ponds where the luranar had built partial dams, and even from a distance Leighandra could see farmland, grazelands, and, near the joining of the rivers, a sprawling village.  Hundreds of tents, teepees, and other semi-permanent dwellings dotted the area.  Though the luranar didn’t build a traditional city, Leighandra could see their population was fairly large – a pittance compared to Solaris or the shakna-rir empire, yes, but larger than she thought.  If there were more clan villages to the east, the number could be even larger. 
 
    Two armed luranar guards strode up and bowed to their prince.  They addressed him in the luranar tongue, but otherwise didn’t impede the group’s travel.  Max and Audrei walked down the hillside hand in hand, and led the companions across a sturdy stone bridge into the central land.  Galadon hopped down off of Galrinthor and led him by the reins, and Yiilu called Vo’rii to her side, probably leery of the wolf getting too comfortable around the lupine folk. 
 
    “Welcome to Talvor’s Valley,” Max said to his friends, gesturing toward the village.  “Come!  Let us introduce you to the king, and then you will get to meet more of our family.” 
 
    Many of the luranar came out of their homes or stopped what they were doing to greet their prince, and Leighandra was pleased to see they didn’t bow or grovel before him.  Their greetings were respectful yet casual, and in contrast, it was Max who typically answered with a bow of his head.  The chronicler looked over at Lion to see if he was taking this lesson in, and found the shakna-rir youth was quite fascinated. 
 
    At the center of the village was a wide, open circular area with a wooden cross in the middle, and Leighandra paused when she beheld it.  There was something to this display, with its purple robe hanging over the crossbar and a crown of thorns looped over the top.  She knew so little of their faith, but the fact that this symbol of it was at the center of their village said a lot.  It was something they looked at every day, the center of their lives, and that was an adherence to faith that Leighandra could respect. 
 
    Standing near the display was a tall, muscular black luranar with green eyes who watched the party’s approach with that same stony-faced, folded-arms posture Max was known for.  He wore a thin silver circlet on his head, perched between his ears.  More curiously than that, he was dressed in casual leather breeches and an open vest, far from any kingly display Leighandra had ever seen or even heard of.  He had a taller gnoll woman with him, though her posture and demeanor told Leighandra that she was a servant to the ebon luranar. 
 
    Just how many gnolls might there be among the luranar? she wondered.  And are they all servants?  Kas’Yari had been adopted into Audrei’s family; is that commonplace? 
 
    Max approached the black male and bowed before him, as did Audrei, though she let her husband greet him first.  “My king,” he said before straightening out. 
 
    “Welcome home, Max,” the king said, taking his younger brother in an embrace.  He then repeated his welcome for Audrei.  “You have been busy, I see.  Who are your companions?” 
 
    Max introduced his brother first.  “My friends, this is King Terist Talvorus,” he said, and Leighandra and the others bowed.  “Terist, these are my friends: Starlenia, Yiilu, Leighandra, Delkantar, Galadon, and Lion.  This other one is called Alissiri, though she does not speak the human tongue.  She can understand ours to an extent.  We are taking her to the archmage Karinda Bakhor after we are finished here.” 
 
    The king was considering the medusa with a hand to his chin.  “I’ve never seen one like her before.  I can only imagine the tales you must have to tell.  Come!  Take off your armor, set aside your burdens, and let us prepare a feast to welcome you home, my brother.” 
 
    “Hold the feast for a moment, Terist,” Max said with an upraised hand.  “As glad as I am to be home, I came here to see to something I have neglected for far too long, and to say something to you that has long needed to be said.” 
 
    The area quieted until only the wind broke the silence.  “Speak freely, of course,” King Terist said, as curious as everyone else to Max’s sudden change in demeanor. 
 
    Audrei was staring wide-eyed at Max, and Leighandra wondered if the woman had any idea of what was coming.  The chronicler expected it was going to be something confrontational, and now she questioned the wisdom of coming with Max if that was why he returned home.  The last thing the group as a whole needed was to get caught up in something political that didn’t involve all of the nations. 
 
    “You have dishonored this tribe and our family for years, and every member of this tribe has stood by and allowed it to happen.  No longer.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Starlenia muttered, taking a subtle step back. 
 
    King Terist folded his arms across his chest again.  “What’s this about?” 
 
    “By lying with this woman you do not call your wife,” Max continued with a gesture toward the gnoll female, who ducked her head submissively, “you have disgraced our family, this tribe, and – worst of all – her.  I have wanted to say something for years, but kept my thoughts to myself out of selfishness.  For the last several years, rather than help you do what is right, I have fled from my own duties and responsibilities, and left them piled upon you.  And in so doing, I have disgraced our family, our tribe, and the memory of our father.  In this, both of us have failed.” 
 
    The black luranar cocked his head, but then he nodded slightly.  “You know I cannot take her as a wife while I am king.  The queen must be of Talvorus blood.” 
 
    “I know,” Max agreed.  “And that is why I have come home, Terist: to take the crown from you, to at last claim my place as the king of our people, and to free you of the bondage that has kept you from doing the right thing, for you and for Shashni.” 
 
    The gnoll female gasped.  “You… you would welcome me into your family, my prince?” 
 
    Max turned to her and held his hands out, palm up, and grasped hers when she placed them in his.  “I would welcome you to my life, my family, and this tribe as a sister, Shashni.  All I ask of you – and I realize it is much to ask with how I have ignored your needs all this time – is that I be allowed to perform the ceremony.” 
 
    The much larger female pulled Max in and hugged him tightly, his face disappearing into her broad chest.  “Of course!  Thank you, thank you!” she cried. 
 
    Max politely extricated himself from the gnoll’s bosom and turned back to his brother.  “I was never going to pressure you to take the crown; it’s a weight I would wish on no one,” Terist said, and Leighandra didn’t miss the way Galadon nodded.  “But you are ready, my brother.  Our father brought you up well, and I think every man and woman here will agree that you just demonstrated the most important trait of a king: the ability to put his peoples’ needs before his own.  In this, I am proud to call you my brother, and will gladly abdicate the crown and its authority to you at sundown.” 
 
    They embraced, and Leighandra put her hand to her mouth.  She’d had no idea this was what was tearing at Max inside.  He always seemed to have so much on his mind, and she’d often attributed it to trying to live up to his father’s reputation and standards.  Had this also been a large part of it?  She thought of all the things Max had discussed with Galadon, all the human knight’s references to being a king and how Max had reacted to them.  Max had become so much more relaxed when Audrei joined them, and now Leighandra had to wonder what he would be like with one weight added but a heavier one shed. 
 
    She joined the others as they took turns being more personally introduced to the king, even if Terist was only going to be such for a little while longer.  When more formally introduced, Terist recognized Galadon and his relationship with Kalamaris, but the details were left until later.  The gnoll woman, Shashni, was beside herself with excitement; could the luranar and gnolls interbreed?  Leighandra hadn’t seen anyone in the village thus far that looked like they might be crossbred, but then there were only a few gnolls in the camp at all, and none of them looked like they were spouses to the wolf-folk. 
 
    She thought back to Kas’Yari, and wondered if he had felt out of place among the luranar despite being adopted into a family.  Was that the true reason he’d traveled north to help Prince Roltek?  It wasn’t all that important in light of what she was seeing.  Gnolls and luranar were learning to live side by side – in some cases, in the same domicile. 
 
    Perhaps, she mused, when all is said and done, the races of the world might gain even more appreciation for each other and the victories they can claim together. 
 
    Leighandra lost sight of Max in all the excitement of the village.  There were many introductions, and the luranar people took a great interest in the newcomers.  Delkantar in particular drew a lot of attention, the people fascinated with his dreadlocks.  If Leighandra wasn’t mistaken, she thought there were going to be several luranar with dreadlocks of their own come the morning.   
 
    She smiled but stepped beside Audrei and touched the woman lightly on the elbow.  “Do you know where Max went?” 
 
    Audrei looked side to side and something odd crossed her countenance.  She forced a smile, though, and said, “He’ll be down by the waterfall, spending time with our son.” 
 
    It took a second for what she’d said to truly register, but then it hit Leighandra like a solid punch to the gut.  “Your son?” she blurted.  “Oh, Audrei… I’m so sorry.  I… I suspect Max would probably rather be left alone, then?” 
 
    “I think he could use the company.  Would you?” 
 
    Leighandra nodded.  “Of course.” 
 
    Oh gods, she thought.  And I thought it was the weight of a crown… 
 
    She made her way southeast toward the falls, where she found Max sitting on a log bench, staring into the cascading water.  She started to ask him if she could sit, but instead she kept silent and just did so.  He didn’t look at her at first, so Leighandra reached over and laid her hand atop his, and gave a gentle pat.  She had such a hard time finding words, and thought perhaps she would just lend her presence, but then the words came to her. 
 
    “Remember what you said to Starlenia the other night?  About sharing your burdens with others?  You know that goes for you, too, right?” 
 
    Tears rolled from his icy blue eyes.  “This is not a burden I can share,” he whispered. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Leighandra said, kneeling before him to try to capture his elusive gaze.  “All your burdens can be shared.  That’s what friends do.  They don’t just share their hopes and dreams, they share their fears, their secrets, their weakness, and they carry each other.  I’ll share something with you, all right?  When you arrived in Solaris, I wondered how much there really was to your people, and whether the legends of your father were perhaps overstated.  But Max, the more I get to know you, the more I wish my people were like yours instead of the other way around.  You’re one of the best men I’ve ever met, but like your father, you have your share of flaws.  And the biggest one?  It’s that you try to carry everyone else’s burdens and not share your own.  There’s not a man, woman, or child alive that’s strong enough to do that.” 
 
    He shut his eyes, squeezing out the tears.  “Do you know what it is like to lose a child?” 
 
    Leighandra considered his tone.  “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “It is not all that uncommon among our people.  Our women give birth to several, that the strongest will survive.  Yet it is a pain that I cannot even describe, and one that was only made worse by the fact that we had one son and he was the one taken.  This very thought makes me feel like an irreverent ass, for what would I do?  Give up one of my daughters to regain my son?  It shames me… to the point I feel I cannot even mourn my son without disrespecting my daughters.” 
 
    He opened his eyes, the icy blue orbs glistening with the tears.  “I have carried this guilt for years now.  Every time you hear that song Audrei sings, it is a reminder to me of my failure.  That I failed to carry her burden, to keep her spirit and faith alive when the day was darkest and she had to nurse two daughters while reeling from the pain of losing a son.  And then every time she looked at me, she felt guilty for not producing a son for me.  And I… I could not take away her pain.  I added to it.” 
 
    Leighandra rose up and hugged him.  “Max, Max…,” she hushed him.  “I think I know you two well enough to tell you this: When she looks at you, she feels the same things you do.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, pulling away from her enough to meet her gaze. 
 
    “That she couldn’t ease your pain, Max.  Not that she felt guilty that she didn’t give you a son, but that you were so busy trying to ease her pain, and she was doing the same for you… and you both thought you failed.  But I don’t think either of you did.  I think, to look at the two of you and the way you carry each other, you both succeeded far more than you give yourselves credit for.  And I’d wager she sings that song to bolster you, to try to ease your pain, and not to remind you of hers.” 
 
    Max considered her words and sighed.  “How did I ever let so many things go wrong?” 
 
    The chronicler gazed into the depths of his eyes and suddenly realized the other facet she was missing.  “It broke you, didn’t it?” she asked, and his ears went back in shame.  It was as though she stared directly into his soul.  “It broke your faith…” 
 
    “I cursed my God,” he blurted, sucking in a breath after he said it, and he shivered despite the layer of fur and the warmth of the valley even later in the season.  “I cursed my God, after everything He has done for me, and this is why the superstitions of my people and the gnolls bother me so.  I am no prophet, no messiah, no chosen one, no matter what stripes I may wear or how upright these people believe me to be.  I am a sinner, a broken man trying to reassemble his faith.  And I believe that is why my father’s sword does not respond to my will.” 
 
    Leighandra shook her head.  “No, Max, you’re still looking at things the wrong way.  You have a lovely wife; two children I’m still looking forward to meeting; you’re about to become king of the luranar, and that not just for yourself, but so your brother can finally get married!  If your god hates you, he certainly has a strange way of showing it.”  Max snorted at that.  “And if your faith is anything like your wife’s… Max, we all have doubts sometimes, and we all make mistakes!  Think about your squire for a moment, or your father – I’m sure he faced the same doubts when he lost his wife.  You can mourn your son without disrespecting your daughters… it’s okay to want to have kept them all!” 
 
    The chronicler paused for a moment, wary of overwhelming him or herself.  “Your father wasn’t perfect, Max, and nobody expects you to be, either.  Don’t focus so intently on the past.  Look ahead, love your wife and your daughters, and learn to forgive yourself.” 
 
    Max nodded to her words, his gaze drifting back to the waterfall.  “Learn to forgive myself…,” he whispered. 
 
    Leighandra took a seat beside him and laid her hand atop his.  “What was his name?” 
 
    “Abraham.” 
 
    The chronicler patted his hand again.  “You’ll have a son one day, Max.” 
 
    He looked skyward, then over the waterfall again, and seemed to mouth the words forgive myself again.  Finally, he managed a smile.  “I know,” he said, springing to his feet.  “Thank you, my friend.  Come, and I will introduce you to my daughters.” 
 
    Leighandra let him take her by the hand, and they returned to the village, where Audrei was waiting with a misty-eyed smile.  Max went over and hugged her tightly, and then the two gestured for the others to follow them. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Leighandra smiled and laughed at the scene.  She sat with the others at the entrance to Audrei and Max’s home, a rounded semi-tent, semi-hut structure.  Max and Audrei reclined side by side in the center while their two daughters climbed and frolicked all over them.  The girls were the spitting image of their parents, and the chronicler got the sense that luranar pups might advance faster than other races based on their behavior.  The toddlers yipped and laughed as they jumped on their father and crawled up his back. 
 
    Leighandra did her best to scratch out an image in her journal, though it proved to be a bit difficult, considering the children wouldn’t sit still.  This is why we fight, she thought.  This is why I left the comforts of home, walked into battle with strangers, and continue to walk toward an unknown end facing a demonic god.  This is the part that’s often missing from the epics and the legends, as caught up as they are in heroic deeds and fantastic battles.  This is why we fight. 
 
    Shadra, one of Max’s brothers, came over and crouched beside the companions.  He and his wife had watched the girls while Max and Audrei were absent, since they had several youngsters of their own.  “Max, it is time,” he said with the faintest trace of a smile. 
 
    The luranar prince kissed his wife and grabbed his squirming girls to deposit them in their mother’s arms.  He rose to his feet, looking much more relaxed now in the simple breeches and tunic he wore, so much of the weight that had encumbered him for months now dissipated.  He nodded solemnly to his brother and followed Shadra out toward the center of the village.  The others rose and trailed in his wake. 
 
    King Terist was by the cross along with two of Max’s other brothers.  Leighandra didn’t know them all by name yet, as she’d only been briefly introduced and, to be honest, they all looked rather similar aside from Terist, the sole black wolf in the family.  And that was to say nothing of Max’s aunts, uncles, cousins, and in-laws.  There was variety among the luranar, but unaccustomed to them as a whole, Leighandra was still figuring out how to differentiate them. 
 
    I’d think this would be easier, considering how well I was able to distinguish the fures-rir, she laughed at herself silently. 
 
    Disappointingly, the ceremony was performed in their language, so she didn’t understand a word that was being spoken.  How ironic that it was Alissiri, the most foreign of foreigners in the presence of the ceremony, who could understand most of it.  Turning back, Leighandra watched Max’s brothers remove the golden bands from his upper arm.  He took them in his hand and spoke back and forth with Terist for a minute, and then his brothers took the silver circlet from the black luranar’s head and put it on Max’s brow. 
 
    The entire tribe present for the ceremony bowed to one knee, but only for a moment before they rose and let forth a great cheer, punctuated by some howls and yips.  Max in turn bowed politely to them and spoke over them for a minute.  The more he spoke, the more confident he appeared to become.  Leighandra couldn’t help but wonder if she was seeing him become all the best of his father right in front of his people, and hopefully without any of the doubt and hardness his father had carried with him for years. 
 
    Max beckoned to Shadra then, and after glancing at his wife, the other luranar male approached the new king.  Max held the golden bands out to him and words were exchanged, and then Shadra called back among the gathering.  His eldest son, no older than ten or twelve by Leighandra’s guess, ran and stood straight before his father and uncle.  Shadra laid a hand on his son’s shoulder and spoke to him, and then the boy said something to Max formally. 
 
    Max gestured the young man forward.  He knelt down and wrapped the golden bands around the boy’s upper arm, and the tribe let forth another great cheer. 
 
    “Max mentioned the crown rarely gets passed up to the older, only down to the younger,” Leighandra whispered to Yiilu.  “He must be designating his nephew crown prince until he has a son of his own.” 
 
    The elf smiled and applauded with the tribe.  “They are such a fascinating people.  Their forms and their faith are so alien to us, and yet so familiar.  I am proud to have met them, and to have borne witness to this happy event.” 
 
    Galadon nodded.  “And now that he is a king, the nations might better listen to what he has to say when it comes to the coming conflict.” 
 
    “You think the sword will respond to his will now?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    The knight shrugged, and Leighandra kept what she knew to herself; Max could reveal his secrets if he chose.  Galadon said, “Hard to know.  It could be something as simple as doubt that’s holding him back.  I had no doubts when I picked it up because I’ve used it before, and owned one much like it.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’re headed north again,” Delkantar said, nodding to everyone’s looks.  “Max said so himself.  We’re not here for an extended stay.  He’s assigning some of his brothers to get the tribe and their Caerumach neighbors ready for war, and we’re continuing onward.  We’ll either be heading straight to the next seal, or stopping by Karinda’s tower to see Alissiri safely off home, whichever we reach first.” 
 
    “I think we are staying until afternoon tomorrow, though, that he may perform a wedding ceremony for Terist and his mate,” the druidess said, and then she pointed. 
 
    When Leighandra and the others looked back, Terist was down on one knee, proposing to his gnoll lover.  Despite knowing it was coming, the gnoll still had her breath taken away, and she hugged the black luranar tightly when he stood back up.  Max nearly dodged her crushing hug when she turned on him, but she pulled him to her bosom again, much to the amusement of the rest of the tribe – and Leighandra.  She couldn’t help but chuckle at just how tall gnoll women could be. 
 
    Shortly after, the chronicler watched from a little distance away as Max began assuming the duties of the crown during the dinner feast.  He was surrounded by several of his brothers and brothers-in-law, and was obviously assigning them tasks to see to in his absence.  The only one not present in his circle of administrators was Terist; Leighandra figured he was being given time to tend to his pending marriage. 
 
    After a while, though, Max excused himself and came to sit with his friends and share the last portion of the meal with them.  Most curiously, he had a tankard of beer in his hand. 
 
    “Max, you’re drinking!” Starlenia shouted. 
 
    The luranar king’s brow creased.  “Why would I not be?  This is a joyous occasion.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” Leighandra asked him. 
 
    “Less tense than I expected.  My brothers are assuming much of the responsibility I will not be able to tend to on the road.  We will be dispatching emissaries to the Caerumach and the kwarrasti, and organizing efforts to seal off our lands from the west.  If there is something evil afoot in the lands of the shakna-rir, we must take care not to be absorbed by their empire.  We should continue to see to gathering these seals, and then we may see to finding the other flames before we organize the kingdoms.  The question will be whether we are to fight the usurper in Aurun Ch’Gurra or the Tempis’ra first.” 
 
    “If we can put the rightful queen back on the throne in Aurun Ch’Gurra, we may be able to count them as allies against the Tempis’ra,” Galadon said, and Max nodded.  “The nations all aligned would be powerful enough, but if we were to add the shakna-rir empire, I can’t imagine this Tempis’ra would stand a chance.” 
 
    “I can guarantee you that the empire would aid us,” Lion said.  “My sister will put the full might of the empire behind us, should we restore her to the throne.” 
 
    Audrei excused herself to go put their daughters to bed, and was agreeable to Alissiri going with her.  The girls were curious to the medusa’s appearance, as was the rest of the tribe, but they had no frame of reference by which to judge the woman other than Max and Audrei’s open acceptance. 
 
    Leighandra watched the women and children walk off, and turned back to Max.  “I hate to seem intrusive, but are you and Audrei planning – or I guess expected or required might be the appropriate words – to have children again this season?” 
 
    “Hmmm?  Oh, no,” he answered with a shake of his head.  “No, we have a much more pressing matter before us, and now that I have passed the rings of succession to my nephew, I am less worried about it.  Let us succeed in our task, and then all of us will have the time and luxury to think about and see to such matters.” 
 
    “Will you be able to supply us with horses?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Yes, but keep Galrinthor away from the mares,” the luranar king chuckled. 
 
    “Just until we’re done with this quest,” Starlenia added with another exaggerated wink.  “Then you can charge these silly luranar all the stud fees you like.” 
 
    Max shrugged but didn’t contradict her. 
 
    “Horses should speed up our travels considerably,” Delkantar said.  “Once we’re back in the northlands, we’ll make excellent time, as long as the snows don’t come early this year…” 
 
    “And the seal is still pulling straight north, correct?” Max asked. 
 
    Yiilu nodded.  “The next could be in any number of cities.” 
 
    “Ester, Farview, Mikhit, Silverius, Emerald City… and even Dira Ch’Tori are all directly north of us,” Delkantar mused.  “Question is: Do we stop in each of those cities along the way and see to their undead issues?” 
 
    “I don’t think we can afford to, unless it’s something specific,” Galadon said.  “If it’s minor issues, the guards, priests of Kaelariel, and local adventurers – or, better yet, the Red Mask – can take care of those.  We have a larger issue to concentrate on and winter is coming, so we shouldn’t delay any more than necessary.” 
 
    “As much as it pains me to say so, that is probably the correct course,” Max said.  “We are too few to see to every problem.  Let us concentrate on the biggest, though we can see to the smaller ones if, as you say, they are specific and easily identified.” 
 
    “Sounds good.  And we leave tomorrow?” Starlenia prompted the king. 
 
    “I will perform my brother’s wedding in the morning, and then we can return to our journey,” Max answered.  “There will be no need for us to stay for the festivities.  Everyone knows what is at stake.” 
 
    “Let’s get a good night’s rest, then,” Galadon said.  “I don’t want to have to teach you lot how to sleep in the saddle on the first day.” 
 
    “Agreed.  However, I must ask one favor of all of you,” Max said, and he met each pair of eyes before him.  “Regardless of what has happened here tonight, I want you to continue to call me Max.  Please do not call me Your Majesty or anything of that sort.  You are my friends and my equals.” 
 
    “To friendship,” Delkantar toasted, and they clinked their tankards and sipped. 
 
    The companions finished their drinks and then accompanied Max to his home, where they set up their bedrolls and tent outside.  “Are you two sure you don’t want us to sleep somewhere else?” Leighandra asked, hoping the question didn’t come across as rude.  “You’ll only have the one night together at home before we’re on the road again.” 
 
    Audrei ran her snout up under Max’s.  “Maybe they should…,” she giggled. 
 
    Max snorted.  “You are all welcome to stay right where you are.” 
 
    Leighandra stayed awake just long enough to make her usual notations in her journal, her thoughts accompanied by the luranar parents singing their daughters to sleep.  When she was done, the chronicler extinguished her lamp and settled in for what lay ahead. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    They led the horses along the paths of Laeranore, which weren’t proper roads and could present dangers to the mounts’ legs.  Leighandra thought the forest felt less spooky than the last time they had passed through, and judging by Yiilu’s demeanor, the druidess felt the same.  They were so embroiled in their task recovering the seals now that they had been largely out of contact with the rest of the kingdoms as far as how the undead scourge was being handled.  Could it be that the tide was already turned on their enemies? 
 
    With the forest feeling normal again, the druidess called out to the insects to light their way under the deep shade.  It was like their first trip into the elven kingdom, and Leighandra was hopeful that this meant the elves, at least, had beaten back the immediate troubles.  As Yiilu had told the council in Solaris, the elves interred their dead in such a way that raising them as undead was nearly impossible.  Perhaps that was the reason the elves had succeeded where other cities and nations had thus far failed? 
 
    She thought of the specters in Solaris, then, and wondered how much worse it might be in other places.  Max and Galadon were certain they needed to concentrate on the seals first, but the more Leighandra thought about it, the more she wanted to at least check in on the other cities and towns.  If there was anything they could do, each successive victory and gain would only strengthen Max’s call to arms, and help bring the nations and people together.  She resolved to mention it once they left the elven lands. 
 
    “The seal continues to shift its pull to the northwest,” Yiilu commented as they traveled. 
 
    “I’m betting either Silverius or Emerald City, then,” Delkantar said.  “I’m not sure if Leighandra is more familiar with maps of the lands, but I have a fairly good idea.” 
 
    “Your instincts seem correct to me,” the chronicler answered. 
 
    “I know Silverius is close to our borders, but my bearings on the location of Emerald City are less certain,” Yiilu added.  “Of course, it seems unlikely we will be drawn to another city, does it not?  Unless these powerful entities continue to prove to be people or spirits…” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Starlenia said. 
 
    They reached Karinda’s tower and secured their mounts as best they could around the single, inadequate stall.  Max’s people had afforded them a fine set of riding horses.  They wouldn’t be particularly useful in combat – not like Galrinthor, anyway.  But Max’s and Galadon’s lessons coupled with the speed and stamina of the horses was already making a noticeable difference in their travel times.  Leighandra surmised they might still be near Flora had they not gotten mounts.  With winter approaching, additional speed was a godsend. 
 
    I just hope none of the seals lead us back to Drazika Sul’Tenari at this time of year… 
 
    Lion began tending to Galrinthor as usual.  Max rarely even had to issue the young man orders anymore, especially since the luranar paladin had been crowned king.  Still, Max made sure to encourage and praise the shakna-rir teen’s work ethic whenever appropriate, and their relationship as master and student was becoming much more normalized, to Leighandra’s thinking.  Something about Lion still seemed off, but Max would mold him into a fine knight one day if things continued as they were. 
 
    Returning to the matter at hand, Leighandra caught up to her friends at the door.  They waited only a few moments after knocking before Duaana answered.  She regarded the many faces before her with interest, but led them into the tower to take seats.  Karinda was in her chair near the fire, once again sipping tea while she studied the group with those deep, black eyes.  When Alissiri entered the tower, though, the archmage sprang to her feet. 
 
    “Teshan-suz!” she whispered. 
 
    The medusa’s snakes fixed their sight on the archmage, and Alissiri asked something in her sibilant language, different than the one she used to converse with Audrei and Max.  She and Karinda began to speak back and forth, and soon the archmage directed the woman to a chair.  Karinda regarded the gauze that bound the woman’s missing eyes, and carefully pulled it away.  She put her thumbs over the sockets and began to whisper, and even from where Leighandra sat, she could see something filling in behind the previously-useless lids. 
 
    Alissiri opened her eyes slowly, cautiously under what was no doubt a blinding light now that she could see.  Leighandra was too dumbstruck to even avert her gaze as she’d been told.  Once she realized it, and the fact that she hadn’t been petrified, she wondered if there was more to it than just meeting the woman’s gaze.  Alissiri had beautiful golden eyes with slit pupils and no sclera, and she and Karinda stared into each other’s eyes intently.  The medusa fell to her knees before Karinda and began to kiss her feet, but the archmage looked perturbed.  Chiding her lightly, Karinda helped the woman back into her seat and spoke with her for another minute before she returned to her own chair. 
 
    “Where ever did you find a teshan-suz?” the archmage asked. 
 
    “Is that what her people call themselves?” Leighandra asked.  “We thought she was a medusa, and she never corrected Audrei, unless our friend simply failed to mention it.” 
 
    The luranar woman shrugged.  “I always just called her by name.” 
 
    “If you went by the legends, then yes, you might call her a medusa,” Karinda explained.  “Her people call themselves the teshan-suz; they come from a world called Irrathmor.  Where did you find her, exactly?” 
 
    “Fireblade asked us to remove her from the dragon’s territory,” Delkantar answered.  “We were going to kill her, but Audrei thought better of that, and we brought her to you in the hopes you might be able to help get her home.” 
 
    “Indeed I can, but since she does not seem to understand what we are saying, I will tell you that her presence in the mountains is alarming.  It may mean–” 
 
    “That her people and the syrinthians still live up there.  Yep, we know,” Starlenia broke in.  “And why is it a surprise that she’s with us if you’ve been keeping an eye on us?” 
 
    “I keep an eye on you as much as I can, Starlenia, but many things have been taking my attention away from you recently.  I will explain these things in due time, if your travels have gone as I expect.  What did Fireblade tell you?” 
 
    “She gave us the first jade seal to the Temple of Archons,” Yiilu answered, holding the gems up to show the archmage.  “We have since recovered two more.” 
 
    Karinda stared at the gems for a silent stretch before she pursed her draconic lips.  “So I am not the only one who sees signs and portents in these events.  Is this what it has all been leading to, then?  The opening of the Temple?” she mused.  She looked up when Lion came in and joined the others.  “And who is this young man?” 
 
    Max gestured toward the shakna-rir youth.  “This is Lion Tumureldi, brother to the rightful queen of the shakna-rir.  We aided in his escape from the Khalarin, and he has become my squire while he accompanies us.” 
 
    “And you have become the king of your people?” she asked, glancing at the thin circlet now attached to Max’s fanged wolf helm.  “So many changes… what does this all mean?  What could be in that Temple, that its opening should coincide with the rise of the Tempis’ra?” 
 
    “Hopefully the means of destroying a demonic god,” Starlenia quipped. 
 
    “My lady, you said there are six seals in total?” Max asked. 
 
    Karinda nodded.  “Six jade seals such as you have found, and a seventh that acts as the final device to open the doors, so far as we know.  That seventh is already on its way, and with it comes one who can repair the Sword of Ascending Dawn.  When you have finished gathering these six seals, return to me, and the seventh will either be here or close by.” 
 
    “Are you truly clairvoyant, as Rexis hinted?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “Clairvoyant is not the precise term; I see things, usually portents of things to come,” Karinda said.  “But they are not always clear, nor do I always make the proper connection to its importance.  The angel I spoke of–” 
 
    “Appeared to us near Fireblade’s lair,” Starlenia broke in. 
 
    The archmage considered the Okonashai woman, and Karinda’s entire form went still as she worked through her thoughts.  “You have had more dreams?” she asked Galadon. 
 
    The knight nodded.  “Most of them have been the same since you first unlocked them,” he answered.  “But lately, I’ve been having other, stranger ones that I don’t know what to make of.  But the more I think about them, and the fact that no one knows where Kalamaris’ body ended up after he was slain, the more I wonder… is it possible he may still be alive?” 
 
    Karinda shook her head.  “I have searched to the ends of Citaria and found no trace of him.  I assure you, I wish he were still alive, if simply for the boon it would be to you when the time comes to rally the nations.  But there is no trace of him anywhere, and none I have spoken with claim to have taken his body to inter or cremate.” 
 
    “The luranar have a new king,” Starlenia interrupted.  “Maybe you’ve heard of him?  He’s a friend of mine.  And as much as I’d love to put his father’s memory to rest, Max is all we’re going to need to rally the nations.  Isn’t that right, Max?” 
 
    He bowed his head graciously.  “It is.” 
 
    “What if… you can’t find Kalamaris because he’s not here?” Galadon asked with no small amount of difficulty.  He raised his eyes to meet Karinda’s.  “What if you can’t find him because he’s in the underworld?” 
 
    Karinda’s face went a bit pale at that.  Max took in a steadying breath, but leaned his head into Audrei’s when she touched his hand. 
 
    “Do you think Tilcimer might know anything?” Delkantar asked.  “I know we’ve all agreed not to trust him or promise him anything, but if there’s a chance Max’s father is still alive and in the underworld – or Mehr’Durillia, if you prefer – is it possible he can give us information on that?  And is there a price he might accept that comes a little short of promising him whatever he’s asking for?” 
 
    “He does have resources I do not, as my sight on Mehr’Durillia is mostly blocked,” the archmage said.  “Just be careful should you deal with him, and do not promise him anything you do not want or intend to deliver.  Remember, though he treats with you as if he is a businessman, he will kill you if you cross him.  Never forget just what he is, no matter how accommodating and… congenial he may seem when negotiating.” 
 
    “That is a step I am still not partial to taking,” Max said, and he let forth a calming sigh.  “Galadon said he saw my father struck down.  Even if his body was taken back to Mehr’Durillia, it is of little importance, so long as I know he is not being held for torture.” 
 
    “So we should continue to concentrate on the seals, yes?” Yiilu prompted. 
 
    Karinda rose to her feet.  “See to this task first and foremost.  I will seek answers on other matters.  As I said, more allies and aid are coming.  I will be interested to see just how deeply the ties binding all these events together will run.  Karian Vanador has recently accomplished a feat that no other on this world has ever come close to before: She has slain one of the very demon kings of Mehr’Durillia.  Now, a storm brews, and war between worlds is at hand.  Your efforts are now more important than ever, and she will come to depend on you to lend your aid to the defense of this world as a whole.” 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it?” Galadon said while everyone else sat agape at what they’d just been told.  “They’re trying to attack us on two fronts, just as the Devil Queen used to do.  We’ll surely see fighting coming from Mehr’Durillia, but now some old demonic force from that world that has lay trapped for centuries is making a sudden push to attack us here.  No doubt this is all connected.  And Karian Vanador is at the center of it all… gods, what a time to be alive!” 
 
    “That sounds funny coming from a dead man,” Leighandra chuckled, and the knight had to laugh along with her. 
 
    “Is she the one coming?  She’s the seventh?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    Karinda nodded.  “Karian Vanador is Salvation’s Dawn.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.  We’re going to meet Karian Vanador.  What are we sitting here for?  We’ve got more seals to recover.” 
 
    Audrei stood and walked over to Alissiri, who rose and embraced the luranar woman.  They said their farewells, and Leighandra was nervous but amazed to see that Audrei could meet the woman’s eyes without being petrified.  Alissiri had said she could petrify people, so it wasn’t a myth – unless she lied about it, of course.  As seemed to be the case for everything these days, there was far more to it than even the epics suggested. 
 
    “Tell her farewell from all of us,” the chronicler requested, stepping over to touch Alissiri on the shoulder.  She flinched when the teshan-suz woman turned to look at her, and Alissiri chuckled. 
 
    “Already done,” Audrei answered with a smile.  “She says she is ever thankful that we didn’t put her to the sword, despite the fact that she gave us good reason to when we met.  She also says that should we ever visit her homeworld, to come see her in the capital city which, if I’m not misunderstanding her words, is called God’s Terrace.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine going to another world,” Leighandra said.  “That would be–” 
 
    “We’ve got enough headaches here,” Starlenia grumbled with a half-smile.  “Tell her that her people have to take care of their own troubles.” 
 
    Each of the companions went over and touched the teshan-suz on the shoulder or shook her hand politely, and even Vo’rii went up and licked the medusa’s hand.  It felt like they had hardly gotten to know her, but something about her made Leighandra sure she was going to miss Alissiri.  Whether it was that unassuming smile while she helped Audrei cook, the woman’s patience while she traveled along ignorant to what was said around her, or just the aura of mystery around having met a medusa, the chronicler was sad to see her go. 
 
    “I wish she could stay with us, now that she can see,” she blurted, trying to get a hold of her emotions. 
 
    “She would stay with us if she thought she could help,” Audrei said.  “But we could only keep what she is a secret for so much longer, and she wants to go to her home world.  She’s been through a lot, and funny as it may be in light of Starlenia’s comment, her world has its share of issues, too.” 
 
    “We will see you again soon, Lady Karinda,” Yiilu said with a bow. 
 
    “Farewell, my friends,” the archmage said.  “Be safe.  I will watch over you as I can, but the road ahead of you is dangerous.  Be on your guard at all times.  I fear the worst of the storm is only now descending.” 
 
    The companions left the tower and took their mounts by the reins.  They still had some distance to cover to reach the next seal, but Leighandra didn’t miss it when Max turned and looked off to the west. 
 
    “Trouble?” she asked in a hiss. 
 
    “Not the immediate kind,” he answered.  “But the relentless kind.  Let us be off.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XVI – The Heart of the Viridian Splendor 
 
      
 
    They made fantastic time riding north.  Galadon’s and Max’s tutelage continued to build, lending the companions confidence in their mounts.  It was clear after the first few days out of Max’s homeland that the luranar and human paladins were consummate horsemen, from the way they spoke of their mounts to how specific their lessons were on the care and feeding of them.  When Leighandra considered that she and the others knew little of riding or caring for horses when they’d set out, they were making remarkable progress. 
 
    The journey to Emerald City was accordingly shorter than usual.  Horses weren’t allowed in the city but for deliveries, so they boarded them at the eastern stables, which were less crowded.  Once Max settled their account with the stablemaster and the horses were all safely in their stalls, the group looked at the sprawling city before them and entered through the eastern archway.  The seal had pulled insistently toward the city, adjusting its guidance as they circled around it to the stable. 
 
    “Sir, have there been any more disturbances with the undead?” Max inquired of one of the disinterested-looking sentries at the gate. 
 
    “A few Red Masks came through last week and drove off some spirits in the cemetery, I think,” one of them said.  “Things are quieter now, but we’re still seeing issues now and then.” 
 
    Max sighed and led the group into the city.  Once they were safely out of earshot of the guards, he turned and walked backwards.  “I cannot help but think our enemy is concentrating on something else.  Could it be she watches us as well, and plans to wrest the seals from us when we have collected the lot?” 
 
    “I’d almost welcome her to try at this point,” Starlenia said.  “Enough of the mystery and the subterfuge.  Give me a face to stick a knife into.” 
 
    “If it truly is a demon king behind this, we don’t want to confront them until we have all of our allies prepared and gathered,” Leighandra countered.  “And the gathering of these seals is the first step in accomplishing that.” 
 
    “We think.  Just as likely, we should be concentrating on gathering the four flames and rallying the nations.  What if opening the Temple isn’t what we should be doing, but what our enemies want us to do?  I mean, consider that we got the first one from Fireblade…” 
 
    “This city is beautiful,” Yiilu commented, cutting across the argument.  “So many trees and gardens… now I better understand its name, despite the autumn colors.” 
 
    “Just quietly guide us to where the seal pulls,” Galadon whispered. 
 
    “Karinda said that Karian Vanador is coming,” Delkantar said, turning to Starlenia.  “Trust me, she’ll get to the bottom of all this.” 
 
    Starlenia smirked at him.  “You’re quite enamored with her, aren’t you?” 
 
    The ranger snorted, flipping his dreadlocks back over his shoulder.  “Maybe you never heard the legends about her; I’m sure Leighandra could tell you a bunch.  And I heard enough about her work with the Red Mask that I know she’s not just a paper champion.  We’re talking about someone who’s killed a demon king, Starlenia.  If she can do that, then whoever the true problem is – whether it’s the usurper in Aurun Ch’Gurra or this supposed buried demon god – they’re going to find themselves hunted soon enough.” 
 
    “Good, then the rest of us can go home.” 
 
    Max shook his head.  “Oh, no.  Far from it.  Even Karinda said that Lady Vanador will depend on us to help with her efforts.  Our part in all this is far from done.” 
 
    “Stop,” Yiilu said. 
 
    Starlenia shrugged.  “What?  I’m just saying….” 
 
    “No, stop,” the druidess said, and the group all returned to stand before her.  She was looking side to side, confused.  “The seal pulls to this spot.  It makes little sense, though.  There is nothing here in the center of the street.  Could it be a nearby person?  But no, it still pulls only to this spot, no farther.” 
 
    Delkantar looked down.  “Sewers?” he suggested. 
 
    The companions looked around.  While there were gutters and narrow irrigation canals that helped feed the city’s many trees and gardens, there were no obvious drains that would lead to sewers below.  Still, it was the only explanation other than a secreted chamber or such below the city’s surface. 
 
    Max turned to a nearby citizen.  “Excuse me,” he prompted.  “Does this city have a sewer system below it, by chance?” 
 
    The rir man seemed a bit surprised by Max’s appearance and sudden address, but he hardly shied away before answering, “None that I know of, sir.  Sorry.” 
 
    “We can try this one of two ways,” Starlenia said.  “There’s two types of underground: the literal, and the figurative.  And quite often, the figurative is still literal in its own way.  Some of us can go check with the city officials, and whether or not they tell us anything useful, I can see about finding out what I may from the seedier elements.  But that’ll be something I have to do apart from the rest of you.  Nothing like a stuck-up elf and a couple of stiff paladins to drive away rogues.” 
 
    “Stuck-up elf?” Yiilu huffed. 
 
    The rogue shrugged.  “Their perceptions, not mine.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    “I will ask around as well, but in the more upscale areas,” Leighandra offered.  “I am a little curious that the seal would be held underground if it is supposed to be in the hands of some powerful entity.  There are a fair number of burrowing creatures among local lore and stories, but that would live under a city?  That’s a tad strange.” 
 
    “Let Galadon and I handle speaking with the city officials,” Max said.  “Del, you and Yiilu can make a circuit of the city and simply look for any sort of entryways.  Starlenia can go alone as she suggested.  Audrei and Leighandra can investigate some of the nicer taverns and see what they can find.  Lion, see to accommodations at a pleasant inn, since we have no idea how long this search may take.  We can meet… over there, at that little eatery, when the sun reaches the tops of the trees.” 
 
    “And no one go near the cemetery,” Galadon ordered.  “If we go there, it will be together, and only after we’ve seen to our primary task.” 
 
    “Come with me, Audrei, and I’ll show you how to make some coin with that voice of yours,” Leighandra said, and the luranar woman fell into step beside her with a smile. 
 
    The chronicler led her luranar companion along the outer edge of the city, picking out inns, taverns, and boarding houses wherever she could.  Many had miniature harps on their signs, signaling that they had entertainment at peak hours.  Leighandra thought these might be a great source of information, as she could trade copies of music, poetry, or stories to other performers in exchange for tips and rumors.  It also meant those places would likely see heavy traffic during the dinner and early evening hours, which meant more opportunities to learn. 
 
    That would be all well and good once the sun was close to setting, but Max expected her to find answers now and report by dinnertime.  She led Audrei along, seeking out some of the finer-looking establishments lacking the markings on their signs.  These places might be more inclined to tell Leighandra what she wanted to know if she promised them her bardic services at some point.  Worse came to worst, she and her companions could simply take up residence at any such inn until she had satisfied her debt and their work was complete. 
 
    A small gang of children ran along the side of the road watching Leighandra and Audrei.  It didn’t take long for the luranar woman to realize her appearance had gotten their attention.  She waved politely, smiling, and some of the children waved back.  They looked to range in age from perhaps seven or eight to almost the early teens, and if Leighandra wasn’t mistaken, they were either homeless or from a fairly destitute part of the city. 
 
    “Why don’t you go say hello, and take the opportunity to ask them about sewers?” she whispered.  “They look like they might know the darker side of this city.  We can give them some money for food or clothes in exchange.” 
 
    “We can do that anyway,” Audrei returned. 
 
    Leighandra laughed.  “Of course we can.” 
 
    “Good day,” the luranar woman said, stepping over to them. 
 
    The children nearly scattered, keeping their distance.  “Are you a werewolf?” one of them asked.  The others all gasped and then hushed the speaker, for what good that did. 
 
    “A werewolf?  No, I am a luranar, from the south.  Do you children know the city well?” 
 
    “Like the back of me hand,” another of them said, receiving the same hushing from his companions. 
 
    “We’re looking for a way into the city’s sewer system, or other underground complexes,” Leighandra said.  “If you can but point us in the right direction, we could–” 
 
    “You don’t want to go down there.  That’s where the demon lives.”  Both women went silent, turning to the young boy who’d spoken.  He added, “Nobody who goes into the demon’s lair comes back.” 
 
    “How do you know there’s a demon?” Audrei asked. 
 
    “Its lair is hot, and full of fire.  My cousin went down there and never came back.” 
 
    “Ye ain’t got a cousin, Drew.  Ye’re lucky ye know who yer mother is!” 
 
    “Shut up, scrobbe!” 
 
    “Children, children,” Audrei hushed, but was ignored. 
 
    “I’ll bloody yer nose, ye little bastard.” 
 
    “CHILDREN!” the luranar woman bellowed, surprising even Leighandra, and they all shrunk back and went quiet.  “This behavior is unacceptable!  You, apologize to him.  Now!” 
 
    “Sorry, mate.” 
 
    “S’okay.” 
 
    Leighandra had to make an effort not to laugh, and Audrei continued, “Very good.  Now, what do the rest of you know about this demon?” 
 
    “Not much, ma’am, just that it’s best to stay out of the eastern part of the sewers.  We can usually go exploring in the west.  There ain’t much down there but bones and the occasional wino, but it’s fun to explore the dark tunnels every now and then.  But you don’t never go down to the east side, or the demon’ll eat you.” 
 
    “And where is the entrance?” the chronicler asked. 
 
    “There’s one near each of the major gates except for the east.  Gotta be quick to get in before the guards try to stop you, though.  They don’t usually bother with us, but they might care enough to try to stop you.” 
 
    Audrei turned and looked at Leighandra.  “How could there be a demon under a city and no one has done anything about it?” 
 
    Leighandra sighed.  “Chances are it preys upon those like them,” she said, indicating the children.  “The poor, homeless… people no one pays much attention to, and who aren’t missed when they disappear.  And when they try to tell the authorities, they’re probably shoved aside as lunatics or simply not worth the trouble.  When cities get to be this size, unfortunately, the least among us are often trampled underfoot.” 
 
    “It happens among my people, too,” Audrei said.  “Less obviously, but it does.  Do you suppose it could truly be a demon, though?  Even of the… what do we call them, serilian type?” 
 
    “It would seem weird that a demon would be entrusted with… what we’re looking for, but not impossible.  They are powerful.  Why don’t we take these youngsters to get something to eat, and then we can check their stories with some of the local watch?  At the least, the guards may have heard these rumors before.” 
 
    Audrei nodded.  “And we will buy them cloaks and boots as well if we can.  Winter is nearly upon us, and it must be merciless this far north.” 
 
    “It certainly can be.” 
 
    “Would you children like something to eat, and some gifts to wear?” 
 
    “Are ye bloody kidding?” the oldest-looking laughed.  “We’d be happy if’n ye gave us a single coin, wolf-lady.” 
 
    Audrei didn’t react to the name, but gestured for the children to follow her along.  “Just don’t steal my purse or I won’t be able to buy you anything,” she said with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “Ye don’t pickpocket in this city, lady.  They string ye up for that, no matter how young ye are.” 
 
    Audrei balked, but after glancing at Leighandra, she kept walking.  They stopped to buy the children some fruit and meat pies from street vendors.  With the light waning already, they didn’t have time to take the children to a clothing shop, but Audrei trusted them to do as they were asked, and gave them each some coin.  The children said hasty thank yous and dashed off in half a dozen different directions.  The luranar woman bit down a sob and touched her hand to the end of her snout before she continued along. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    She nodded, blinking rapidly to dispel tears.  “I just… I thought this is what my children might be reduced to should we fail.” 
 
    Leighandra sucked in her lower lip and touched her friend’s shoulder.  “We’re not going to fail, Audrei.  Your husband… is going to put his father’s work to shame.” 
 
    The luranar glanced at her again.  “A demon, though?  Truly?” 
 
    “The first of many, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    “There’s definitely something amiss,” Delkantar said.  “When everyone at the top denies it and everyone at the bottom swears by it, you can bet it’s the poor that are telling the truth.” 
 
    Max nodded but said nothing, and continued to lead them south.  The clerks at the city council’s meeting hall had been rather useless, assuring the paladins that the sewers were only dangerous because of the people in them.  Leighandra could almost smell Max’s anger as he strode along, the citizens stepping aside politely for him.  Galadon was perturbed as well, but didn’t seem quite as furious; Leighandra guessed Audrei had told her husband of the plight of the children. 
 
    Not sure I’d want to be someone that mistreats children in any way when Max is coming to town, she thought. 
 
    They reached the south gate after a good deal of walking.  The moons were high and the city was well-lit even in the early hours of evening.  There were prayers of thanksgiving to be given that the weather remained mild for the time being, though the night was cooling off.  The companions had taken only enough time to have a light meal and prepare themselves for trouble.  Now, they approached the mouth of a demon’s lair, eight men and women with one wolf.  Vo’rii paced around Yiilu in nervous circles, and when they reached the gate, the druidess dismissed her friend into the woods to hunt. 
 
    “Please do not harm my companion,” Yiilu beseeched the guards, who watched the wolf bound off into the darkness before they met the elf’s imperious stare.  “She will likely not return until I call for her, but if she does, please allow her to stay with you.  She is faithful and protective, and will aid you if need be.” 
 
    The guards gaped at her for the better part of a minute before one said, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “We will be heading into the sewer system to see to a problem,” Max informed them.  “I trust you do not have an issue with this?” 
 
    “No problems down there but the thieves and dealers,” the other guard said.  “But if you go down there to take care of them, so much the better.” 
 
    The entrance wasn’t what Leighandra had expected at all.  It was not a sluice for water and waste, but a gated staircase leading down into the bowels of an undercity.  She began to suspect that sewer wasn’t the right word, and instead became concerned that they might end up in some dark labyrinth.  How inglorious it would be to end up knifed by a footpad or other low-life in the underside of a city over a few coins, when so much was at stake in the world. 
 
    “I will light the way once we’re inside,” she offered. 
 
    The stairs circled back and under themselves, and opened up into a chamber full of old crumbled stones, bones, rotted cloth, and droppings.  There was a human lying on the ground at the far side when Leighandra lit the room with her arcane song, but without even getting near, the smell said clearly that they were dead and rotting.  There was little mistaking the sickened reactions of the two sharp-nosed luranar. 
 
    “Enchanting city,” Yiilu muttered, shaking her head at her earlier words.  “Have men lost all respect for life when they allow their fellows to die alone, uncared for in the blackened depths of a sewer?” 
 
    Max sighed but gestured for everyone to follow.  Easing Leighandra’s fears, there was only one corridor out of the first chamber, and it led north.  The chronicler concentrated on her summoned lights and had them hover along with the group, lighting their way as much as was possible.  The luranars’ ears swiveled, but Leighandra detected no voices or other sounds that she found alarming.  There was the muffled shuffling of little feet suggesting vermin or even stray animals, but nothing concerning. 
 
    Max turned east the first time he was able.  Now the sounds of dripping water and a hum that suggested a possible underground river of some kind began to echo through the walls and down the corridors.  It seemed too heavy to be wastewater in the sewers themselves, and an underground river might explain the abundant water for the city’s trees and gardens.  Leighandra noted that bones littered the floor here and there, mostly from animals, though there was the occasional one that suggested possible humanoid.  And then the way opened up into another chamber, and Leighandra put her hand over her mouth. 
 
    The bodies had long since been stripped of any flesh, no doubt by the rats.  But there was no fewer than a dozen skeletons, victims of various deaths and causes thereof, splayed about the area.  The occasional weapon was still on the floor near an outstretched bony hand, and it was clear this was some kind of meeting that had gone awry in a hurry.  To Leighandra, it didn’t look like anyone had survived, but there was nothing of value left, which suggested otherwise. 
 
    Max and Galadon had their hands to the hilts of their weapons, ready for the skeletons to rise and attack, but they remained, appropriately, deathly still. 
 
    “Those children weren’t entirely honest,” Audrei muttered.  “Unless they never come this way, either.  These tunnels must serve as common meeting grounds for thieves and robbers.” 
 
    “And dealers,” Galadon added.  He explained to the confused luranar, “People selling illicit substances, things to cloud the mind like alcohol, but worse.  I wish I could say such was not an issue home in Dira Ch’Tori, but people have their vices, and legislating morality can only solve so many problems.” 
 
    Max grunted.  “Sadly, that is the truth.” 
 
    “Anything getting your attention, Del?” 
 
    The ranger shook his head.  “This isn’t my area of expertise.  There are tracks, but far too many to make sense of, and the smells of rot and dust and dung are making it impossible to even know where to go.  Going to have to rely on Max’s nose.” 
 
    “It is getting warmer,” Yiilu said.  “I have noticed the change for a short distance, now.” 
 
    “Want me to scout ahead?” Starlenia offered. 
 
    Max shook his head.  “No need.  If it is a demon we face, we will face it together.  And it will not likely hide itself from our presence.  Galadon and I simply approaching its lair should act as enough of a challenge.” 
 
    Onward they continued, and soon Leighandra could sense the change in temperature as well.  It was as though they were headed to the furnace room of a keep or other large building.  There was no light to suggest a fire, but the stench of sulfur or brimstone began to seep into the air, and Leighandra wasn’t the only one to caress the handle of her weapon.  Wherever the demon was, it wasn’t far, and when prompted, the druidess nodded that the seal was pulling in the direction they were headed. 
 
    The heat became uncomfortable the farther they pressed.  Leighandra’s summoned lights passed through a doorway into a black chamber before being snuffed out.  “Something dispelled my lights!” she hissed. 
 
    “Do you sense anything?” Max asked Galadon. 
 
    Leighandra’s half-elven eyes began to make sense of the darkness, enough to see the human paladin shake his head.  “And I can’t see a damned thing,” he muttered. 
 
    “Stand ready, everyone.  Audrei, if the demon comes to us, you should–” 
 
    Max went silent as there was a sudden rush of wind from behind them.  Leighandra called upon her arcane song to string up lights in the corridor, but there was nothing there that they could see.  Max ushered everyone into the room, watching behind them for any sign of what had caused the disturbance in the air. 
 
    Audrei straightened up.  “Wait, that smell…” 
 
    Max whirled around suddenly.  “Dragon!” 
 
    There was a deep intake of breath in the darkness, and the friends scattered every which way they could as a blast of fire came from what proved to be the center of the chamber.  A gate fell shut behind them, sealing off the way they had come.  Though the dragon’s breath didn’t hit any of the companions, it set the door aglow with the intensity of its heat.  Then the creature, still barely visible in that dim light, reared up and let forth a roaring laugh. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble lair, mortals!” it boomed.  “Know that you will never leave.” 
 
    Yiilu gestured toward the glowing metal door and called out a prayer to the Earth Mother to give them light.  The glow faded from the metal bars but formed into a ball that shot to the top of the cavernous chamber as though fired from a bow.  There it perched and grew in intensity, until it had formed a miniature sun that shed light on the entire room. 
 
    Leighandra froze for a moment.  Though not as impressive in stature as Hastucilliara, the green dragon was still titanic in size.  It spread its wings out in the openness of the chamber, which served to underscore just how large a cavern it had carved or otherwise created.  It begged the question of how the dragon had gotten in here; was there truth to the tales that some of them could take the forms of men? 
 
    The dragon’s bright red eyes inspected each of the men and women before it, and then it laughed again.  “I must say, I am going to eat better tonight than I have in years!  And I suspect with a fair deal less dirt and poison mixed in – the fur notwithstanding.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Audrei asked, no doubt hoping diplomacy might settle the creature down the way it had with Fireblade.  “What is your name, mighty dragon?” 
 
    The beast grumbled and swept Starlenia and Delkantar in front of it with its wings.  “If you must know, my name is Cetudolinashu, the Heart of the Viridian Splendor, the Dryads’ Nightmare, the Lord of the Emerald Flame.  Do not bother telling me your names, mortals.  I do not care.  You will not live long enough for them to be of any importance.” 
 
    “Wait!” Max cried.  “We are not here to fight you.  We have come for the seal only.” 
 
    It was of no use.  The dragon took in a deep breath, and the companions scattered as much as they could again.  Max stood firm and actually advanced at it, and Leighandra wasn’t sure if she screamed at him or not.  The dragon’s fiery breath engulfed him, and Audrei shrieked in terror even as she skidded across the floor.  It was as if time stood still after that, Leighandra’s heart stuck between beats as the dragon completed its exhale and the world stopped spinning in the wake of their loss. 
 
    And then the Sword of the North Wind bit into the dragon’s plated nose.  The sword wasn’t aflame, but it cut into the hardened plate at the end of the dragon’s snout and blood flew free.  The dragon reared back in pain and growled, and one of its massive, clawed forelegs shot at the luranar paladin in anger.  He got his shield off his back just in time, but still took a hard, staggering blow that sent him reeling. 
 
    Energized by Max’s survival and drawing of first blood, Starlenia rushed again to one of the dragon’s flanks, and Delkantar did so on the other side.  Galadon’s greatsword let forth a powerful whoosh as he stepped in and hacked at dragon’s exposed foreleg, and cut into its scales. 
 
    “Not so arrogant now, are you, you scaly bastard?” the knight grunted.  “You have made your last mistake, lizard!” 
 
    Cetudolinashu apparently didn’t agree.  Stung by the paladin’s sword, he nevertheless backhanded Galadon across the floor, then kicked Starlenia into the stone wall behind her.  His wing buffeted Delkantar, though the ranger was able to move with the momentum and make a counterstrike.  He slashed at the wing membrane, but to little obvious effect. 
 
    Leighandra realized she was doing nothing more than observing, and she called upon her arcane song to chill her blades.  She followed in Lion’s wake as the squire dashed in.  The young shakna-rir slashed and then dodged right, slashed again and then ducked under the dragon’s foreleg.  He tried to slash at the exposed belly scales, but then Cetudolinashu purposefully fell to his side and landed on the squire.  Lion let out a squawk as the air was crushed out of him, and his sword skidded away. 
 
    Leighandra lined up a good target in the dragon’s equivalent of an armpit, and she thrust her saber once, twice, and then with all her strength for a third strike.  The first two blows failed to penetrate its scales, but she got through on the third.  To what effect, she wasn’t sure, as she dodged back and circled behind Delkantar, who was still trying to maneuver around the dragon’s wing and the whipping tail to reach a flanking position. 
 
    Max came in again and feigned a swing, then hopped back impressively considering his heavy armor, and brought the sword down in a two-handed overhead blow.  This time, he took a good portion of Cetudolinashu’s nose plate off, and then he brought his shield forth and used it to slam the dragon’s snout.  Unfortunately, the dragon was able to muster a much more powerful hit, and head-butted the paladin clear off his feet to slide back to the wall. 
 
    Starlenia started to rise when the dragon shifted its weight away from her, but its hind leg kicked her into the wall again, and Leighandra saw a spray of blood.  The rogue collapsed to the floor in a heap and didn’t move, and the chronicler sucked in her lip.  She wanted to go see if Starlenia was all right, but there was nothing she could do there yet.  Instead, she moved to pull Lion to safety once the dragon rose up to strike at Max. 
 
    The dragon drew in another massive breath and engulfed Max a second time.  The luranar paladin rose in the aftermath, and only then did Leighandra realize that his wife was stunned so badly that she simply stood there, staring at him in shock, wondering how her husband was alive. 
 
    “Do you not recognize the Flameslayer?” Max taunted the dragon.  “Your days of eating the poor and the helpless are finished!  I am going to walk out of here with your blood on my sword and armor, and you will rot here for the rest of time like every man, woman, and child you have ever killed!” 
 
    “Boldly spoken, little wolf, but I have far more weapons than my breath!” 
 
    “Delkantar,” Lion wheezed.  Leighandra knelt beside him, glancing up only briefly to mark Max and Galadon battling the dragon.  They were being battered by the crushing strikes of its forelegs, but they were giving back where they could, and the dragon was not pleased. 
 
    The ranger came over and crouched down.  “Are you all right?  You look like you’ve got some broken ribs,” he said, touching the shakna-rir youth’s oddly-bowed armor. 
 
    “If I’m lucky, that’s all I have,” he said.  “Listen, there’s only one way we’re going to kill that thing unless Max somehow stabs it in the head or the heart.  Wait until they have its full attention, slip underneath, and slice it as deeply as you can where its tail meets its body.” 
 
    “Groin it?” Delkantar whispered, and Lion nodded as his eyes went out of focus.  “I guess it’s the best I’m going to do against that armor.  Leighandra, can you and Yiilu provide a secondary distraction?  This beast is a magnificent fighter, I’ll grant it that.” 
 
    “What’s she doing, anyway?” Leighandra mused, turning to the elf.  Yiilu was praying to the Earth Mother, her eyes turned skyward, and after a moment, Leighandra understood.  She was going to collapse the cavern if all else failed.  Or perhaps partially collapse it to further pen in the dragon.  “I’ll go see if Audrei can help.” 
 
    Max took the dragon’s claws to his side, and they tore into his armor, coming back tipped with his blood.  The paladin staggered to the right, and though the dragon’s attack let Galadon get in a good hack at it, the knights were fighting a losing battle. 
 
    Leighandra dashed over to Audrei.  “Time to find out if you really have any magic inside you,” she said, and the luranar woman turned a wide-eyed, panic-stricken stare upon her.  “You held the specter under your sway somehow; see if you can do the same thing to the dragon.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Audrei blurted. 
 
    “We just need to get its attention!  Lion thinks Delkantar can strike a fatal or at least crippling blow if we get the dragon’s attention fully.” 
 
    Lion tried to get to his feet, but was unceremoniously kicked away as well.  Leighandra could see that Delkantar’s gambit was their last hope.  She called forth her arcane song and tried to conjure distracting lights and sounds, but the dragon ignored them, intent on finishing off Max so it could turn fully upon Galadon. 
 
    Audrei saw the state her husband was in, and she scowled and strode forward.  “You pathetic, cold-blooded piece of gnoll shit!” she bellowed.  That managed to capture Max’s attention as well, and the dragon turned its narrow-eyed ruby gaze on the luranar woman.  “Your breath is pitiful!  Hastucilliara makes you look like little more than a burping gecko.  Show me your fire, worm.  Let me see what you can do.” 
 
    “Oh, with pleasure,” the dragon said, drawing in its full lung capacity.  It turned toward Audrei, ignoring the stinging hits on its forelegs from Max and Galadon, and prepared to unleash its massive, incinerating breath. 
 
    But it ignored one person too many. 
 
    Delkantar stabbed upward with both of his blades, sinking deep into the soft scales of the dragon’s groin, and then he leaned forward, ripping through scales and flesh toward its pelvic bone.  He tucked and rolled before he could get kicked or sat on, even abandoning his swords to avoid killing himself with them.  Cetudolinashu turned and let forth its fiery breath on instinct, and caught Delkantar’s retreating form, though only briefly.  The ranger screamed in fury as he ran from the flames, and without even glancing back, he slid across the floor to Lion’s sword and scooped it up.  He dashed toward Leighandra and Audrei and stood before the latter defensively, his dreadlocks and beard singed and smoking along with his armor. 
 
    The dragon’s head bowed as it was wracked with pain, and a veritable waterfall of blood spilled forth from its split arteries.  Max didn’t even hesitate.  He stepped forward, put his left hand at the base of his sword’s pommel, and hacked viciously at the dragon’s neck, ripping through the scales with the Sword of the North Wind.  He didn’t bother to flinch when its arterial blood squirted from there as well.  Again and again he hacked and hewed, and Galadon joined him on the opposite side. 
 
    And then, before it had ever recovered from the pain of Delkantar’s strike, Cetudolinashu lost its head, collapsing with a resounding crash to the cavern floor. 
 
    “Starlenia!” Leighandra shouted, and she led Audrei by the elbow to where the rogue had fallen.  “Oh gods, no!  No!” 
 
    Starlenia lay in a puddle of blood, and there was no sign of life from her.  “Max!” Audrei called as she knelt beside the Okonashai woman.  She rolled Starlenia over onto her back and laid her hands on the woman’s chest, and when Max came up, he did the same.   
 
    The luranar paladin was still bleeding, but he ignored his own wounds.  He cast his fanged wolf mask aside and shook himself, but then set to channeling prayer and faith to try to heal their friend.  Leighandra knelt and put her hand to Starlenia’s shoulder; the rogue’s flesh was cool to the touch, though she was still breathing.  She had deep gouges where the dragon’s claws had caught her, and there was blood coming from her ears as well.  Leighandra didn’t know much of wounds and healing, but she knew these were bad.  Audrei began praying aloud in the luranar tongue, and Max placed his hands over hers. 
 
    Galadon came and loaned his aid as well.  The human knight was bloodied, though it was harder to tell where his was coming from.  Leighandra suspected it wasn’t his at all, but the dragon’s.  While he’d been battered and slammed by the dragon a few times, he didn’t seem much worse for the wear considering what they’d just accomplished.  His features were grim as he joined his fellow paladin in trying to stabilize their companion.  “By the Shepherd, it’s a testament to this woman’s stubbornness that she’s even still alive,” he muttered. 
 
    Yiilu approached and cut off Starlenia’s leather vest and the tunic underneath.  The three trying to heal her put their hands directly on her flesh, then, and Max and Galadon made no sound or motion to suggest they were put out by any “impropriety.”  Yiilu began to apply one of her salves to the deep lacerations, the thickness of the ointment helping to stem the blood flow for the time being. 
 
    After watching for a moment, Leighandra gestured toward Lion.  “Is he all right?” 
 
    “We need to get him to a temple,” Delkantar said quietly, staring at the severed head of the dragon.  “He’s in rough shape, but he seems stable enough.” 
 
    “We cannot move Starlenia right now,” Max said.  “Can you bring Lion to us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll try.” 
 
    “Stay with us, Starlenia,” Audrei whispered.  “Stay with us, please.” 
 
    “We’ve done all we can, I think,” Galadon said, though the way he looked at the wounds said something different.  “It’s up to her now.  How is Lion?” 
 
    “Some broken ribs, I think,” Delkantar said, laying the youngster down gently.  “There’s no blood in his mouth, though, so I think he’s been lucky, relatively speaking.  But we need to get him – both of them – to a temple and a proper healer.” 
 
    “You are a proper healer,” Max said, laying his hand on Audrei’s shoulder. 
 
    “Max, I…,” she started, choking up a bit. 
 
    “You are a priestess,” her husband told her calmly.  “A royal priestess.  We have faith in you.  Have faith in yourself, my love.” 
 
    Max and Galadon went to Lion and began to inspect his wounds, but it was clear they had no idea how to treat broken ribs.  Leighandra was pretty sure a paladin’s faith healing could only do so much without proper medical knowledge to back it up.  Cuts and bruises were one thing, but broken bones – particularly ribs – were quite another.  The chronicler pursed her lips and wished she knew something that would help in this situation. 
 
    Audrei sat staring at Starlenia’s limp body, and then she laid her hand over the woman’s heart.  She closed her eyes and began to whisper in the lyrical tones of her peoples’ language, and Leighandra gasped when a soft glow enveloped her hand.  Max turned and his ears went up in shock, and soon all of the companions gathered around to watch Audrei work.  The edges of the wounds began to come together, raw and bloody as they were, and Starlenia arched her back and let forth a pained sigh.  But then she settled down and her breathing steadied. 
 
    “Leighandra, put your cloak over her to keep her warm,” Audrei said.  “Once she seems stable, we can take her up to a temple and get her proper healing.  Now, let me see to Lion.” 
 
    “Do you know how to set broken bones?” Galadon asked. 
 
    “I do.  However, ribs are complicated.  I shouldn’t need to really do anything to them, but I will begin the healing process as best I can, and then we can consult the priests above to see what else he might require.” 
 
    Audrei set to work on Lion, and Max crouched behind her.  He wrapped her in as gentle a hug as he could so as not to distract her, and the luranar woman didn’t even bother trying to curb the tears that came.  Just as with Starlenia, the woman’s hands were enveloped with a soft glow, and the shakna-rir teen’s breathing steadied as he sighed and shifted in his sleep. 
 
    Yiilu patted Leighandra’s shoulder and gestured around, and after stringing up her arcane lights, the chronicler began helping the druidess search the chamber.  The dragon didn’t have much in the way of valuables.  No doubt the majority of its victims, being destitute or drunks, didn’t have treasures for it to keep after devouring them.  But that fact only made it easier to find the one item in the chamber of value: the jade seal. 
 
    It was coated in blood when they found it, the dragon apparently having lain upon it when resting to protect its sole valuable possession.  After cleaning it off, Yiilu held it in her hands and closed her eyes in concentration. 
 
    “I cannot tell what direction is which down here,” she said after a minute.  “We will see once we return to the city and our friends are being tended to.” 
 
    Delkantar knelt across from Audrei.  “Max… how did you know the sword was going to protect you from the dragon’s breath?” 
 
    “I suspected that was why Hastucilliara was afraid of it,” he answered.  “And I had faith that if she feared those who wielded it, she did so for good reason.” 
 
    The ranger nodded, then met Audrei’s gaze.  “Cold-blooded piece of gnoll shit?” 
 
    The luranar woman put her hand over the end of her snout.  “Please don’t let Kas’Yari find out I said that,” she said.  Max had his forehead against her back, laughing. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you can regrow hair?” 
 
    Audrei ran her hand over Delkantar’s singed dreadlocks and beard.  “No, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Damnit.  Do you have any idea how long it took to grow?” he huffed. 
 
    “I suspect a few days,” Leighandra quipped, and laughed at the ranger’s indignant look.  “If you had any more hair on your face normally, you could pass for a bear.” 
 
    “I can give you a trim when we get back up to the city,” Audrei said.  “I imagine the beard will not take you long to replace, at least, and most of your locks seem fine.” 
 
    “Is this blood going to keep away from us long enough for our friends to recover so they can be moved?” Galadon asked. 
 
    Yiilu looked around.  “Let me handle that.  You will feel a tremor, so do not be alarmed.” 
 
    She shifted the floor of the cavern slightly to grade the blood away from them, but that was all she needed to do.  Now, all they could do was wait.  They settled in, made sure Lion and Starlenia were comfortable, and then began tending to the smaller, less-threatening wounds of the rest of their party.  The perforations up Max’s side looked worse than they were when they got his armor off, at least.  The dragon’s claws had only barely cut into him, as his armor had stopped them from rending him completely.  After what she’d done for Starlenia and Lion, it seemed Audrei had little trouble tending the smaller wounds of the paladins. 
 
    Once her healing ministrations were complete, the friends sat leaning against the walls, resting after their ordeal.  No one bothered to speak of their shock at having killed a dragon, even as every pair of eyes stared at the massive corpse.  Leighandra couldn’t help looking back and forth between Cetudolinashu’s body and Max again and again, astounded at the luranar’s bravery and the heroic feat he had spearheaded. 
 
    The first legendary feat of his reign as king, she thought, and then she turned her gaze onto Galadon.  And yet another one for our other royal friend. 
 
    And that was to say nothing of Delkantar, who’d risked everything to land the crippling strike.  Leighandra was surrounded by brave, selfless men and women.  She wanted to write about it in her journal, but covered in blood as most of them were, she didn’t want to sully her records.  Instead, Leighandra sat beside Audrei and touched her hand.  “Ready for your first singing lesson?” 
 
    Audrei smiled, and then the two of them began to fill the tunnels with soothing song. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XVII – Relentless Pursuit 
 
      
 
    “They’re calling it The Underdragon,” Yiilu said, breaking through her thoughts. 
 
    Leighandra looked back from the window.  “Is Max still arguing with the city council?” 
 
    The elf nodded and stepped up to the window herself.  She looked down over the crowd on the streets below.  It had taken only hours for word of the dragon and its death at the companions’ hands to spread across the city.  Now that their story had been confirmed, the friends were already something of local legends.  The innkeeper was downstairs doing his best to keep the crowds out of his establishment if they weren’t there to partake of his services, so he was indirectly sparing the friends from the common people’s attention. 
 
    “He is furious with them,” the druidess said at length.  “And I find I cannot fault him.  To me, it was disgusting enough to find one forgotten, rotting body down there.  But then we found the skeletons, and the dragon… how many people did that vicious creature devour without this city’s rulers even noticing?  Or, worse, did they notice and simply never care?” 
 
    Leighandra couldn’t argue; she felt the same way.  “I just hope he remembers we need to ask them for aid when the time comes.  It won’t do much good to alienate the city now, although… I suppose if we’re of this much interest to the people, the wants of the council may be irrelevant when that time comes.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    The door to their private common room opened, and Audrei strode in.  She moved up by the window and wrinkled her nose at the sight below.  “Much as I appreciate having helped these people, this attention is making me nervous.  Surely our enemies will have little trouble locating us when we are so conspicuous to the public.” 
 
    Leighandra sighed.  “Exactly.  How is Starlenia?” 
 
    “Recovering well.  She may be ready to travel in the next couple of days.  I believe the most severe of the injuries left is to her pride.” 
 
    “That would fit what I understand of her,” Yiilu agreed, turning away from the window.  “The seal’s pull is fixed to the southwest, so at least it does not appear to be moving.  On the other hand, it is rather irritating that it seems to be leading us in a circle.” 
 
    “Better that than leading us up to the fures-rir lands…,” Leighandra countered. 
 
    “Endurance is one of their defenses,” Audrei said, straightening up.  “Nevermind the feat of strength wresting this last one proved to be, and consider that most would not have the will to hunt them all across such distances.” 
 
    Lion knocked before entering the room.  He peeked in around the door at the three women and then bowed his head.  Vo’rii loped over and gave the young man a hip bump of approval, and he managed a pained smile.  “Galadon wants to be out of the city tomorrow,” he rasped.  It was still painful for him to talk, even after the priests of Tigron tended to his ribs.  “Too much attention.” 
 
    The ladies exchanged glances and nodded.  Audrei prompted, “Do you feel well enough to ride?” 
 
    “My ribs are still sore, but you did a remarkable job,” he returned, rubbing his hands up his sides.  “I think the soreness is as much from being laid upon as from the cracked ribs.” 
 
    “Let’s get to packing, then,” Audrei suggested.  “Leighandra, I will handle your things, if you wouldn’t mind going to check on Starlenia?  I think… I’m not sure, but I have a feeling she tends to be more tight-lipped around Max and I, as though she’s afraid to offend us.  I’m not sure if it’s because of Max’s reaction when she called me a bitch, but…” 
 
    “I can do that,” the chronicler agreed, and she made her way from their common room and down to the inn’s first floor, the main commons.  She’d noticed Starlenia’s quieter nature around the married couple, too, but hadn’t quite put her finger on the exact reasoning yet.  The rogue calling Audrei a bitch had certainly stirred Max’s protective nature, but he didn’t hold a grudge or ever mention it again.  It must have been something else that made Starlenia mindful of talking with their luranar companions, but what? 
 
    Starlenia was sitting at the inn’s bar, clutching a tankard with one hand, two other empty glasses standing close by it.  Leighandra was surprised to find her drinking alcohol after the injuries she’d suffered, but didn’t want to say anything provocative.  She approached and sat down beside her companion, and she asked the innkeeper for a drink of her own.  After a couple of silent minutes, Leighandra glanced at her friend. 
 
    “Galadon would like us to leave tomorrow, if you feel up to it,” she prodded.  Starlenia shrugged.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The Okonashai woman blinked slowly and turned to meet Leighandra’s gaze.  “You mean aside from the fact that I almost died yesterday?  That we all almost died yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes, aside from that,” the chronicler answered.  “That was hardly our first scrape with death.  And, sorry to say, I doubt it will be our last.” 
 
    “What am I doing here?” Starlenia asked.  “The day I met you all in Solaris, I went with Max and Galadon because I thought I might be able to find things out for them, move about in the shadows unseen, watching, listening, and scouting.  Not fighting ghosts and dragons and whatever else.  I don’t have magic or power like the rest of you.  I don’t think I’m much help to you lot anymore, and maybe it’s better if I go home and don’t weigh you all down.” 
 
    Leighandra scoffed.  “Magic and power?  What, you mean like setting my blade aflame or stringing up arcane lanterns?  My usefulness to this group has always stemmed more from what I know than what I can do.  I don’t mind, as that’s my place and a function I’m proud to serve.  I may never ride a horse like Galadon, wield a sword like Max, or cast forth faith like Yiilu or Audrei, but I have my place and it’s an important one.  Delkantar has no affinity for magic that we’ve seen, but he knows how to read tracks and trail signs, guide us safely through the innate dangers of the wild, and that’s his function and he’s proud to serve it.” 
 
    She laid her hand on Starlenia’s shoulder to keep her from interrupting.  “Your role has been to figure things out faster than the rest of us; act as the voice of skepticism when we fall into agreement too easily; to root out secrets, help Delkantar with his scouting, and even aid Max and Galadon in combat.  And who knows?  The fact that you carry that dagger may be indicative of something important that only you can do.” 
 
    Leighandra picked up her tankard and took a sip.  “I understand it’s easy to lose heart when you’re badly wounded and feel outmatched by what we face.  But you’re not alone in those feelings, Starlenia; I don’t think there’s a one of us who doesn’t feel overwhelmed by what we face.  Individually, none of us are prepared for these trials, but together?  Together, we slew a dragon, and have captured four of the six seals.”  The rogue held her stare, and Leighandra raised her eyebrows.  “It hasn’t been easy, my friend, but we’ve done things no one else has.” 
 
    Starlenia reached down and ran her hand along the hilt of the bone dagger.  “Great Spirit, the lot of you even talk better than I do,” she grumbled.  She cocked a half-smile as she looked back down into her tankard.  “Is Max still trying to get us thrown out of the city?” 
 
    “He’s been giving the city’s council a piece of his mind for some time now,” Leighandra answered.  “Or maybe he’s leveraging aid from them by using this charge to guilt them.” 
 
    “Some Christian!” Starlenia laughed, but she sobered up in an instant, and her mouth tightened into a line.  “Did… did Audrei really heal me?” 
 
    The chronicler nodded solemnly.  “Max and Galadon helped, and Yiilu used some of her berry salves, but I think Audrei has found something within her that she can wield now.  Max said something about her being a royal priestess; perhaps it has to do with her becoming queen?  I don’t know enough about their people or their faith.  But she seems to have tapped into divine power the same way as any other priest I’ve seen.  I’m curious to see how much she can do.” 
 
    “I’ll bet she is, too,” the rogue sighed.  “I guess I owe her my life.” 
 
    “She’s going to tell you that’s not how it works among friends.  So perhaps just say thank you and leave it at that.” 
 
    “Where we headed next, any indication?” 
 
    “Based on the pull, if we’re lucky, to the town of Tribuchy to the southwest.  It could be that it leads farther southwest than that, though.” 
 
    “Everything in circles,” Starlenia grunted, but then she sat up straight.  “But then, maybe that’s the point.  Great Spirt, maybe that’s the whole damned point!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The Okonashai woman took a last sip of her drink and then nodded toward the stairs.  “Come upstairs; I’ll tell you with the others.” 
 
    They ascended to their private commons, and found Audrei and Yiilu chatting lightly, everyone’s bags packed neatly beside them.  Leighandra raised a brow in appreciation of the speed of their efforts, but didn’t say anything.  The last thing she wanted to do was distract Starlenia if the woman was about to open up a bit. 
 
    “Circles,” the rogue said.  “Well, wait.  I suppose first I should thank the two of you for keeping me alive.  Despite everything I might say, I’m not all that eager to get my name written in the Book of the Dead, so I appreciate it.  I… I appreciate you.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, my friend,” Audrei said, and Yiilu’s smile echoed her.  “Now what is this about circles?” 
 
    “Old folk tale, parable, proverb… however you want to call it.  The shamans among our people still tell it from time to time.  I don’t want to bore you with details, but–” 
 
    “Oh, nonsense!  Do tell,” Leighandra interrupted, and she took a seat beside her friends.  “You know me: I’m always interested in picking up new stories that the common people won’t know, especially from other nations and cultures.” 
 
    “Oh, fine, fine,” Starlenia huffed.  She waited while Lion entered and took a seat at Audrei’s gesture to be quiet.  “I’m afraid I’m not the storyteller Leighandra is, but I’ll try to at least give you the basics.  The parable goes something like this…” 
 
    “A young man among our people was coming of age, beginning to take notice of women and interested in becoming a man, and so he was told to undertake a walkabout.  In a walkabout, a young man makes a circuit of the outer edges of our lands, a good distance from home, without friends, animal companions, or anything else save his clothes, a waterskin, a knife, and his choice of either bow or spear.  So the young man took up his spear, left home, and traveled to the eastern edge of our lands.” 
 
    “Over the course of a few weeks, he completed the walkabout, circling the outer edge of our land until he reached that eastern spot again, and then he returned home.  The chief elder asked him what he had seen and learned.  The young man complained of the heat, and the rain, and how difficult it was to hunt when he was tired and hungry and his feet hurt all the time.  The elder asked if there was anything he had actually learned while on his walkabout.  To his credit, the young man did say he learned to appreciate a good roof over his head, a good meal on his plate, and the comforts of home and family.” 
 
    “The elder sent him to do the walkabout a second time.  The young man protested, but if he wanted to be considered a man among the people, he had no choice.  So off he went, treading out to the eastern point, and this time, he made the circuit in only a fortnight.  Once again, he returned home and faced the elder, who asked what he had seen and learned.  This time, the young man spoke of the bounty of our land, the beauty and richness of it; the patterns and signs that told him when to be ready for the weather; where to find his quarry; and where to lay his head at night for both safety and comfort.” 
 
    Leighandra smiled as Starlenia fell into a storytelling rhythm, and continued, “The elder asked him to do the walkabout a third time.  The young man was confused and a bit insulted, for hadn’t he proven that he’d learned a lot?  But again, he had to heed the wishes of the elder, and off he went.  This time, the young man completed the walkabout in only a week.  When he returned, the elder asked him what he’d seen and learned.  He told the elder that he had seen smoke on the horizon to the south.  He spoke of the grasslands turning a strange color early in the season, and of the desolation in one area that seemed to be caused by an insect swarm.  He mentioned the people he saw living out on those fringes, avoiding the comforts of the village.  And he told the elder that at night, when he stood under the stars, he sometimes doubted the Great Spirit.” 
 
    “He expected to be tasked with a fourth walkabout, but the elder confirmed him among the people as a man.  The elder praised him for taking only three circuits to complete the journey.  As it turned out, most young men took as many as five, six, or even more circuits before they’d seen what he’d seen, and learned what he’d learned.  On his first circuit, he saw only himself: his wants, his needs, his pains and discomforts.  On the second, he gained a broader perspective, but still only looked inwards, seeing things that directly and immediately affected him.  But on the third, his eyes were opened and he began to look outward.  He saw the threats of war, famine, pestilence, and anger, and it caused him to question his faith.” 
 
    Starlenia made an impatient gesture.  “I still don’t know what exactly I believe, but when I told Leighandra the seal was leading us in circles, it occurred to me, and then I remembered the parable and the significance of the number three that Max had mentioned.  Three times through the circle of the walkabout, that was what it took for the young man to have his eyes opened.  And once he did, he saw the broader picture: He appreciated his home and his family, the land and its people, and he came to watch outward and worry about how to protect those things.  In all of this, he questioned his faith, and that was what set him right with the Great Spirit.” 
 
    “How so?” Yiilu asked. 
 
    “The Great Spirit isn’t like most other gods as we reckon it,” Starlenia answered.  “Most people… they have their gods and they serve them and never question them.  The Great Spirit wants to be questioned.  It wants us to seek, to delve deeper, to never stop searching for the truth it contains.  It’s not interested in rituals and ceremonies; it wants interaction, even if that means we feel doubt at times.  I don’t know, maybe I’m just babbling.  But now I see a bit of what my people believe in all this, and after the incident with Max and the gnolls, the numerology, the symbolism, and the… the angel…” 
 
    Starlenia stopped and her eyes welled with tears.  “What is it?” Audrei asked, rushing forward with Yiilu and Leighandra. 
 
    “It’s you,” Starlenia answered.  “The angel, Audrei: It’s you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, my friend?  I am no angel, and I witnessed its appearance just as you did.” 
 
    “I can’t explain it,” she stuttered.  “But when you had your hand on me, I… I don’t know, maybe I was dreaming?  But I didn’t see you, Audrei; I saw an angel.  I saw a being cloaked in light with its hand upon me, telling me everything was going to be all right and to have faith.  And for the first time in a long time, I do.” 
 
    Audrei embraced the Okonashai woman, and Leighandra and Yiilu put their hands on the rogue’s shoulders.  Lion came over slowly, as if afraid to inject himself into the circle of women, but eventually he laid his hand on Starlenia’s shoulder as well. 
 
    “I felt manipulated for so long,” the rogue said with a sniffle.  “But now I think my eyes are open after enough times through the circle.  This angel… it’s been laying these breadcrumbs to bring all our people together, the same way Kalamaris did when Arku invaded.  I guess, in a way, we are being manipulated, but it’s not prophecy.  We’ve got some angel doing the same thing Max’s father did, making it possible for Max to follow his father’s footsteps, and to lead us all in the process.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Galadon asked when he, Max, and Delkantar entered the commons. 
 
    “Starlenia has had an epiphany,” Leighandra said proudly.  “And the three of you missed the best story I’ve never told.” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Max asked, regarding the tears on their faces.  “Are you well, Starlenia?” 
 
    She rose and faced the luranar king.  “Thanks to your wife, yes.” 
 
    Max smiled at Audrei, but he turned back to Starlenia.  “Do you feel well enough to take to the road tomorrow?” 
 
    “No,” she answered.  “Tonight.  Let’s get the hell out of here before something realizes all the attention we’re getting.  We’ll go under cover of night, the better to keep that crimson… erm, idiot from spying on us.” 
 
    Audrei snorted, and even Yiilu joined her in a little laugh. 
 
    “And we head southwest?” Delkantar prompted the druidess, his fingers fiddling with his shorter – but salvaged – dreadlocks.  The beard was a total loss, but if Leighandra was honest, she thought he looked better without it. 
 
    “Yes.  Toward Tribuchy, I believe.  Hopefully no farther than that.” 
 
    “What could possibly be in Tribuchy?” the ranger wondered.  “It is little more than an old logging and trapping town that grew into a bit of a city.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not another dragon,” Starlenia laughed, but she sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Amen to that,” Lion added. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    They left Emerald City behind them, riding off into the night for several hours until they were a safe distance from the city.  Leighandra felt worst for Max, Galadon, and Lion, who stayed awake extra late to see to the horses while the women bedded down.  They didn’t ride throughout the night, traveling only far enough that it was unlikely pursuit would find them before the sun rose.  Once the light of day was upon them, there would be less trepidation over who or what might have chased them from the city. 
 
    Leighandra slept fitfully, her dreams still marred by the horror of the battle with the dragon.  She had come to the conclusion that its “captivity” in the underground room, no matter how cavernous, was what let the companions defeat it.  To face such a beast in the open, where it could take to the sky and rain fire upon them, or else crash into them and reduce them to paste was something she didn’t want to consider.  It was a point of pride to have defeated a dragon in combat, but it was something she never wanted to attempt again. 
 
    When morning came, the men were still a bit fatigued, but they readied the horses and left the women to prepare food and cover their tracks.  Everyone worked in quiet tandem, but Leighandra could see Audrei missed her cooking partner.  She sighed wistfully, and Leighandra smiled when their eyes met. 
 
    “Missing Alissiri, are you?” she prompted. 
 
    “I am.  You know what my people think of coincidence.  God brings people into our lives for a reason, and I find myself wishing I’d had more time to get to know her.  I can’t help but wonder if we’ll cross paths with her again, somehow, sometime.” 
 
    “That would be interesting.  I would’ve liked…” 
 
    Leighandra trailed off as a sense of foreboding fell over the camp.  Leighandra couldn’t put her finger on it, but she had the feeling they were being watched from afar.  She prayed it wasn’t the Crimson Queen or one of her minions watching them, or that the dead might crawl free of the ground and attack, even under the light of day.  She whipped her gaze toward Max, but though he seemed perturbed, he wasn’t staring to the west. 
 
    Once they had eaten and mounted up, Leighandra felt better, as though they were safer in moving than in sitting still anywhere.  “Max?” she prompted, riding up beside him.  “Have you felt anything out of the west today?  Any hint that something might be watching, or coming?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “The sense of power from the west has been largely absent since the last incident in Solaris.  Why?” 
 
    “Because she feels like she’s being watched,” Starlenia answered, favoring one side while she rode.  Delkantar was riding beside her, using his mount to make sure Starlenia’s horse didn’t wander the wrong way while she used incorrect posture.  “It’s like the forest has eyes, and they’re not the friendly kind Yiilu talks about.” 
 
    “They most certainly are not,” the druidess agreed.  “I am listening to the voices among the trees, but they give no indication anything is afoot.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, my tail has been bushed up all morning,” Audrei said, pulling it around her in the saddle.  True to her words, the normally bushy member was so puffed up it was comical.  “It’s like a chill a good cloak – or those rings – won’t dispel.” 
 
    Lion looked at the ring on his finger and offered it back to Audrei, but the priestess waved off his kind gesture. 
 
    “Just be on your guard, everyone,” Galadon ordered, and he had Galrinthor trot out to the front as they rode. 
 
    Just as Delkantar had said, Tribuchy was once a trading post for trappers and loggers that had, over the many long centuries, matured into a proper town.  It wasn’t quite a city, but it had a fairly large population that saw a good deal of traffic headed one way or another between the northern cities of Dira Ch’Tori and Emerald City and, of course, Solaris, the central hub.  It was the sort of place where Leighandra imagined something powerful might be able to live in an urban area without being too conspicuous. 
 
    Unless it’s a dragon or such, she mused again with a sigh.  Now, every time they had to go and find one of the seals, that was going to be the first thing that crossed her mind.  The first and the fourth had been in the possession of dragons.  How fortunate that the second and third had been in the possession of people – and amiable types, no less.  It was a lot to hope that the final two would prove the same, but Leighandra liked to cling to her hopes these days. 
 
    She glanced over at Lion, considering the circumstances of finding the second seal.  They were supposed to be in the possession of powerful entities, but even in light of having received it from a wizard, something there didn’t quite fit.  Was the seal passed down through generations of shakna-rir wizards, or perhaps the royal line itself?  Was the empire considered mighty to the extent that they were entrusted to guard a jade seal?  That might account for the last sixteen hundred years, but what about before then? 
 
    Perhaps we’re better off not knowing for now, she thought, and let the matter pass.  It would be a good question to put to Karinda – or Lion himself – at some point. 
 
    Tribuchy was only several days from Emerald City by horse, and the companions didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, only other travelers and merchants making their way between the towns.  The feeling of unease followed them for the entire journey, though.  No one had any solid explanation, but the consensus was that something big was building, perhaps in the west, or perhaps with the Tempis’ra in the south, such that the entire land was starting to feel spooky. 
 
    Galadon held a hand up, signaling everyone to slow down and come to a halt.  Ahead of them on the path were eight riders, facing the companions as though waiting for them.  Most of them were armored and armed to the teeth, having the look of mercenaries about them, but for two.  Of those, one was clearly a wizard of some kind, the shakna-rir male’s clothes of the simple traveling variety, his hand clutching a short, gnarled staff, and his saddle laden more with books, wands, and other studious paraphernalia than weapons. 
 
    In the forefront sat an armored figure who was impressive to behold at first glance, astride a charger that nearly rivaled Galrinthor.  Her breastplate had been fashioned to look like an eagle diving to the attack with its wings spread.  Her helm had a similar spread-wing design, and when she dismounted, her belts showed a scimitar at each hip.  She wasn’t quite as tall as Max or Galadon, but with that armor, she certainly cut an impressive figure. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” she said, the tone of her voice making it clear it was a command.  If she was confronting them, Leighandra thought it rather foolish of her to dismount and approach even the few steps she had.  When she took off her helmet, she revealed the green skin, rich ruby eyes, and long, straight brown hair of a shakna-rir woman in perhaps her thirties.  She turned back to the man with the books and traveling clothes.  “Good work, Bryan.” 
 
    “Scryer,” Starlenia hissed.  “Well, that explains the feelings we were being watched.” 
 
    “We have no business with you.  Stand aside,” Galadon commanded. 
 
    “I think not.  Don’t make the mistake of creating an inter-kingdom incident out of this.  That young man is wanted by the crown, and I am here to arrest him and take him back.  If you value your good health, you’ll allow me to execute my duties as First Huntress.” 
 
    “Can we have a few minutes to think about it?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    The shakna-rir woman sighed.  “You may, but make it quick, human.” 
 
    “Okay, done.  The answer’s no.  Piss off.” 
 
    Delkantar snorted, but Max sighed.  “Can we tone down the hostility for just a moment?” the luranar king asked, urging his horse forward a few steps, but he kept a more than respectful distance.  He didn’t miss the mercenaries reaching for their bows.  “Who are you, madam?” 
 
    “Dame Taeranna Sakiveldi, the Desert Eagle, First Huntress of the Crown, Knight-General of the Order of the Western Star,” she introduced herself.  She saluted Max by touching her right fist across to her left breast and bowing stiffly. 
 
    Max dismounted in a fluid sweep and then bowed his head politely to her.  “King Auremax Talvorus of the Talvorus luranar,” he said, taking the woman by surprise.  “I am afraid this young man has sworn an oath of servitude as my squire, and so if you want to arrest him, you will first have to go through me.” 
 
    “I have no quarrel with your people, sir, but I have a duty to perform.  I should hate to injure the monarch of a neighboring country over an internal matter.” 
 
    “I will leave you no choice.” 
 
    Taeranna stared at Max with an unblinking gaze.  “So be it, then.  If you die, let it be known it is on your head.” 
 
    “Stop this!” Lion shouted.  “You have a duty to the rightful queen, and I am her brother.” 
 
    “You are nothing, young man,” the Desert Eagle returned.  “My duty is to the throne, not the one who sits upon it.  Any claim your sister had died with your mother, and with your flight.” 
 
    “You are an idiot,” Starlenia spat. 
 
    “Watch your tone, little woman, or your luranar companion won’t be the only one I send home a cripple,” Taeranna returned, moving to her saddle to take off a few extra knives and belt pouches for what was to come.  “Don’t act so surprised, Lion.  It was your forefather who wrote the law this way, that the empire’s interests would always be preserved above any one family or its name.  Between you and me, the Tumureldi family was the greatest imperial line our people have ever seen.  But it’s dead, or soon to be.  Don’t hold it against me for upholding the law your family created.” 
 
    “What are your terms of battle?” Max asked, ignoring her insult. 
 
    “I don’t do first blood, luranar.  You draw a sword against me, I’m going to hurt you, and badly.  When you beg me for mercy, I will grant quarter.  But don’t wait too long to ask.” 
 
    “If you are victorious, you may take Lion as your captive.  However, should I best you, you will return home empty-handed, and trouble him no longer.” 
 
    Taeranna laughed.  “Whatever you wish.  Shall we get this over with, then?” 
 
    “Kick his hairy arse, General!” shouted one of her mercenaries. 
 
    Lion leaned forward on his horse.  “Sir, be extremely careful!  Taeranna is one of the deadliest warriors in the empire.” 
 
    “Fight bravely, husband,” Audrei said, drawing the Desert Eagle’s attention. 
 
    “I know of no other method,” he returned, putting his hand to Audrei’s knee before he slipped on his fanged wolf helm, drew the Sword of the North Wind, and stepped forward. 
 
    Taeranna drew out her twin scimitars, and Max opted to pull the shield from his back.  The two saluted each other again, and then began to circle at a respectful distance.  That lasted only a couple of seconds before Taeranna spun in.  She battered Max’s shield, and the luranar kept it firmly in front of him, unaware that she had turned her blades so their notches would hook the shield’s edge.  She spun again, ripping the shield from Max’s arm such that he staggered, and she threw the heater away to the side of the road. 
 
    The mercenaries laughed as Taeranna strode nonchalantly around in another circle.  Max touched his forearm briefly, but then put both hands on the pommel of his sword.  Instead of circling, now he set his feet and turned side to side, keeping her at a particular angle, wary of being overwhelmed from both sides by her dual blades.  When she danced in again, Max seemed to move on instinct, and he drove the woman’s attacks aside, letting her waste energy without ever threatening a meaningful hit. 
 
    Taeranna paused and dashed sideways, then took up a stance and considered Max.  Leighandra could see the slight change in the woman’s breathing.  Her routines were quick, but she couldn’t keep them up for long.  Now, she stared at Max with a measured gaze, and the chronicler expected the fight would begin in earnest.  Rather than dance and spin, Taeranna stalked at Max with cold intent evident in her gaze. 
 
    Max used the length of his blade to keep her at bay, but just like with Taeranna’s flashy style, he could only keep it up for so long before he would tire.  Leighandra had seen her luranar friend fight before, but she wondered why she’d never been impressed with him those previous times.  He had a simple but concise style, all business with little flash or pomp, the technique of a man who treated combat like a necessary evil, and not something he wanted to engage in.  But it was something he had been trained well for, and that showed through easily.  In her mind’s eye, the chronicler saw him decapitate the undead yeti and hack into the nose of the dragon before cutting its head off, too, with savage fury. 
 
    This young man is not someone to be trifled with, certainly not with that sword… 
 
    Leighandra looked across at the mercenaries and saw they were shocked that the fight had lasted this long.  With how quickly Taeranna had stripped Max of his shield, even the chronicler wasn’t sure he was going to last.  But once the first hostilities had taken place, he’d settled in, and now he fended her off with the practice and patience that said he was going to be a terrific king to his people – and a fantastic leader of the nations, once he could rally them. 
 
    They traded a couple of routines, Max frustrating the shakna-rir woman with his reach and defensive expertise.  Both were becoming fatigued, but Taeranna seemed the more desperate to bring their duel to a close.  Max accepted a slice along the side of his breastplate where Galadon had hammered out the dents and punctures from the dragon’s claws.  The scimitar wasn’t heavy enough to penetrate his armor on an indirect hit, and he used the opportunity to hit the woman’s other weapon with his own.  The ice-like blade of the Sword of the North Wind shattered the scimitar, and Taeranna stumbled out of the way of any follow-up. 
 
    The Desert Eagle reached to the back of her belt, but patted the base of her tail, realizing she had shed her extra weapons when she didn’t take this fight seriously.  She flipped her scimitar into her other hand and twirled it a couple of times, but Leighandra could see the doubt in her gaze now.  She hadn’t expected much from the young luranar king, and she was learning a humiliating lesson.  To his credit, Max didn’t taunt her.  If anything, he looked emotionless – and Leighandra knew that was when he was at his most dangerous. 
 
    Taeranna quick-stepped in on him and tried to get within the useless inner range of his sword, but Max drove her weapon aside preemptively and turned to throw his shoulder into the woman’s chest.  Taeranna lost her footing completely and landed on her rump, and by the time she got her wits about her to bring her sword up again, Max had his own to her throat.  The Desert Eagle cast her remaining scimitar aside and held her hands up. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” Max commanded.  Leighandra was intrigued that his tone was much softer than the words suggested.  “And remove your helm.” 
 
    Taeranna rose to a knee submissively, and took her helmet off, holding it under one arm.  Her eyes widened when she felt the keen edge of Max’s sword touch the back of her neck.  “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You never arranged or asked for quarter,” Max said. 
 
    “You said I could return empty-handed to my queen…” 
 
    “And so you shall… under a shroud.” 
 
    Audrei straightened up in her saddle.  “Max?” 
 
    “At least allow me a warrior’s death,” Taeranna requested. 
 
    “You mocked me, promised – in front of my wife! – to send me home a cripple, and threatened to kill my friend,” Max growled.  “I am returning the same honor you bestowed upon me.  Tilt your head down, for when I cut it off, I do not want to see your face.” 
 
    “General?” one of the mercenaries prompted. 
 
    Leighandra put her hand to her saber when the mercenaries reached for their weapons.  Max, what are you doing?  Tell me this is a test of some kind, she thought.  She looked over at Audrei, who was silent now.  Did she know Max was only testing the woman?  He had to be, didn’t he? 
 
    “Stand down,” Taeranna commanded.  “That’s an order, Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, stand down, or you’ll be joining her,” Galadon called across, and Delkantar laid his bow across his lap at the knight’s words. 
 
    Max put both hands on the pommel of his sword again.  “For what it is worth, you were a fine adversary.  But I cannot allow you to harass my friend, and I will not let you harry us for the rest of our journey.  An example must be made.” 
 
    Taeranna nodded and tilted her head down, hiding her face from him as requested.  The luranar paladin sighed quietly and shook his head.  He brought his foot up and pushed the woman face-down into the dirt suddenly, and then slapped her at the base of the tail so hard with the flat of his blade that it left a considerable dent in her armor.  Taeranna screamed out in pain, and Max took his foot off of her and went to collect his shield from the side of the road. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” the Desert Eagle yelled. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want to call him that,” Starlenia hooted.  “Now he’s liable to kill you!” 
 
    Max slung the shield over his back, and after snorting in the direction of the mercenaries, he returned to Taeranna’s side.  “Glad to see that hurts you as much as it does my people,” he said as she writhed on the ground, gripping the dented armor and the possibly-dislocated tail beneath it.  “Lion, do your people invoke life-debts?” 
 
    “If they are demanded of us, sir,” the young man returned. 
 
    “You now owe me the honor of your life, then,” Max told the Desert Eagle.  “When – or if – you can get back in your saddle, you will accompany us to the town of Tribuchy, where you will remain until I have decided on a use for you.” 
 
    She barely managed to nod, still wracked with pain.  Max approached his companions and stood beside his wife.  “My husband,” Audrei said, leaning down to kiss his armored snout. 
 
    Leighandra shook her head.  “I have to say, when she took your shield, I thought you were in trouble.” 
 
    “Did you forget he just killed a dragon not a week past?” Yiilu asked. 
 
    Max looked back over his shoulder.  “She is arrogant,” he offered.  “And only grew more so when she thought she had me at a disadvantage.  My father would have beaten her rump far more severely than that.” 
 
    Audrei rubbed her backside reflexively, and Leighandra laughed. 
 
    “Well fought, my friend,” Galadon said with a nod, and Delkantar bobbed his head in agreement. 
 
    Starlenia smirked.  “You’re just full of surprises.  Can’t wait to see what you can do when that sword starts sprouting flame for you.” 
 
    Max looked at the hilt of his sword.  “Hmph.” 
 
    “They look to be considering treachery,” Yiilu said with a gesture toward the other group.  “We should not let down our guard.” 
 
    “I thought you really were going to kill her, with the way you talked about protecting me,” Lion said.  “I’m glad I was wrong, sir, but at the same time, I thank you.” 
 
    Max looked up at his squire.  “I would not leave her husband a widower and her children without a mother without a much stronger reason than being arrogant and doing her duty.” 
 
    The shakna-rir’s brow creased.  “How did you know…?” 
 
    “She called herself Dame Taeranna,” the luranar king answered.  “I know enough of your people to distinguish certain forms of address.  While I never visited the seat of your monarchy, I was trained to possibly act as an ambassador to your empire as well.” 
 
    He led his horse over to Taeranna, who was on her side now, her teeth still gritted in pain though she no longer thrashed about.  Max offered her his hand, and helped her rise to her feet slowly, stiffly, the pain at the base of her tail something Leighandra couldn’t imagine.  He let the woman collect her remaining weapon, but she couldn’t even crouch down, so he retrieved it for her and slid it into her scabbard. 
 
    “You have much to learn,” he told her.  “Consider yourself fortunate that you learned this lesson at my hands, and not at the claws of a dragon.” 
 
    The Desert Eagle considered him with a creased brow.  “It’s been some time since I so badly underestimated someone in combat,” she returned.  “I can’t help but think I have been humbled by the gods today, and not just you.” 
 
    Max nodded and helped her up and into her saddle.  She sat awkwardly and let forth a little cry as she settled her weight.  “I think you broke my tail.” 
 
    “That was my intent.  Not being able to sit properly for a few days should help this lesson remain with you for the remainder of your life.  Now, if you come with us to Tribuchy and my wife tends to your tail, will you tell us what we would like to know about your empire?” 
 
    “I will, sir.  Whether my men like it or not.” 
 
    “Let us continue, then,” Max said with a gesture to Galadon, and the human knight prodded Galrinthor forward. 
 
    Max mounted up and rode beside Taeranna, and Leighandra could see the woman’s spirit was crushed.  How long had it been since she’d lost a fight?  That could’ve been a decade or more, and the long tail of hair she kept in the rir tradition said as much.  The chronicler had just started to wonder if the woman would cut her tail of hair off when she produced her hunting knife and did just that. 
 
    Taeranna braided the tail of hair while they rode, and then presented it to Max.  “Not many have the honor of presenting this to their superior.  Dispose of it if you wish, but I give this to you as a trophy, sir.  When my husband sees me without it, he will be disappointed, I’m sure, but he will praise your name for sparing my life.  And so will I.  As I regrow this tail of hair, I will always be reminded of your mercy.” 
 
    “If I were to kill you, I would risk plunging my kingdom into war with yours.  I believe your people outnumber mine by thousands to every one of us.  No insult is worth that sort of risk to my people.  I am also understanding of your duty, whether I agree with how your people see to things or not.” 
 
    “Yes, I apologize for my insult to you and for speaking it before your wife.” 
 
    “Apology accepted.” 
 
    “I hope you understand what I said to you,” Taeranna offered, turning to Lion. 
 
    “I do.  Loyal to a fault, that’s how our people are,” the teen returned. 
 
    “Fortunately, my men are loyal to me, not the throne,” the Desert Eagle said.  “They will do nothing unless ordered.  Isn’t that right, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    “Good, then you can tell us what is happening in your homeland,” Max said, and the woman agreed silently as they rode. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XVIII – A Question of Honor 
 
      
 
    “I suppose this reinforces Starlenia’s earlier thoughts about sending someone into Aurun Ch’Gurra,” Max said, watching the retreating form of Taeranna Sakiveldi.  The Desert Eagle made her way up to a rented room along with her men, leaving the companions to discuss what they’d just been told. 
 
    None of it was good.  While Leighandra knew there was trouble in the heart of the shakna-rir empire, Taeranna had spoken more openly than normal while in Max’s debt.  The tale she had spun was one that went far beyond political intrigue.  The chronicler had written down as much as she could, and she perused her notes while the others digested what they’d heard along with their dinners. 
 
    “Perhaps that is our next step after we have gathered these seals and completed whatever task they are designed for,” Yiilu suggested.  “Such would require secreting Lion away should we approach the empire as a whole, but would the Sword of Southern Flame not be in Aurun Ch’Gurra somewhere anyway?” 
 
    “My father may be in possession of that sword,” Lion offered.  “If he hasn’t been put in prison or executed since Taeranna was dispatched to hunt me down, we may be able to contact him and ask of its whereabouts.” 
 
    “Seems weird that they left him as warlord, considering they overthrew his wife to take the throne,” Galadon said.  “The politics of your homeland are quite strange.” 
 
    Lion grunted but didn’t disagree. 
 
    “There is one other thing we can do for information,” Leighandra said, consulting her notes.  “Taeranna gave us a few names… perhaps we can give the list to Karinda and see if any of them were in that note we recovered from the first necromancer we killed.” 
 
    “It’s a start,” Delkantar shrugged.  “I doubt if whoever’s behind the necromancy will be using the same name they wear as a mask in the empire, though – and that’s assuming they’re all in the same place.  There’s just so much we don’t know, and don’t have the information to put it all together just yet.” 
 
    “Patience,” Max said, and Audrei laid her hand atop his.  “Remember that we have allies coming, powerful allies that may be able to take some of this weight off of our shoulders, or else divert attention away from us that makes things simpler.” 
 
    Starlenia bobbed her head.  “Exactly.  Once Delkantar’s girlfriend gets here, our enemies are going to have to either speed up their plans or else slow them down and really get all of their affairs lined up before they pursue their ultimate goals.” 
 
    “My girlfriend?” 
 
    “Karian Vanador,” Yiilu answered with a muffled laugh. 
 
    “Who I’m sure will have a strong opinion on whether Aurun Ch’Gurra or the Tempis’ra should be our next goal,” Galadon said, snickering at the perturbed ranger. 
 
    “I’m just concerned by this Ehren Hrykel person that Taeranna mentioned,” Lion said.  “I’ve never heard of her before, and if she is a powerful and influential enough priestess that she could back an overthrow, I should have some inkling of who she is.” 
 
    “Her name doesn’t even sound shakna-rir,” Leighandra said. 
 
    “It could be short for Hrykeldi,” the teen explained.  “Some families like to distinguish themselves by doing something to their names to be different from the rest of us.  Typically, it has the opposite effect, as they mark themselves as pompous malcontents or such, but whoever this Ehren Hrykel is, she has powerful friends and a lot of influence over the noble families.  Or at least over one of them.” 
 
    “What sort of priestess plunges an entire empire into a state of disruption, or even war, to advance political schemes?” Audrei asked. 
 
    “The sort being influenced by demons and outside forces,” Max replied quietly, and his wife regarded him with wide eyes.  “Starlenia’s theories seem to prove truer by the minute.  It may be that the shakna-rir empire has fallen under the sway of a demon king intent on helping to unleash its companion trapped under the desert sand.  Against the two forces, I am not certain even the army my father raised could stand for long.” 
 
    Starlenia held up a finger.  “But your father didn’t have Delkantar’s girlfriend!” 
 
    “Oh, would you knock it off?” the ranger grumbled, sitting back with his arms folded across his chest.  “She’s not even human…” 
 
    “What difference does that make?” 
 
    Delkantar rolled his eyes.  “She’s a legend, and I’m sure she’s a lovely woman, but I’d much prefer a woman I can properly kiss, for starters.” 
 
    “You could always try kissing her somewhere else.  Might get better results,” the rogue said, silencing the table. 
 
    “You know, sometimes I really hate you,” Delkantar grumbled. 
 
    Max threw his napkin across at the Okonashai woman.  “You know what the worst thing is about your humor, Starlenia?  I cannot even fault you for saying these things in front of women, because you are a woman!”  He tried to turn an apologetic look Audrei’s way, but found his wife stifling her own laughter, and he sighed. 
 
    Galadon was still trying to bite down his amusement.  “What are we to do with Taeranna and her men?  If we release them, they can go straight back to the usurper and her priestess and tell them everything about us.” 
 
    “Yes, they can,” Max answered.  “I will request that they do not.  I cannot ask them to lie to their monarch, but they can abstain from saying anything other than that they were defeated.  It will be a question of honor whether they heed my wishes.  But I will not hold her bound to me beyond today.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should let them go to sleep and then leave town quietly,” Yiilu suggested.  “The seal’s pull is to the west from here, so it is close by, but not in the town itself.” 
 
    “We should ask Karinda about keeping hidden from scryers,” Leighandra added.  “That a wizard can so easily track us from afar is disturbing.  Makes me think the Crimson Queen will be doing so herself before long, if she isn’t already.” 
 
    “We will leave in the morning and send them on their way,” Max said.  “We are not the ones who will slip out of town like whipped or scared dogs.” 
 
    The druidess nodded her agreement.  “Then let us get our due rest, that we are ready for whatever may befall us on the morrow.” 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, the desert can be pretty treacherous this time of year,” Taeranna said with a dramatic glance at the cloudless sky.  She swung up into her saddle and showed only mild discomfort.  “Could take us months to get back home.  Isn’t that right, gentlemen?” 
 
    There were some chuckles from her men, but no disagreements. 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t convince you to travel with us?  We could use more capable blades and minds,” Galadon offered, though by his expression, Leighandra wasn’t sure he felt as welcoming as the words indicated. 
 
    “Such would be seen as treason, and I can’t put my family or my men’s families at risk,” the Desert Eagle returned.  “It’s an unfortunate truth of serving the empire: It doesn’t matter what I think is right and wrong, only what the throne says.  To fight against it… would be to end up running for our lives, like Lion.” 
 
    “Yeah, better to do the wrong thing and be safe,” Delkantar said with a roll of his eyes.  He didn’t bother waiting for a response, but instead mounted up and trotted along the road. 
 
    “Why didn’t they send you after my sister first?” Lion asked.  Taeranna looked away.  “Oh no, did they?  Is she dead?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that,” the Desert Eagle returned.  “Anyway, we should be off.  The longer we remain near you, the more likely you are to draw further attention.  I’ll do what I can to keep further pursuit away from Lion, but I make no guarantees.  I wish it was as simple as your other companion believes, I really do…” 
 
    “Do not worry about it,” Max said.  “You are giving us time, and with all that sits before us, that may be one of the most precious things you can give.  I release you from your debt to me.  Return home, be safe, and when this conflict comes to a head, I hope to find you by my side rather than staring me down a second time.” 
 
    “That goes for me as well.  I thank you, king of the luranar.  May the gods light your path.  In honor, strength… and in strength, victory.  Farewell.” 
 
    Max watched them ride off to the south before he swung up into his saddle.  “Interesting woman,” he mused.  “I wonder, should the possibility of restoring Lion’s sister become likely, if she would join our side.  Delkantar’s words stung her more than she would care to admit.” 
 
    “Is your sister still alive, then?” Galadon asked the teen. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Had Taeranna killed my sister, she would have said so plainly.” 
 
    “I can understand her struggle,” Leighandra said.  “To be caught between doing what she thinks is right and what is required by law or loyalty… and to have all of it tempered by concern for her family.  Not an enviable position.” 
 
    The luranar paladin nodded.  “Yiilu, if you would lead the way?” 
 
    “Follow me,” the druidess said.  She rubbed her hand along her horse’s shoulder and spoke to it in the melodic tones of the elven tongue, and it ran off with extra spring in its step. 
 
    The ride was short-lived.  The seal pulled off into the forest, and rather than drag their horses through the underbrush, they returned to town and left their faithful mounts at the stable.  When they returned to the western road, the seal took them into the forest, where Delkantar and Yiilu were most at home.  Between the druidess’ soothing talks with the trees and the ranger’s skill at tracking and trailblazing, they made good time even through the denser woods here. 
 
    A rocky bluff jutted up rudely through the woods, but undaunted, the trees simply grew up its sides and in every crag where water could drip.  At the top of the bluff stood the remains of what had no doubt been an old fire tower, one that eventually grew into a watch tower as the nearby town grew larger.  Leighandra wondered at its abandoned state, and she jogged up next to Delkantar and pointed it out to him, as if he might have missed it. 
 
    “What do you make of that?” 
 
    “What do I make of it?” he returned.  “A sign of trouble.  We’re close enough to the town that a watch tower with that sort of vantage point would be silly to abandon.  So whatever is out here with the seal probably isn’t friendly.  Chances are, it drove off or killed anyone who tried to man the watch tower.” 
 
    “Hmmm, but the tower’s still there.  Safe to say it’s not a dragon or wyvern, then?” she prodded, referring to the smaller kin of dragons. 
 
    Delkantar shrugged.  “I’d never make any assumptions, but there is a bit of logic to your thinking.  A dragon probably would’ve just knocked it over.  Not sure a wyvern has that kind of strength, but then I suspect a wyvern might’ve roosted on the top.  Don’t really have a lot of experience with those, though.” 
 
    “Wyverns roost primarily on cliffs,” Yiilu said from several paces away while Vo’rii danced around her, sniffing the ground for clues.  “There are numerous broods of them between Xii’briiosel and Dira Ch’Tori, where the coast is rockiest.  I am not certain they are common here in the interior lands.” 
 
    “Trouble?” Galadon asked as he and Max stepped up beside the stopped trio. 
 
    “Not sure yet,” Delkantar admitted.  “But that abandoned tower tells me we’re not in friendly territory.  Max, can you and Audrei smell anything?  Vo’rii doesn’t seem alarmed yet.” 
 
    The luranar king shook his head.  “I neither smell nor sense anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Yiilu?” the human knight prompted.  The druidess pointed toward the bluff wordlessly.  “Of course.  Del, Lion, Starlenia: Split up and scout around the area.  Whistle if you need help or else just return here.  We’ll set up a short camp and get some food going.  Gods know what we’re going to get into today.” 
 
    The scouts set off in opposite directions.  Without asking or being asked, Yiilu did the same with Vo’rii.  Audrei cooked a quick lunch, and by the time the food was ready to serve, the four and a half scouts had returned.  Audrei dished out the food, and it wasn’t until Leighandra had a bowl of hot stew in hand that it occurred to her that a queen had prepared lunch.  She smirked but kept the thought to herself. 
 
    “There are old mining tunnels through every side of the bluff, though I’m not sure how deep any of them go,” Delkantar said.  “They’re all long-since deserted, and that may have as much to do with the tower up top being abandoned as any sort of violent menace.  It does seem a little odd to me to destabilize the bluff when there was a watch tower up there, but if they found gold or something, they may not have cared.” 
 
    “Any indication of which mine the seal pulls to?” Max asked. 
 
    Yiilu shook her head.  “It could be any of them, but this bluff is certainly where the seal is leading.  Not too far along it, but somewhere at this end, that will be our destination.” 
 
    “I only saw one that showed any signs of disturbance,” Starlenia added.  “Could be a bear or something, but I didn’t get close enough to see for sure.” 
 
    “We’ll start there,” Galadon said.  “After lunch.” 
 
    The friends laughed and shared the meal.  Once they had cleaned up the camp, they left their heavier things and prepared for trouble.  Starlenia led them northwest around the bluff, and Leighandra could see that Delkantar’s concerns were well-founded.  The mines were haphazard and numerous, and little thought had been put into how stable the bluff would be after carving so many unnatural caverns into it.  It made the chronicler a little uneasy about walking into any of the mines – and walking into a mine in general wasn’t something she looked forward to. 
 
    Starlenia gestured toward the entryway she suspected, and Delkantar scampered forward far enough to look at some of the tracks.  “Not a bear.  Something cat-like, but big,” he said, and he sat back on his haunches and thought to himself.  “By the size, I might suspect a griffon, but then there’d be two different kinds of tracks in the same place, and griffons don’t roost in caves.  Yiilu, any ideas?” 
 
    The druidess inspected the tracks and let Vo’rii sniff around.  The wolf’s hackles rose almost immediately, and she let forth an uncharacteristic growl, staring at the mine entrance.  “I suspect it is something unnatural.  It would appear to be feline, as you said, but the size and depth of the marks is too large to be a lion or tiger – and neither is native to this area regardless.” 
 
    “It’s a cat, Max,” Starlenia said, and he turned a curious gaze her way.  “You’re a dog.  Go chase it away.” 
 
    Leighandra had to bite her hand to stop from laughing.  She felt a little less bad when she saw that Audrei was doing the same. 
 
    “Are we back to this old joke?” the luranar paladin demanded. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to get too puffed up now that you’re a king…” 
 
    Max snorted.  “Around this group, that is highly unlikely.” 
 
    Delkantar approached the cave mouth cautiously, still examining the tracks, though he looked up periodically to make sure nothing was watching from the darkness.  Leighandra got the sense he was trying to gauge how recent the tracks were, and what they said about the cat’s general routines.  He hesitated when he reached the cave mouth, but then crept a few steps closer and into the very edge of the shadow. 
 
    A loud click sounded, and the ranger muttered, “Oh, crap,” before several projectiles shot from within the cave and hit him.  His armor fended off most of them, but one got him in the arm and he yelped in shock.  He brushed the dart free of his flesh as he retreated back, and he laughed at the pitiful attack.  It wasn’t until he started scratching compulsively at the wound that he and the others realized something was wrong. 
 
    Yiilu rushed forward and cut his tunic away enough to see the wound, and already the area around it was black.  “Necrosis!” she gasped.  “By the Earth Mother… Audrei, quickly!  Get some water boiling immediately.  I need a length of cord, someone.” 
 
    Max pulled Taeranna’s hair from his belt and handed it to the druidess.  She regarded it skeptically for only an instant before she used it to tie off the ranger’s arm.  Black lines traced up and down his arm away from the wound, and Delkantar gritted his teeth and then screamed.  The druidess put her hand to his forehead and whispered a prayer to the Earth Mother, and the ranger’s eyes rolled back up into his head before he passed out. 
 
    “That will buy us some precious minutes, but not many,” Yiilu said.  “Starlenia, heat one of your knives in Audrei’s fire and prepare to cut away any flesh that does not respond to our treatment.  Leighandra, mash these berries into a paste and then mix it with a few drops of wine.  Lion, Galadon: See if you two can find any kashar plants and bring me a couple of their wide fronds.  If they have flowers or berries, bring a few of each as well.  Max…” 
 
    “I shall watch the cave,” he said, drawing his sword and taking up a protective stance before his friends. 
 
    Everyone set to the tasks the druidess assigned them.  Leighandra looked at Delkantar every few minutes, his brow slick with sweat but his breathing slow and quiet.  Something was definitely amiss in all this.  What sort of cat set dart traps on the entrance to its lair?  Had those been there already, left over from when the mine was abandoned?  Or was the cat not a cat at all, but some hybrid being never seen before that would prove cunning and wicked? 
 
    The chronicler finished her task and handed the mixture to Yiilu.  The druidess added it to Audrei’s pot of water, which was slowly coming to a boil.  The men returned with a handful of the fronds the druid had requested, but no flowers or berries. 
 
    “No worries there.  They would not be immediately useful, just helpful to have on hand for any such future mishaps,” Yiilu told them.  She crushed one of the leaves and added it to the pot.  “I suspect once this poultice reaches a boil, we will be able to save him, but all we can do for the moment is wait.” 
 
    Leighandra swallowed at that.  Though he was asleep, the black lines were still tracing along the length of Delkantar’s arm, only held at bay by the tourniquet and his druid-induced hibernation-sleep.  Yiilu was in a race against time, but the mixture she added to the pot didn’t seem to care one bit, taking every usual agonizing minute to come to a boil.  But eventually it did, and the druidess poured it – completely uncooled – onto the wound. 
 
    The ranger’s flesh sizzled as the boiling mixture burned his skin, but the blackness around the wound disappeared.  The damage was still there, but the flesh was red now, blistered and torn, sore and weeping.  The ebon lines slowly receded, but Delkantar’s arm was a mess, and Yiilu waited until the blackness had completely dissipated before she untied the cord.  Delkantar groaned in his sleep, and then his eyes shot open and he screamed in agony. 
 
    Yiilu was already applying one of her salves to the wounds on his arm.  Audrei came and laid her hand on him, that soft glow emanating from it again.  The ranger sighed and relaxed under her touch, and Yiilu stopped applying the salve when she saw the effect Audrei’s healing ministrations were having.  Leighandra rose and approached, and she watched in wide-eyed shock as the ranger’s wounds sealed and healed over. 
 
    Audrei paid no mind to the looks she received, her eyes closed as she prayed quietly in the luranar tongue and kept her hand to Delkantar.  “Feeling better, my friend?” she asked when she opened her eyes and met his gaze. 
 
    Delkantar looked at his arm, then back up at Audrei.  “I knew I was right about you,” he said, sitting up.  “Thank you both.  I can’t believe a stupid little dart just almost killed me.” 
 
    “That was the fastest-acting venom I have ever seen whose effects were so devastating,” Yiilu mused.  “We must take great care if we continue farther into this mine.” 
 
    “Let me go ahead and take a look,” Starlenia said.  “We used to protect areas of our land with cleverly-hidden tripwires and such.  I may be able to root out anything else that was left in this entryway.” 
 
    She set off to her task.  Delkantar insisted he felt fine again, so the rest of them waited on the rogue.  Starlenia returned after a few minutes at a brisk jog.  “There’s something in there.  Not sure how far, but it’s not near the entrance.  Doesn’t seem to be any other tricks or traps at the entrance, but I can hear breathing deeper in.” 
 
    “Not like a dragon’s breathing, I hope,” Leighandra muttered. 
 
    “Not that I can tell, but it is loud.” 
 
    They moved in as a group, and Leighandra called upon her arcane song once more to light their way.  Max took the lead, carrying his shield before him to ward off any more darts.  They passed a rack of hand crossbows that had apparently fired the volley that caught Delkantar, but there were no signs of others.  Starlenia examined the triggering mechanism, but it wasn’t anything extraordinary.  The mine itself had no track for carts of any kind, and the floor was hard stone.  Every so often, loose grit would fall from the ceiling, and it reminded Leighandra of just how precarious the stability of the bluff might be. 
 
    There were several side rooms off of the main corridor, but only one held anything of interest.  It had a bedroll and several chests, as though someone had taken up residence here.  If that was the case, they were long gone by Delkantar’s estimate.  The bedroll hadn’t seen use in months from what he could tell, but Vo’rii’s growl when she sniffed the bedding said it hadn’t belonged to anyone trustworthy. 
 
    The chests held little but for some empty bags and a rolled-up parchment.  Delkantar unrolled the parchment and his eyebrows went up, but then he looked at the women, rolled it back up, and passed it to Galadon.  The human paladin had a similar reaction, and so Max leaned over to see what they were looking at. 
 
    “Is that… a demon of some kind?” he asked. 
 
    “A succubus,” Galadon confirmed. 
 
    Lion took a look.  “It’s a stunning drawing,” he said with little other reaction. 
 
    Leighandra swiped it from the paladin’s hand and took a look for herself.  No doubt the artist had some considerable talent, but who drew a picture of a nude succubus and then left it rolled up in a cave somewhere?  And then there were inconsistencies… Leighandra raised her own brows and looked at the men, most of whom had the good grace to be embarrassed. 
 
    “She has snake-like features,” she said.  “Scales, that nose, the set of her eyes and their pupils.  Could it be this was a half-syrinthian, half-succubus?  Or are there winged syrinthians?” 
 
    Audrei took a look and scratched absently behind an ear.  “Could it be this was the occupant of the cave?” 
 
    “With a drawing of herself?  Seems a bit odd,” Delkantar said. 
 
    “Who or whatever she is, she’s not what I heard breathing deeper in this mine,” Starlenia said.  “Let’s keep moving.  You boys can stare at the naked woman later.” 
 
    Yiilu snorted, something Leighandra had never heard, and the druidess accompanied their Okonashai companion back out into the main corridor.  They continued along, and Leighandra gave Delkantar a cool look as he tucked the rolled-up parchment into his belt. 
 
    “What?” he demanded. 
 
    “Boys,” she returned. 
 
    “It’s a clue…” 
 
    “It certainly is.  It’s just a matter of to what.” 
 
    The ranger waved off her nagging and sped up to take point again.  They passed a few other turn-offs and side rooms, but Starlenia didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  The sound of the heavy breathing grew more pronounced the farther in they went.  They headed directly toward it, only pausing to make certain nothing would come out behind them to cut off their retreat if necessary. 
 
    The center of the bluff, assuming they had gone that far, opened up into a wide cavern.  Scaffolding was built along every rock face, abandoned and left to rot now, but Leighandra could see that once, there had been numerous veins of something here.  Whether it had been gold, iron ore, or something else, she wasn’t sure, but the men of the area had done their utmost to strip it from the land.  She wondered if such perturbed Yiilu, but the druidess seemed to pay little mind to their surroundings. 
 
    The heavy breathing turned out to be nothing of the sort, instead resulting from the wind blowing into and sucking out of the cave network.  Here, it was louder and disconcerting, but at least it wasn’t a dragon… 
 
    What was more interesting was the creature that lay caged at the cavern’s center.  Now, they could see the reason for the confusion of the tracks.  The creature was massive, easily twice the size of Galrinthor.  It was leonine in appearance, except where the head should have been, there was instead a humanoid torso.  The creature’s head was leonine, and the human-like torso was still covered in fur, but this was something Leighandra had never heard of, much less seen before.  Rounding out its odd appearance were two massive, impressively-feathered wings.  She thought of sphinxes but wasn’t sure this quite fit the description; what was more, sphinxes were completely mythical.  There were no records of any such beings ever existing upon Citaria. 
 
    The creature rose to its feet and its humanoid hands gripped the bars of the cage.  “For what purpose have you come?” 
 
    The companions looked around at each other.  “Yiilu?” Max prompted. 
 
    “The seal points directly at it,” she answered. 
 
    “Will you attack us if we set you free?” the luranar king asked. 
 
    “My place is not to attack, but to question.  For what purpose have you come?” 
 
    “We seek the jade seal in your possession,” Max answered, moving forward.  There was no sign of any key to the cage’s oversized lock.  He pulled forth the Sword of the North Wind and cleaved the lock in two, then stepped back. 
 
    The creature opened the gate and stepped forth from its cage, stretching out to tower above the luranar.  Its wingspan was incredible.  “For months I have been in that dreadful prison!  Have you dispatched the one who captured me?” 
 
    “Months?” Delkantar echoed.  “Tracks weren’t that old… they couldn’t have been…” 
 
    “There’s no one else here but us, sir,” Galadon said.  “Do you have the seal, and will you give it to us if so?” 
 
    “If you can answer my riddle, I will give you what you wish.” 
 
    “I take it the one who caged you couldn’t answer it?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “He misunderstood what you wish.  There is a vast difference between what one wants and what one needs.  When one makes a wish, it is often with the former in mind, but when their wishes are granted, it is the latter they receive.” 
 
    “Great riddle.  Can we have the seal now?” 
 
    The creature smiled, but its leonine countenance looked nothing shy of predatory when it grinned.  “Answer me this, if you can: Six men and one woman undertook a journey which lasted one year.  During the journey, they stopped at each one’s home, and each left one gift at each house, including their own.  The woman, however, died along the journey, and only made it to six of the homes.  If each home contained the same amount of value at the start, and each gift was of the same value, whose home was the poorer for the woman’s death?” 
 
    Leighandra did her best to memorize the riddle as quickly as possible. 
 
    “How many guesses do we get?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Silence,” Yiilu said, holding her hand up.  “Do not answer.  Come with me a moment.” 
 
    They followed the druidess a short distance away, and the creature stood with its arms folded across its humanoid torso, still smiling.  That wasn’t exactly comforting to Leighandra. 
 
    “Tell me you know the answer,” Starlenia said, “because this riddle doesn’t make a lick of sense to me.  There doesn’t seem to be enough information to solve it.  The obvious guess would be the woman’s, since if she visited six homes, wouldn’t… but, no.  Does it stand to reason they started at her home?  It doesn’t make a lot of sense.” 
 
    “Leighandra, have you ever encountered this riddle?  Did perhaps your mother ever mention it to you?” Yiilu asked. 
 
    “Not that I can recall, and being a storyteller, I think I’d remember.” 
 
    “I seem to remember something like this from one of my visits to your homeland, but this is not an elven riddle, is it?” Max asked, and Yiilu shook her head.  “Was it a czarikk parable? Was this a story shared by the scale-folk, perhaps, and that I heard translated into elvish?” 
 
    “Yes, I think it was, though I am having difficulty recalling the answer.  It seems like a mathematical question, but it is not.  As Starlenia said, there is information lacking, but that was never the point.  It was supposed to speak to something the czarikk believed, but what was it?” Yiilu asked no one in particular. 
 
    Delkantar looked over his shoulder.  “So, what happens if we answer incorrectly, can you tell us that at least?” 
 
    “You die, mortal.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll kill us?” 
 
    “I cannot say how, only that you will die.  Only the ones this seal was meant for will properly answer this riddle, and those who fail will meet their end.  And then I will have to return the seals that led you here to their rightful protectors.  Please do not answer incorrectly.  I do hate to travel, especially so late in the year,” the creature returned, spreading its wings out to look at them. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” Starlenia whispered. 
 
    “If it is, it’s not a funny one,” Audrei sighed. 
 
    “A czarikk parable, yes… I think I remember,” Max said.  “On my first visit to Queen Tiyaana’s court, there were czarikk emissaries there as well, and they told this parable, though it didn’t translate exactly into elvish, much less into our own.  Now, hearing it in the trade tongue… I’m trying to remember.  Circles, numbers… this is not so different than the story Starlenia told.  It is not about the numbers or the values, but the people.  Come.” 
 
    The luranar king strode over and stood straight before the creature.  “Would you please repeat the riddle, sir?” 
 
    “Six men and one woman undertook a journey which lasted one year.  During the journey, they stopped at each one’s home, and each left one gift at each house, including their own.  The woman, however, died along the journey, and only made it to six of the homes.  If each home contained the same amount of value at the start, and each gift was of the same value, whose home was the poorer for the woman’s death?” 
 
    Max nodded as the repetition seemed to confirm his thoughts. “Ours,” he said.  “Our home is the poorer for it, for we are all one, all interconnected, one family below the heavens.” 
 
    The sphinx-like creature didn’t react at first, and Leighandra feared the worst.  But then that smile creased its face again, less predatory now, and it bowed low, though it was still as tall as Max when it did.  “When you stand before the czarikk, you will know the words by which to capture their hearts,” the creature said. 
 
    It placed its fingers into the center of its chest and then opened it like a cabinet.  Leighandra wasn’t the only one to gasp as they saw this was no creature, but a construct of some kind given a semblance of life.  That was a truly amazing use of artificing and the arcane, and the companions stood amazed.  And there, in place of its heart, was the fifth jade seal.  It knelt down so that Max could take possession of it.  “Take this with my blessing and that of the gods.” 
 
    There was a slow clap from the rear of the chamber, and the friends whirled around to behold the massive form of a half-demon.  The man was easily seven feet tall, muscular and dark with all ebon features.  He wore blackened leather armor, but unlike the suits worn by some of the friends, his was covered with the tools of the trade that clearly said killer.  He wasn’t carrying any swords or other large blades on his hips or back, but Leighandra knew that with serilian-rir, that could be a bad sign. 
 
    “Well done,” he said.  “I’ve been trying to coax that stone out of this fool for months.  I suppose this explains why starvation and torture failed to work.  Fortunately, the same will not hold true for the rest of you.” 
 
    Galadon scowled.  “Who are you, and what business do you have with the seals?” 
 
    “In most circles, I am known as BlackWing.  Don’t worry your pretty little heads about what I want the seals for.  Rest assured you won’t like it, and you’ll try to stop me, and I’ll kill you.  So, let’s get to it.” 
 
    “If you insist,” the knight said, drawing his greatsword. 
 
    “Will you aid us?” Delkantar asked the sphinx as he drew his own swords. 
 
    “That is not my place, mortal.  I am a guardian.  We do not take sides.” 
 
    “Fireblade would beg to disagree!” Starlenia said.  After hesitating, she pulled forth the bone dagger rather than her second kukri.  “Look at this fool: too stupid to even bring a knife to a sword fight.” 
 
    BlackWing buried his hands in the folds of his cloak, and when he pulled them forth, he had bladed cesti on them.  He spat something on the back of them and then smiled. 
 
    Delkantar straightened up.  “Tell me that’s not the same venom I was hit with…” 
 
    “Oh no, young human.  This is far more potent.  And if you think being stabbed with it was painful, wait until I sink my fangs into you.” 
 
    Max slipped his shield down from his back and advanced on the larger man.  He took a few conservative swings, just enough to irritate the serilian-rir and gain his full attention.  The others began to form a circle around their seemingly outnumbered opponent. 
 
    “Max!” Audrei barked.  “He has a demon in him!  Can’t you feel it on your tongue?” 
 
    The luranar paladin opened his mouth slightly and took a quick breath over his tongue.  That was something new to Leighandra; they’d never mentioned having any other special sense of smell or taste.  After a moment, Max glanced briefly at his wife.  “Is that what the cold is?” 
 
    “Then we have a double duty to kill this monster,” Galadon declared. 
 
    BlackWing tried to rush Max but received a stiff thrust to the gut for it.  The stab didn’t seem to do much other than stop the larger man’s momentum, and even then, he swung at the luranar’s face with a backhand.  His reach was tremendous, but Max held him at bay.  The luranar withdrew his sword and backed up, and Galadon moved in to cut off BlackWing’s pursuit.  Delkantar circled around to properly flank and brought his blades to bear as well. 
 
    Starlenia darted side to side, biding her time until presented with a good avenue of attack.  Max, Galadon, and Delkantar took up a lot of space with the number and size of their weapons, so Leighandra hung back by Audrei and Yiilu.  The elf and the luranar were discussing ways to use the cavern to their advantage without threatening a cave-in, or else how to lure the demon under sunlight to see if that had any effect on it.  Leighandra and Lion wanted to lend their blades to the fight, but they had the same issue Starlenia did for the moment.  They stood guard over their less melee-inclined companions. 
 
    Blackwing punched Max solidly in the breastplate, but the cestus was ineffective against the heavy plate, doing little more than leaving the necrotic slime behind.  The paladin slammed the larger man with his shield, then stepped in and shoved him with all his weight, driving BlackWing back into Delkantar.  The ranger slashed brutally at the demon’s wings and tail, anything he could reach without his blades getting snarled in the cloak.  He scored several hits, and then Galadon landed a glancing blow of his own, but the wounds didn’t bleed, didn’t appear to have any effect at all on the demon. 
 
    “What is this thing?” Leighandra muttered. 
 
    “I am not certain this is even a man, but a demon given rir form,” Max grunted, fending off another attack.  “Begone, demon!  The Lord rebuke thee!  Return to the shadows.” 
 
    BlackWing laughed.  “You can’t be serious…” 
 
    “Do it again, Max!  He didn’t like that!” Audrei shouted, and she approached cautiously to lend her aid to her husband. 
 
    Max pointed the Sword of the North Wind at BlackWing’s chest.  “The Lord rebuke thee, foul demon!  Return to the shadows that spawned you!” 
 
    BlackWing backed away suddenly, but then spun and swiped at Delkantar with his cesti.  He found the ranger gone.  In his place was a much shorter woman, whose smaller stature let her duck under the backhanded swing easily.  She cut across the demon’s knee with her little bone dagger, and continued with her momentum past him, only to turn and slash brutally at the back of the joint and then jam the dagger home into his thigh. 
 
    Each wound ripped free a wisp of black smoke, and BlackWing hissed in pain before turning his fang-filled snarl on the Okonashai woman.  He snapped his envenomed jaws at her, but Starlenia angled back and retreated to Max’s side.  The luranar intercepted BlackWing’s pursuit, slashing in a quick, up-down two-strike sequence.  He slammed the demon with his shield and then turned partially and tossed his sword over to Galadon. 
 
    As soon as the human knight caught the sword’s pommel, it burst into brilliant blue flame.  BlackWing backed away from Galadon, but his attention was in the wrong place again.  Delkantar pressed the demon just enough to get his attention, allowing Starlenia to slip in sinuously and perforate BlackWing’s other thigh three times in quick succession. 
 
    This time, when the demon went to pursue her, he found she didn’t retreat.  She stabbed him up under the sternum with the bone dagger, sinking it to the hilt.  “Give our regards to Derus’Torg when you see him in hell,” she spat. 
 
    He tried to strike at Starlenia, but a well-timed slash from Galadon relieved BlackWing of the offending hand.  Black mist fell from the wounds like blood, and though he raised his remaining arm, BlackWing didn’t strike at Starlenia.  Nevertheless, she ducked back behind Max again.  The demon seemed to be trying to escape or dispel the physical form it wore, but it was dissipating before their eyes.  “Master!  No!” 
 
    Delkantar stepped in and stabbed it a number of times for good measure, though his attacks still appeared to have no effect.  Galadon thrust the flaming blade of the Sword of the North Wind into the demon’s side and, at last, its physical form came apart. 
 
    Audrei approached and held her hands up, that glowing aura emanating from her just as it did when she healed others.  The demon screamed though it had no physical form, and its black, shadowy substance was consumed by the light Audrei emitted.  It finally dissipated completely with a pathetic sigh, and the temperature and light of the chamber soon returned to normal. 
 
    The companions stood looking at the space their enemy had occupied, no trace at all that it had ever existed.  “Great Spirit, did we really just do that?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    Leighandra walked up and put a hand to Audrei’s shoulder.  “The first of many,” she reiterated her affirmation from Emerald City. 
 
    “The first of many,” the luranar woman agreed. 
 
    “Everyone all right?  Anyone poisoned?” Yiilu asked.  “We will have to go outside so I can create another poultice if so.” 
 
    “All fine here,” Galadon said, and Delkantar echoed him with a thumbs-up. 
 
    Max turned to the sphinx, who withdrew the seal and brought it over.  “I believe you have more than earned this,” the creature said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Max replied.  “Do you have a name, sir?” 
 
    “Do not concern yourself with me,” the sphinx said.  “I am merely a guardian, a creation set to watch over this seal until it was claimed by one who saw the world properly.  Go forth and gather the last of the seals.  But know that the final test will be the toughest by far.” 
 
    “Never doubted that,” Starlenia grumbled, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Do you know who BlackWing was?  Or what?” 
 
    “A demon, young luranar.  He was a demon.  There are a number of them in these lands these days.  Perhaps you will kill more.  Perhaps not.” 
 
    “Let’s leave before he asks another riddle,” the rogue said, nodding back the way they had come, but she didn’t wait for anyone to agree. 
 
    “How did you leave tracks outside if you’ve been caged for months?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Oh, I did not,” the sphinx-like creature answered.  “That demon took my form, I suspect in hopes of tricking other travelers, or waylaying you or whoever eventually came for the seal.” 
 
    “A shapeshifting demon?  Terrific,” Leighandra muttered. 
 
    Delkantar patted the scroll tucked into his belt.  “And he was apparently involved with another one: the succubus.  We may have more trouble yet to come from him and whoever the succubus was.”  He turned back to the sphinx creature.  “Do you have another riddle?  Maybe one that won’t kill us if we’re wrong?” 
 
    The Sphinx cocked its head, that predatory smile returning, but it said nothing. 
 
    “I’ve got one for you, then,” Delkantar said, undeterred by everyone’s shock.  “A gnoll, a dryad, and a kitsune walk into a tavern…” 
 
    “Out!” Galadon said, shoving his companion along. 
 
    Despite the battle, there was scattered laughter at Delkantar’s attempt to tell a joke.  “What exactly is a kitsune?” Audrei asked as they returned to the forest. 
 
    “Fox spirit of some kind, from ancient legends,” the ranger answered with a shrug. 
 
    “Are they real?” the luranar woman asked Leighandra. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them, but nothing widespread or indicative of them being more than myth.  Might be something interesting to look into the next time we’re in a big city…” 
 
    “I am curious to hear the rest of that joke,” Max said, fighting off a wolfish grin. 
 
    “Yiilu, where’s the seal pulling?” Galadon asked, as if afraid to hear it. 
 
    “My people’s land, if I am not mistaken,” she answered. 
 
    “Karinda?” Delkantar guessed. 
 
    “I’ll stab her if she has the final one, I really will,” Starlenia grunted.  “Just, you know, not anywhere that’ll kill her…” 
 
    “There would be a poetic irony there, I think,” Max mused with a crooked smile.  “And at least then we know we will not have to fight for it.” 
 
    “But the sphinx said this would be the toughest test, sir,” Lion offered.  “So, either she’s going to make us work for it, or she’s not the one who has it at all.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Starlenia said, and there was a silent accord. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIX – Test of the Spirit 
 
      
 
    The end of their journey – or one portion of it, anyway – was within sight.  The friends rode to the town of Farview, where they sold off their mounts in preparation to go into Laeranore on foot.  Galadon kept his trusty steed, though he did joke about selling Galrinthor off for a couple of whetstones and a warm blanket.  Amazingly, he only suffered a stomped foot and a slobbery “kiss” for his humor. 
 
    There was a never-ending air of excitement about the group as they traveled, the end of their quest for the seals within their grasp despite the fact that they didn’t know what it might yield.  It took little time out of Farview for them to realize the seal was not leading them back to Karinda’s tower.  As they pushed farther into Laeranore, they began to suspect that it might once again be pulling somewhere off the coast. 
 
    This is a serious issue, Leighandra mused.  There aren’t any sizeable islands off the east coast of Terrassia, so where could it be leading us?  If it pulls out to sea, we’ll have to turn south for Flora and commission a ship from there… 
 
    Yiilu led them confidently through the land of the tree-folk.  Leighandra found it odd that her mother’s people had never come forth to greet the party in their previous travels.  True, the elves were xenophobic to a large extent, but most of the party was elven, luranar, or half-elven, and the luranar were their friends.  Leighandra didn’t understand the hesitance of the land’s guardians to at least say hello to their fellow elf in passing.  It was possible such pointed to trouble somewhere else in the elven realm, but she didn’t think so. 
 
    “I’m starting to get used to this place a bit,” Delkantar said on their fourth day crossing the breadth of the wooded realm.  “It doesn’t seem so spooky anymore.” 
 
    No sooner had he finished speaking than a tree uprooted itself and walked across their path, deeper into the forest.  Its upper boughs tangled with those it passed, but amazingly, both mobile and stationary trees adjusted their limbs to make the passage easier.  Yiilu watched as if it was commonplace, but Delkantar stood agape at what he’d just seen. 
 
    “You were saying…?” Starlenia grunted. 
 
    The ranger let forth a nervous laugh after a minute.  “We could use some of those up in the northwest, that’s for sure…” 
 
    Farther ahead, golden eyes watched the friends from the crook of a tree.  Leighandra tried to keep walking as though she didn’t notice, but then the surface of the tree bowed outward until a more human face manifested.  In a fluid motion, a wooden woman stepped out of the trunk, perching seamlessly on a gnarled branch and watching the party with interest.  She had the shape of a woman but none of the features or textures aside from the face, and her legs seemed to flow back and forth between being one and two separate limbs. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lion asked, pointing.  The wooden woman’s face contorted when pointed at, and the shakna-rir youth put his hand down. 
 
    “A tree sprite,” Yiilu answered.  “You may know them more commonly as dryads.  They are the physical manifestations of the spirits of the trees.” 
 
    “Spirits of the trees?  So, all of the trees have one?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” the druidess answered.  “These trees are ancient, and all of them have spirits.  However, not all of them manifest in this way.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous at all?” Delkantar asked. 
 
    “Only if threatened.  And then the gods help you, for the Earth Mother will not.” 
 
    “There’s a place up near Chandler’s Grove they call Three Dryads Oak,” the ranger said.  “I never knew what to make of the name.  I’ve heard of dryads, but I didn’t know they were actually part of, or the spirits of, the trees.  Makes me wonder how that place got its name.” 
 
    “A tree would not have three dryads.  It must be a misnomer, or misconception.” 
 
    Max waved at the tree sprit as they passed.  She didn’t react at first, but then her wooden face contorted again, this time in an approximation of a smile.  She followed them as far as she could along the lower limbs, and then called out something into the forest. 
 
    Yiilu looked up at the calling dryad and then spun around.  “What happened?  Did one of you say something to her?” 
 
    “I just waved hello,” Max said.  “Why, what did she say?” 
 
    The elf shook her head.  “You will see for yourself soon enough.” 
 
    They continued on, and Leighandra’s jaw dropped in wonder.  Nearly every tree they passed now had a dryad staring out from the trunk, standing on a thick limb, or perched within its branches, watching the party pass by.  The chronicler wished she could stop and draw a picture, for she was sure she would never see such a sight again in her lifetime.  There had to be dozens, if not scores or hundreds of the dryads all about them, golden eyes watching the passing people with rapt attention.  It explained so much of the mysterious feel of the woods.  Now, she and her friends understood what Yiilu meant when the druidess said the trees watched and listened. 
 
    The dryads watched their progress for a while, but soon enough, the forest returned to its more typical “spooky” state.  Deeper in, Delkantar watched the tracks, measuring size, distance, and depth to tell what had passed and how urgently.  Yiilu left the ranger to his task explaining what they might find and what they should avoid, never once contradicting his assessments.  It underscored how well the man knew nature despite not being even part-elven, and Leighandra was impressed.  Whoever the Ghosts of Liam were, she wanted to meet more of them. 
 
    They still had yet to come across anything resembling a settlement on the fifth day, and Lion asked Yiilu about it yet again. 
 
    “Our settlements are all closer to the coast, and not so much in this area,” the druidess answered.  “We are near the czarikk lands, though they are likely still devoid of the lizard-folk for a while yet.  They normally return when the northlands become colder, but with how late they began their migration this year, I am uncertain when they will this year.” 
 
    “Is it possible the czarikk have the final seal?” Delkantar asked.  “Or is anything else down this way?” 
 
    “I am uncertain.  We typically do not disturb the czarikk or their lands but to let them know that as their neighbors, we are happy to help should trouble befall them.” 
 
    Starlenia leaned in and stared at the jade seal in the druidess’ hands.  “Just please don’t lead out to sea.  I’ll give you five gold coins if you don’t lead out to sea.” 
 
    Not surprisingly, the seal neither changed direction nor responded to her bribe.  After a little while, however, they passed a trail that must have been well-used by the czarikk.  Delkantar knelt and looked for tracks or other signs of disturbance, but even with Lion’s help, he came up with nothing except for traces of animals’ passing.  He looked side to side, up and down the path, and then rose to his feet. 
 
    “I suppose we could follow the path.  It should lead us to a czarikk village, or at least where they establish them when they return,” he offered. 
 
    “No sense walking away from the direction the seal pulls,” Galadon said.  “I know we’ve been on the road a while, but let’s keep moving forward.  I suspect there’s only so far we can go before we reach the coast, and then we’ll either head to Flora or one of the elven cities, should Yiilu approve.” 
 
    “If we must, we may,” she answered.  “My people have seen fit to give us uninhibited passage this far into our lands; there is no reason to believe Queen Tiyaana would refuse us her aid should we require it.” 
 
    The conversation proved irrelevant not long after, as they came to a little cabin in the woods.  Leighandra was immediately reminded of Senkiro’s Solace.  Despite the abandoned look of the place, everything was still in remarkably good condition.  It was a simple log cabin that sat in a narrow clearing, its roof and windows showing signs of neglect, but not damage.  It was as if the forest had protected this place, much like the spirit of the old priest may have protected the temple on the island. 
 
    Delkantar began to snoop at a respectable distance, but Starlenia started forward.  In a change for her, she stopped after only a few steps and then backed up by the others. 
 
    “What is it?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “Just got a funny feeling, that’s all.” 
 
    “It is not just you,” Max agreed, sniffing about. 
 
    “Two graves over here.  Oh, man, you’re never going to believe this,” Delkantar called, waving the rest of them over. 
 
    Leighandra stepped up and gasped along with her friends.  “Is this… is this real?” 
 
    There were two gravestones beside the cabin on its shadowed side, and the chronicler read their inscriptions a few times, as if convinced she might be reading them wrong.  Even Galadon stared at the one on the left, no doubt considering the tale of his own return: 
 
      
 
    Karian Vanador 
 
    Died: 2876 
 
    No greater friend or sister 
 
    could I ever want 
 
      
 
    Beside it had to be the grave of the cabin’s former owner, a name Leighandra figured all of them should be familiar with by now, to some extent: 
 
      
 
    Carly Bakhor 
 
    Died: 2941 
 
    I lay my body to rest, 
 
    but my spirit journeys on 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even say it,” Delkantar warned with an upraised hand as soon as Starlenia started to say something. 
 
    “What?  I was just going to say I wonder if anything’s actually buried here anymore.” 
 
    “We’ve found a piece of history!” Leighandra finally managed.  She sat down and pulled her pack in front of her.  She drew forth her journal and writing implements, and she began to sketch out a picture of the two gravestones.  She could hardly contain her excitement or keep her writing hand steady as she wrote of what they’d found and where. 
 
    “Do you suppose we should clean the area up, like we did on the island?” Audrei asked. 
 
    Yiilu looked around the cabin and its clearing.  “How odd.  It is as though the Earth Mother is satisfied reclaiming only a small part of this area, and leaving the priestess’ domicile as intact as possible.” 
 
    Starlenia went over and opened the front door, and after peering in suspiciously, she walked inside and began searching the home.  It was only a few rooms, and Leighandra went in behind the rogue – as much to ensure she didn’t filch anything as to look around.  Inside, things had remained mostly undisturbed, only wind and water that had found their way within effecting any changes.  Leighandra glanced around the sitting room and the kitchen, and then she made her way over to what she suspected were the bedrooms. 
 
    Audrei came in behind them, and her ears and nose twitched.  She walked over to one of the bedroom doors, her brow creased, and Leighandra watched her open the door as if afraid there might be something terrifying on the other side.  Based on Audrei’s reaction, Leighandra wondered if that might be the case.  She dashed over and looked in, but there was nothing there but a single bed, a chair, and a chest of drawers. 
 
    “What is it?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “You don’t see this?” Audrei returned with a gesture toward the bed.  “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Max, Galadon!” Leighandra called, and then she tried to get Audrei to back away from the door, but the woman wouldn’t move.  “What is it, Audrei?  Look away if you have to.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” the human knight asked, drawing up behind the women.  “What?  Was there something on the bed?” 
 
    “Yes,” Audrei answered, pointing at the furnishing.  “This is where she died.  I can see her lying on the bed as clearly as if it was happening right now.  She is taking her last breaths, and Carly and something of a giant of our kind are sitting beside her, comforting her.” 
 
    The luranar woman backed up and closed her eyes, taking in a shuddering breath.  “She died in that bed, and Karinda could never sleep in it, or that room, again.”  She walked over to the other room and pushed its door open, staring at that bed.  “She had to stay with her mother, as they were both sensitive to thoughts, emotions, and auras.  And what Kari left behind when she died was something neither of them could endure.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Max asked.  “Audrei?  What are you seeing or feeling?” 
 
    She ignored him and walked back out of the house.  “It’s still here,” she said, turning a slow circle with her arms out to the sides and her eyes closed.  “It has sat idle for centuries, waiting to be reclaimed.  Waiting for someone to come and prove themselves worthy of carrying it among men once again.” 
 
    “What’s she talking about?” Delkantar asked, approaching from the back gardens. 
 
    “She’s seeing some memory or vision of the past,” Galadon said with a helpless shrug. 
 
    The luranar woman turned back toward the house, and the companions scattered when a ghost walked out of its doorway.  Hands went to hilts, and Leighandra brought forth the song of her soul, ready to call upon her sorcery, but everyone kept their distance.  The ghost was vaguely humanoid in shape, a translucent cloud of white ether that gradually assumed a more solid form.  A head and tail grew out from it, and after a minute, it resembled a rir woman.  It continued to take a solid shape until the ghostly image of a shakna-rir woman robed in white walked around the front yard. 
 
    “Another ghost?” Starlenia whispered. 
 
    “Not a ghost… a saint,” Lion corrected.  “I can’t believe it… that’s Saint Bakhor…” 
 
    “It has finally brought you to me,” the spirit said, fixating on Audrei.  “How many decades I have waited for you, little one.  Are you prepared to face the trial?” 
 
    “What trial, spirit?  What is this about?” Max asked, trying to step in front of his wife. 
 
    Audrei gently pushed him aside.  “I am.  What must I do to prove myself worthy?” 
 
    “Survive,” the spirit said, and it reached up and touched Audrei on the forehead. 
 
    The luranar woman screamed and fell to the ground as if struck dead.  She curled up into a fetal position and screamed again.  Max started to go to her, but a sharp look from the spirit stopped him in his tracks.  He trembled with rage and pain as he watched his wife curled up in agony, and she screamed again. 
 
    “Abraham!” Audrei bellowed. 
 
    Leighandra felt her blood freeze, and her eyes welled up with tears.  “Oh, no,” she whispered, then she turned to the spirit.  “No, not this.  Don’t do this to her.  Don’t!” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Audrei cried.  “Not him.  Not my baby.  Don’t take my baby from me!” 
 
    Max fell to his knees and grabbed at his ears.  He started toward his wife again, but the spirit touched him, and he recoiled from a shock of ethereal energy.  “Leave her be.  This is her trial, not yours.” 
 
    The luranar paladin shot up to his feet.  “You cannot put my wife in pain and say it is not my trial as well, foul spirit!” 
 
    “Please, anything but this,” Audrei continued.  “Take me, not him.  Max wants a son more than anything… don’t take that away from him.  Don’t.  He can live without me, but let him have a son…” 
 
    Max’s eyes went wide.  “What?  No!” he shouted, turning back to his wife.  He knelt down again and reached out, his teeth showing as he stayed his hand just inches away from his wife.  “Damn you, spirit!” 
 
    “He won’t understand.  He’ll blame me.  No… Max would never blame me.  What did I do wrong?  Why has this happened to us?  God, why did You let this happen?” 
 
    Max sat back, utterly dumbstruck, and Leighandra tore her eyes away from their crumpled friend when she saw Starlenia walk away.  There wasn’t a dry pair of eyes in the area, and all of the companions were torn by their helplessness.  Leighandra felt even worse for her luranar friends, having their most terrible secret laid bare before everyone with no warning. 
 
    Just be strong enough to survive this, Leighandra thought.  You may be the strongest people I know.  Hang on, Audrei.  Stay with us. 
 
    The chronicler straightened out when Audrei began to sing.  It was in the luranar tongue as usual, but it was that same song Max referred to when he bared his soul to Leighandra at the waterfall.  How deeply it had cut him, but now Audrei was singing it during her trial.  Was it to symbolize her pain, or ease it?  The chronicler wasn’t sure if the sudden singing was a good thing or a sign of worse pain to come.  Whatever the case, Max remained on his knees beside his wife, completely humbled by her pain. 
 
    Audrei curled up in pain again, but only for a few moments before she collected herself.  She rose to her feet, stumbled slightly, and then finally opened her eyes as she turned to her husband.  “Max?” 
 
    He rushed to her without hesitation and gripped her in a crushing embrace.  Leighandra stared at Audrei, wondering how long it would take before Max noticed the difference.  After a few minutes of tearfully holding her, he finally backed away to kiss her, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    Her hair had gone stark white.  Not her entire coat, but the formerly long, black mane of hair that she had braided with beads.  Her icy blue eyes were now a stunning golden color.  She stared at her husband curiously; did she even know she had been changed?  But then Leighandra saw what had caused her confusion. 
 
    Audrei backed away from Max and hefted up a sledgehammer that had appeared in her hand.  While its haft was unremarkable, the head of the great hammer looked like a demon skull, complete with horns and fangs.  It took a minute for the pieces to fall into place in Leighandra’s mind, as stunned as she was by what she’d seen, but she recognized it now. 
 
    “The Hammer of Damnation,” she breathed.  “Gods, she… Saint Bakhor… she gave you the Hammer of Damnation.” 
 
    “Yes.  And she is a part of me now.  I can feel her in here,” Audrei said, touching her fingers to her forehead and then over her heart.  “Max?” 
 
    “Audrei?  Are you all right?” he returned. 
 
    “I am.  I am at peace.  Max, we cannot carry our guilt and regret anymore.  My greatest pain has always been watching you suffer.  And you have suffered because you believed me to be in pain.  The pain is gone, Max.  Only the memory, the love, and the hope remain.  Can you let go of the pain and the guilt, husband?” 
 
    Max took her face in his hands.  “All I ever wanted was for you to be happy,” he said, making no effort to fight or hide his tears.  “I know I was not your first choice for a husband, and when we lost our son, I thought I had failed you yet again…” 
 
    Audrei let the hammer’s head fall to the ground, and she reached up to wipe away her husband’s tears.  “You have never failed me.  Never.  No, you were not my choice.  But you were meant for me, and I am honored to be your wife and the mother of your children.  I love you, Auremax Talvorus, my husband and my king.” 
 
    “And I am honored to call you my wife, and to be your husband,” he returned.  “But you are different now, Audrei.  Is this… is this truly you?  The spirit has not taken hold of you in some way, has it?” 
 
    A twinge of mischief curled the corner of Audrei’s lupine snout.  “You will see tonight.” 
 
    “Audrei!” Max protested with a chuckle, but then he closed his eyes briefly and sighed.  “Audrei, Audrei… if you are safe, happy, and satisfied, then so am I.  You are my heart, and I would not trade you for a thousand sons.” 
 
    “Great Spirit, you two are killing me,” Starlenia sniffled. 
 
    Even Yiilu was teary-eyed.  Elves weren’t known for showing that sort of emotion to outsiders, but the druidess didn’t seem to care.  She watched with rapt attention and an open heart.  And at her feet, Vo’rii lay with her head down on her paws. 
 
    “Yiilu,” Audrei prompted.  “The cabin itself is a reshaped tree spirit.  If you would be so kind as to speak to it, you may release it from its willing servitude, and it should yield to us the sixth and final jade seal.” 
 
    “You have Saint Bakhor’s spirit inside you?” Delkantar asked, finally approaching. He faltered when Audrei turned those golden eyes onto him. 
 
    “I do.  She had to cleanse me of doubt, fear, and guilt first.  Now I feel ready for what lies ahead; ready to do my part.” 
 
    “Then let’s get the seal and return to Karinda,” Galadon said.  “She’s not going to believe this.  Hell, I can hardly believe it myself, and I just witnessed it.”  He gripped Max lightly by the shoulder.  “Why did you never mention your son to us, my friend?  Why do you hide things from us?  How many times have you told Starlenia or the rest of us to share our burdens?” 
 
    “I know,” Max said, glancing down briefly before he met the older knight’s gaze.  “It was wrong of me… of us.  Forgive us, my friends.  It was never about whether we trusted you with our secrets, but that we did not want to burden you with them.  And that was wrong.  We were wrong.  I was wrong.” 
 
    Galadon patted the side of Max’s face, and the two knights embraced.  “You’re a better man than your father, Max.  And your father was a hell of a man.  Never doubt that.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    Yiilu was speaking with the cabin, which was a sight.  But then a face appeared in the side of it, and a tree sprite stepped out of the wood.  After conversing with Yiilu for a minute, the dryad disappeared back into the wood, and then the house began to reshape itself.  The walls, the roof, even the windows and doors melded into limbs and a trunk, eventually forming up into a great oak tree.  It was perfectly placed so that its shade would ever be on the two graves that sat below it.  From what Leighandra could see, all of the furnishings and other items in the house itself had been absorbed into the tree in some fashion. 
 
    …All but for one. 
 
    A little rag doll in the shape of a terra-dracon woman hung from one of the lower branches.  Audrei took it down and held it tight to her breast.  She walked over and looked at the graves one last time and smiled, then gestured about.  “Let us make our camp here.  There is little daylight remaining, and it has been a long and exhausting day, particularly for me.” 
 
    “What about the seal?” Galadon asked. 
 
    Yiilu approached the tree and spoke again to it, and she placed her hand on the trunk.  An opening appeared, something different than what had happened with the sphinx’s chest, and the druidess took the seal from within.  She brought it over to the rest of them, and laid the six seals out on the ground between the companions.  “This has been some journey,” she commented. 
 
    “And it has only just begun,” Audrei added. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    Leighandra watched her two luranar companions during their return trek.  If Audrei had made good on her tease after being transformed, they were being discreet about it.  They seemed closer now, something Leighandra hadn't really expected was possible.  And just as after Max had told her his secret and then been crowned king, he seemed much lighter of spirit. 
 
    Audrei was definitely different now.  She spoke a little more formally, but the joy and warmth of the woman was still ever-present.  It took Leighandra a couple of days to realize it was a manifestation of confidence and courage.  Audrei had been pulled along with them when she wasn't ready and still doubted herself.  Now, whether it was a product of surviving the tests or carrying Saint Bakhor's spirit within her, she walked, talked, and acted with confidence in everything.  And the sledgehammer, as large as it was, hardly bowed the woman's shoulders as she carried the symbol of righteousness across her back for days. 
 
    The others were different, too.  Leighandra recalled Delkantar's first thoughts about Audrei, and his doubts that she was a priestess.  Now, he treated her with deference, and whether the luranar woman noticed his frequent glances or not, Leighandra did.  Galadon and Lion were a little subtler about it, but the change in the woman obviously amazed them as well.  Leighandra wasn't sure which deity Lion served – she wasn't sure if the shakna-rir as a whole followed any one or a smaller subset of them – but the luranar priestess awed him. 
 
    Starlenia, by contrast, kept a bit of distance from the luranar now.  She frequently made little jokes, calling them disgustingly cute or something to that effect, but whatever she truly felt, she kept it to herself.  Leighandra wondered if perhaps Starlenia had gone through some trials with her husband and children in her secretive past, and seeing Audrei and Max endure the saint's trial had awakened those memories.  Something kept her quiet and a little distant from the luranar couple, but Leighandra still had yet to figure out exactly what. 
 
    Yiilu and Audrei were spending more and more time together, speaking of their divine paths.  Leighandra couldn't recall a time she had ever seen two people of such different faiths sit and not just speak, but listen with such enthusiasm.  Audrei had never made a secret of her respect for what Yiilu could do, and now, after Audrei’s healing ministrations in Emerald City, the healing of Delkantar and dispelling of the demon, and then the trial she underwent and survived with Saint Bakhor, the druidess was taking a keen interest in the luranar's faith. 
 
    If they bolster each other’s faith, there’s no telling what they’ll be able to do together, Leighandra thought. 
 
    They reached Karinda's tower after several days, and the archmage met them outside.  Without a word, she approached to stand before Audrei, taking in the woman's stark-white hair, golden eyes, and the unmistakable sledgehammer across her back.  Neither woman spoke, but after a minute, Karinda put her hand to her breast as if to quell her racing heart. 
 
    “You have my mother's spirit upon you,” she breathed, and Audrei nodded.  “She has wandered the rooms and gardens of our old home since I laid her to rest.  Eventually, I had to stop visiting, as it pained me too much to see her linger without explanation.  Now, she has settled upon you for some purpose, and bequeathed to you her mighty hammer.  Do you know why, precisely?” 
 
    “No, but as you have said to us so many times, the truth will be revealed in its proper time,” Audrei answered with a soft smile.  She pulled forth the little terra-dracon doll and handed it to the archmage. 
 
    Karinda made no effort to hide her emotions, hugging it to her chest and letting forth a deep, calming breath.  “It is pleasing to know people do listen sometimes.  You must tell me everything that has transpired.  Have you gathered all six of the jade seals, then?” 
 
    Yiilu set her pack down and pulled all of the stones out.  The archmage looked at them and her breath caught, and then she put her hand to the end of her snout.  At last she found her voice again, “Then the time is upon us.  The end of one era, the beginning of another.  Now, all of the mystery and wonder of Arakiel will be revealed, for good or for ill.  Come, there are those you need to meet.” 
 
    They followed the archmage into the tower, but before anyone could take a seat, she gestured for them to continue with her.  She led them up the stairs to the third level, and Karinda opened the door.  What lay beyond was one of the finest displays of magic Leighandra had ever seen.  For rather than a round room like the one downstairs for visitors, this door opened into what looked like the inside of a sprawling, stately mansion.  Rooms and doors split off from the central chamber on every side, and in the center was a furnished, open sitting area. 
 
    Two half-demons were in the center of the room playing with a couple of children.  They looked up when the newcomers entered, and Leighandra took in their features.  The male had red stripes across his face, shoulders, and arms.  He was dressed casually, but rose to his feet when he saw they had visitors, towering several inches above even Max and Galadon.  The female was also fairly tall, nearly the same height as the knights when she stood up.  She, too, was dressed casually, and the children huddled around her legs when they saw all the new arrivals. 
 
    Karinda waved toward the two.  “My friends, I would like to introduce you to Lady Karian Vanador, the Avatar of Vengeance; and her mate, the Warlord, Kristofer Isaiah Jir’tana.” 
 
    The woman approached.  “Kari is fine.  So, these are the ones who found the seals?” 
 
    Leighandra couldn’t help but stare.  This was a woman whose lives were the stuff of legend, who was reputed to have once killed an erestram in single combat, defeated several red dragons, and more recently, a demon king.  And yet standing there, unarmed or armored, she looked so unassuming, like your everyday woman, muscular though she was.  She looked small beside her mate, but she was a tall woman in her own right.  Standing this close, Leighandra could see Kari was terra-dracon, not half-demon, and she was quite pretty for someone who’d spent the majority of their lives hunting demons. 
 
    “Indeed,” Karinda confirmed.  “These are King Auremax Talvorus of the luranar, and his wife, Audrei; Galadon Tercullin of Dira Ch'Tori, formerly its king; Yiilu ’n’Torae D’ansu of the court of Queen Tiyaana of Laeranore; Starlenia Wineseller of the Okonashai people; Delkantar Clintarrin of Chandler's Grove; Leighandra Evenstar of Solaris; and Lion Tumureldi, brother to the rightful queen of the Khalarin Empire.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” Kari said, her stare lingering on Lion.  “I can still see a bit of Suler's face even this far removed through the generations.” 
 
    “Ma'am?” the shakna-rir teen blurted. 
 
    The demonhunter chuckled.  “I’m so used to everyone knowing I was resurrected.  But I was Suler Tumureldi’s mistress for a time in my previous life.  You could say I have a bit of a history with your family.” 
 
    “Can you help my sister retake the throne?” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “In time.  That’s not our first priority, though.  Gathering these six seals has made it easier for our enemies to try to seize them, so we need to take them to the Isle of Morikk, open that Temple, and see what it’s all about.” 
 
    “So, you were resurrected as well?” Galadon asked, and Kari turned to him.  “It would seem you are not the only one; I was apparently brought back after the Apocalypse.” 
 
    Kari glanced at Karinda, who nodded, and then she turned back to the knight.  “And there’s a third, who we’ll be meeting in Flora.  Maybe we’ll get some answers for the two of you at the Temple.  I’ve at least gotten mine.” 
 
    She turned to Audrei before anyone else could speak, and her brow furrowed.  “What’s with you?  There’s something familiar about you, but we’ve never met before, have we?”  Audrei didn’t get a chance to respond, Kari turning back to Max.  “But I have met you before, haven’t I?” 
 
    “Indeed you did, in the court of Queen Cecia al’Morinh,” he answered. 
 
    Audrei stepped forward and stood tall before the demonhunter.  “You shared a bond of sisterhood with Carly Bakhor, one that never broke, neither after you passed, nor even after she did.  Her spirit is now upon me, accompanying me through the trials that lie ahead.  She has not forgotten you, her true sister.” 
 
    Kari reached up and touched the luranar woman’s face tenderly.  “If her spirit’s settled onto you, there must be something very special about you.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it…,” Starlenia blurted. 
 
    “Wolfy lady!” Kari’s son announced, finally gathering the nerve to step up next to her. 
 
    “Audrei, Little Gray; her name is Audrei,” Kari corrected. 
 
    “Wolfy lady!” Little Gray insisted. 
 
    Kari looked at the two luranar and shrugged.  “Sorry; he gets like this with just about anyone who isn’t human, elven, or rir.” 
 
    The couple chuckled and shook hands with the youngster. 
 
    “Imagine if he had seen Alissiri,” Yiilu offered with a smirk. 
 
    “Are the rest of the Silver Blades with you, ma’am?” Delkantar asked, and he turned a scowl at Starlenia before the woman could so much as smile.  The rogue shrugged innocently. 
 
    “They’re in and around Flora, too.  We have people assessing the threats in Aurun Ch’Gurra and other places.  But it’s proving a bit difficult with how well-known we’ve become.  It may be that I call upon you folks to carry out some of the work, that we can hold the attention of our enemies and let you strike… surgically.” 
 
    “And the guardian demon Serenjols accompanied Lady Vanador here, to see to re-forging Galadon’s sword,” Karinda said. 
 
    “We also have a ship on call to take us to Morikk, so as soon as the lot of you are ready, we’ll be heading to the Temple,” Kari added.  “Just understand: As many pains as we’ve taken to keep your progress quiet, there’s a chance our enemies are waiting for us there.  If that’s the case, we’re going to be in for a hell of a fight.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound so bad with the two of you coming,” Galadon said, gesturing between Kari and Kris.  “Each of you is legendary in your own right.” 
 
    “Not to mention your friends,” Delkantar agreed. 
 
    “Did you really kill a demon king?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “One of the weaker ones, but yes,” Kari confirmed.  “And we have a few that are on our side, so despite everything aligned against us, we do have a lot of allies.  The trick is going to be putting them all to their proper use, here as well as on Mehr’Durillia.  It may be that I take a trip to Irrathmor as well, to see what allies we may be able to bring back from that world.” 
 
    Yiilu chuckled.  “We have a contact for you there,” she said, and Kari’s brow rose.  “We rescued a medusa, a… teshan-suz from Irrathmor, and Lady Karinda helped her to return home.  She said should we ever go to her world, to look for her in a city called God’s Terrace.  Perhaps you may begin your search for allies there, with her.” 
 
    Kris stood before Max.  “You’re Christian?” he asked, and when Max nodded, the Warlord lifted the sleeve of his tunic, showing off a tattoo on his shoulder that read PSA 144:1.  Whatever it meant, Max’s brows rose and they stepped off the side and began to speak quietly. 
 
    Leighandra finally found the nerve to step forward.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Vanador,” she said, extending her hand. 
 
    Kari’s handshake was casual but strong.  “I’m serious: Just call me Kari.” 
 
    “So, what exactly is the Temple of Archons?” Audrei asked. 
 
    “Our enemies think it holds the power to make one into a god.  We think it’s the meeting place for a circle of seven deities.  But honestly, we’re not going to find out until we go there and open the doors.  And Karinda, I think we’re going to want you there for that.” 
 
    “As much as I would love the opportunity to see the Temple opened and witness what is inside of it, I am not certain I want to leave this land untended while you are there.” 
 
    “If Emma turns out to not be as friendly as she makes us believe, we’re going to need someone there who can stop her,” Kari said.  “And as much as we’ve done, as far as we’ve all come in recent years, I still don’t think any of us pose much of a threat to her – not even me.  If we’re going to defend the place from her, we need someone like you, or one of your fellow wizards from the council.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I could ask someone else, but they would either take some time to get here, or else attract undue attention coming quickly by arcane means.  I suppose the obvious choice is to go myself.” 
 
    “Who’s Emma?” Leighandra asked. 
 
    “A demon king who may or may not be friendly.  I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Kari answered. 
 
    “I still don’t get it.  If what you say is true, and the Temple is a meeting place for some circle of deities, how does it benefit us to open it?” Starlenia asked. 
 
    “Again, we won’t know until we get there,” Kari admitted, and she looked at Kris. 
 
    The Warlord and Max returned to the conversation.  “The keys were left where mortals could find them for a reason,” Kris said.  “My father may not know much more than we do, but that was his take on things.” 
 
    “Your father?” Leighandra echoed. 
 
    “You may have heard of him: Kaelariel Arakiel Jir’tana.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Delkantar balked. 
 
    “Uh oh, now Kari has competition for Delkantar’s affections,” Starlenia laughed. 
 
    The demonhunter did a double-take.  “What?” 
 
    “Remind me to stab you repeatedly when we’re outside the tower,” Delkantar hissed. 
 
    “Private joke,” Starlenia told the confused rir. 
 
    Kari shook her head with a lopsided smile.  “Listen, I’m very proud of you all.  No doubt collecting these seals was a feat and then some.  The trip to Morikk is going to take a couple of weeks, and you can fill us in on everything you’ve done, and found out, and what you think lies ahead.  And we’ll do the same for you.  Whatever you’ve been through, understand that we, the Silver Blades, have been through at least as much, and it’s all interconnected.  You may feel like you’ve been running blind all this time, but there’s a purpose behind it.  And if what we tell you doesn’t clarify things, I’m sure opening the Temple is going to, one way or another.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Max said.  “If we may, then, let us take to the road immediately.  Time is already against us, and we must keep pace with our enemies.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Kris agreed.  “Give us just a few minutes to get ready.  Or maybe an hour, if the kids are like they usually are…” 
 
    Kari snorted, and glanced at Audrei when the luranar woman laughed.  They shared a knowing smile, mother-to-mother, and then the terra-dracon woman and her mate went into an adjoining room to get armed and armored. 
 
    “All your lives have led to this moment,” Karinda said, looking over the group with a soft smile.  “Are you ready, my friends, to usher in a new era, one we make with our own hands?” 
 
    Max looked to each of his friends, and they all smiled or nodded encouragingly.  When he turned back to the archmage, he dipped his snout.  “We are.” 
 
    And then Kari and Kris emerged from their room fully dressed in their paluric armor.  Delkantar had to make an effort not to say anything so as to avoid another wise-crack from Starlenia.  Now, the two looked every bit the heroes they were reputed to be, and yet the way they regarded the companions spoke of nothing but respect. 
 
    Now she looks like someone befitting the title Avatar of Vengeance.  But can it be they’re almost as awed by us as we are by them? Leighandra wondered. 
 
    “Let’s go meet the gods,” Kari said, and she gestured toward the exit. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XX – Forged In Light 
 
      
 
    The entire group halted as they exited the tower, and before Leighandra could react, Kari and Kris had their swords in hand.  There, before them all, stood the Tilcimer.  The demon looked unconcerned by the reactions of the demonhunter or the Warlord, his green eyes going in two different directions to take the party in completely. 
 
    The Tilcimer clacked his teeth together before speaking.  “Have you had time to consider my offer, mortals?” 
 
    “Offer?  What offer?” Kari demanded, though she turned to look at Max and Galadon. 
 
    “He wants something that was buried with the Tempis’ra, and in exchange, he’s offered to give us information,” Galadon explained.  “Of course, my instincts are to tell him to go to hell, but he did tell us something useful when we first met.  I think in this, I’ll defer to your instincts as the Avatar of Vengeance, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “This one is not like the others,” Karinda said. 
 
    “What offer?” Kari reiterated, directing it to the demon this time. 
 
    “Your resources are limited; I can obtain information you might not normally be privy to,” the Tilcimer returned.  “All I ask in return is to add a trinket of power from the Tempis’ra’s tomb to my collection when the dust settles from all this.” 
 
    “What could you possibly tell us that we can’t get from other sources, and without having to promise something you can’t – or won’t – identify?” Kris asked. 
 
    “The location of his father, for one thing,” the demon said, gesturing toward Max. 
 
    The luranar king’s eyes went wide.  “What?”  Audrei put her hand to his shoulder. 
 
    “Tell us,” Galadon demanded, stepping forward.  “Whatever it is you want, you can have.  But tell us my friend’s location, now!” 
 
    “Think you well on this, mortal, for–” 
 
    “Shut up and tell us!” the knight barked.  “There is nothing to think about.” 
 
    Kari glanced at Kris and put her swords away, and he followed suit.  Neither looked pleased by this turn of events, but they let Galadon take the lead for the moment. 
 
    “Kalamaris Talvorus is being held at the keep of Duke Curlamanx of Si’Dorra,” Tilcimer said.  “A place your new companions should be… intimately familiar with.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me…,” Kris spat, and he sighed when fixed with everyone’s gazes.  “We were just there several weeks ago.  Si’Dorra is in complete disarray.  That may make a rescue easier, but then again, it may make it impossible.  Is Max’s father alive?” 
 
    “For the time being.” 
 
    “No,” Max said, turning away from the demon.  “We cannot prioritize rescuing him.  We must stay true to our path.  More lives than his are on the line, and yet…” 
 
    “We’ll rescue him,” Kari assured him, laying her hand on his forearm.  “We have two weeks or so to lay plans while we sail to the Isle of Morikk.  I just hope you know what you’re doing having any dealings with this demon.” 
 
    Tilcimer smiled, a chilling flash of teeth and glowing green eyes filled with satisfaction.  “You are now bound by your word.  Accordingly, so am I.  When you have need of information, mortals, I am at your service.” 
 
    Kari perked up at that.  “Oh really?  Well then, give me a briefing on the wars in Sorelizar and Si’Dorra.” 
 
    Tilcimer glanced at Galadon, who nodded, and Leighandra balked when the demon pulled forth a sheaf of papers and handed them to the demonhunter.  Kari perused them for only a moment before she looked back up at the Tilcimer.  “How did you know to bring all this?” 
 
    “Your companion,” he said, gesturing toward Karinda, “is far from the only clairvoyant involved in this game we play.  You should find everything you need to know in those papers, and you may rely on it as much as reasonably possible to lay your plans to rescue Kalamaris.” 
 
    Kari cocked her head.  “You really are different than your brothers?” 
 
    The Tilcimer clacked its teeth, the smile fading from its features.  “I am not your friend, Lady Vanador, but likewise, I have no interest in being your enemy.  I am willing to work toward a mutually beneficial goal.” 
 
    “Karinda?” 
 
    The archmage shrugged.  “He does make himself useful from time to time, much like Amastri does for you back home.  Should worse come to worst, you could always introduce him to your father-in-law.” 
 
    That brought a grimace to the demon’s face.  “There will be no need for that.” 
 
    Kari approached the Tilcimer, and he backed up a couple of paces.  “I’ll make this simple for you: If you make them regret dealing with you, I’ll make you regret dealing with them.” 
 
    “I am not a fool,” Tilcimer countered.  “While the ultimate fate of this world and that of Mehr’Durillia are not my concern, I can still appreciate the benefits of either side winning this war of yours.  For the time being, I offer my services to you.” 
 
    “For the time being,” Kari repeated.  She turned back to Galadon again.  “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “We never know what we’re doing,” Starlenia said.  “Hasn’t stopped us getting this far.” 
 
    The demonhunter snorted and waved for everyone to continue along.  She stayed in place, arms folded across her chest, holding the Tilcimer under a piercing gaze.  It was enough to give Leighandra the shivers, and she had no reason to fear the Avatar.  The chronicler was the last to depart before Kari herself, and she watched the Tilcimer run off in a blur before the group made their way into the forest. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    It took several days to reach the city of Flora, and the companions took the time to get to know Kris, Kari, and their children a little better.  The first step, interestingly, was finding that the children weren’t theirs, but Kari’s with her late husband.  That better explained Karinda’s words about Kari being fractured by the death of her mate.  It was interesting to Leighandra that the woman would end up involved with another so soon, but everyone reacted to grief differently.  She had only to look at Max and Audrei to see that. 
 
    The luranar paladin and the Warlord spent a lot of time speaking during their travels.  They never said as much to each other or anyone else, but Leighandra could tell both were shocked to find the other was Christian.  Nevertheless, they seemed to become close over the course of a few days, and Kris likewise spent a good deal of time chatting with Audrei.  Best of all, the three spent the evenings around the fire teaching each other hymns and songs, and Leighandra made sure to note the rhythms and the lyrics.  They might not prove crowd-pleasers, but she was always glad to learn new music and the stories it entailed. 
 
    There were numerous introductions when they reached the city, and even Leighandra had a hard time keeping track of all the names and faces.  She’d long thought the Silver Blades to be a band of siblings, no more than six or so in number, but she and the others were introduced to over a dozen people in Flora.  They may not all have been members of the Silver Blades, but the number of members and their allies was impressive.  And that was to say nothing of how tall some of them were, towering well above even Max and Galadon… 
 
    “Not everyone will be going with us,” Kari said once initial introductions were made.  “Eli and Danilynn will be heading north to visit with family.  Dynas, Gil, Sherman, Markus, and Katarina will be headed west to do some reconnaissance work.  The rest of you will be coming with us to Morikk.” 
 
    “You want me to go with you?” the dark woman, Sharyn, asked. 
 
    “You’re the werewolf,” Galadon said, shocking the entire gathering, though apparently it wasn’t news to any of the Silver Blades or their allies.  “The one who was resurrected?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” the woman returned tentatively. 
 
    “I was resurrected also,” Galadon said, and that drew Kari’s attention fully along with everyone else’s.  “There’s three of us – and so that number comes up again.  You, Lady Vanador, and myself were all resurrected.  Do you know of any others?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Sharyn said. 
 
    “Neither do we,” Kari answered for the rest of them.  “But that’s part of why I wanted Sharyn to come with us.  I’d like to see what the gods will tell us, if there was a specific reason behind her resurrection like there was behind mine – and maybe behind yours.” 
 
    “Fascinating times,” the paladin said through his teeth, half-smiling as he shook his head. 
 
    Leighandra touched his arm.  “I suspect we know why Galadon was returned, and it has to do with his work with Max’s father.”  She turned an apologetic look the luranar paladin’s way when he swallowed uneasily.  “Perhaps when we rescue Kalamaris from his imprisonment, we’ll have all we need to put the issues here on Terrassia to rest.” 
 
    “Gods willing,” Galadon agreed. 
 
    Leighandra continued to stare at the large group of allies, and she wasn’t the only one dumbstruck.  Among their number were a mallasti, a syrinthian, two serilian demons, and – by her own admission – a second werewolf.  The chronicler had seen many things in her day, but a group like this far exceeded anything she could’ve expected.  When she’d initially joined her friends in Solaris, she thought the presence of a wolf and a luranar was unusual. 
 
    Am I ever getting a lesson in being open-minded, she thought with a chuckle. 
 
    Max gave voice to her thoughts.  “If you will forgive my saying so, I would have never expected to be joined by serilian demons, a syrinthian, a mallasti, or werewolves.  Though I can imagine you must look at me and think the same thing.” 
 
    “Half-mallasti,” Tormaar corrected.  “I’m also half-gnoll.” 
 
    That drew more than just Leighandra’s attention, but it was Kris who spoke up.  “From every nation, tribe, and tongue,” he said, and Max nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face.  Kris turned to Kari and added, “It’s just a shame Erik, Aeligos, Eryn, Jol, and Damansha didn’t come, and that Ty wasn’t finished with his rehabilitation, or this would be a fearsome force.” 
 
    “We should have everyone we need, if not everyone we want,” Kari returned.  “We’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted during the trip.  Now, before we get on board and get sailing toward Morikk, there’s one thing to take care of: re-forging Galadon’s sword.  And that’s why our second serilis-rir friend, Serenjols, is with us.” 
 
    “But I didn’t bring…,” Galadon started, but trailed off when the massive serilis-rir held up the box containing the shattered pieces of his sword. 
 
    “I believe this particular blade must be re-forged under the light of dawn,” he said, his voice thunderous and deep.  “While we awaited your arrival, we had the sword’s remains sent here, and I had a small forge erected at the top of the hill.  Meet me up there before dawn tomorrow morning, and we will witness the rebirth of your blade, mortal, to go along with your own resurrection.” 
 
    Galadon looked astounded, but he nodded curtly.  “You have my thanks, sir.” 
 
    “The ship’s waiting for us at the docks,” Kari said.  “Once we take care of Galadon’s sword, we’re off.  We’ve got gods to meet and demons to kill.” 
 
    There was laughter, but Leighandra still found herself overwhelmed.  At the same time, it was comforting to find their group part of a much larger, better-organized, and powerful force.  Now, everything they had worked toward for months would come to fruition and, just as Karinda had promised them, they wouldn’t be alone.  The weight of the world had many, many shoulders to fall upon, and they still had yet to rally the nations under Max’s leadership. 
 
    She sighed when she thought of him and how it must be tearing him up inside to leave his father in the hands of demons while they saw to other needs.  Looking at him, though, he was his usual, stoic self, showing no outward signs of his turbulent feelings.  He began to get acquainted with the other paladins among the Silver Blades and their allies, and Leighandra felt suddenly awed to see so many paladins in one place. 
 
    We truly are a fearsome bunch, she thought. 
 
      
 
    ~ * ~ * ~ 
 
      
 
    They were all up before dawn the next morning, the excitement of watching the blade be re-forged rousing them all in the wee hours.  Only Kari and Kris saw any sort of delay with the children, but soon enough, the entire gathering marched up the zig-zagging roads of Flora to the high hill that overlooked the harbor. 
 
    There, as the sun’s first rays began to lighten the eastern sky, was the massive serilis-rir known as Serenjols.  He’d apparently stayed up all night preparing the forge, and it was glowing hot and ready for the work he was to perform.  The pieces of Galadon’s shattered blade sat on the edge of the flame, waiting to be heated up, and the demon placed them in without concern for burning himself as the time drew near.  It was only then that Leighandra considered how lucky Galadon was that his sword shattered into manageable pieces and not a hail of fragments. 
 
    The sun grasped at the horizon as Serenjols placed the pieces on the anvil and blasted them with a gout of red-and-black flames.  It was hellfire; Leighandra had never seen it before, but she’d heard of it.  It was puzzling that such might be used to repair a paladin’s blade, but she wondered if hellfire might be a misnomer, and further point to Kris’ observation of aid coming from every nation, tribe, and tongue the day before. 
 
    Serenjols began hammering the heated metal with great but precise strokes, the work of a master smith.  He accomplished in minutes what might have taken a novice hours, and as the first rays of light touched the blade, the pieces began to meld back together.  The serilis-rir put the finishing touches on it and cooled it before the sun had fully crested the horizon, and he handed the greatsword to Galadon. 
 
    “Hold it aloft under the light of dawn, sir knight,” Serenjols bid him. 
 
    Galadon stood at the edge of the hill and held his blade out toward the sunrise.  The glory of the sun’s rays reflected off the brilliant silver blade, and then the sword burst into orange flame.  “Behold, the Flame of the East!” Galadon shouted, though he looked surprised to have even spoken. 
 
    “Another nail in the Tempis’ra’s coffin,” Starlenia muttered. 
 
    “Hail Galadon, King of Dira Ch’Tori, the Flame of the East,” Max said, and he drew out the Sword of the North Wind and saluted his friend and mentor. 
 
    Galadon’s face went slack when every one of the Silver Blades and their allies followed the luranar paladin’s lead.  Galadon saluted them all in return and put his magnificent sword into the sheath on his back.  “Thank you, my friends,” he said.  “But you know I am not a king among you, but your friend and ally.  And thank you, Master Serenjols, for your aid.” 
 
    “I am honored to be of service,” the serilis-rir smith said with a slight bow. 
 
    “We’ll see you when we get back,” Kari said, touching the massive serilis-rir on the elbow.  “If trouble comes looking for you or any of the friends we leave behind, send word to the Red Mask.  They’ll aid you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    With the final bit of preparatory work done, Kari led the gathering down to the pier.  There was a large ship waiting for them, and Kari gestured everyone up the gangway without delay.  Once everyone gathered on the deck of the impressive sailing ship, they were greeted by a rir woman with deep red hair and sapphire-blue eyes, and there was a teenager with similar hair and eyes standing beside her, perhaps her child. 
 
    “Welcome aboard Karmi’s Sword,” she said.  “My name is Jori-an Stormrider, this ship’s first mate, and you are all now under my command.” 
 
      
 
    ~#~#~ THE END ~#~#~ 
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 Appendix A: The Many Unique Races of Citaria 
 
      
 
    Terra-rir (TEH-ra reer): the first of the rir, black-skinned, silver-blooded, mammalian draconic species created by Gori Sensullu. Very similar to humans in anatomy with the exception of more draconic heads, tails, and small claws on their hands and feet. They are born of a magical process which involves a pregnancy, but they have no navels. 
 
      
 
    Terra-dracon (TEH-ra drah-CONE): a mutation of terra-rir that possess leathery dragon-like wings; highly susceptible to a genetic defect called Dracon’s Bane that slowly kills them. 
 
      
 
    Terra-bengal (TEH-ra BENG-ul): subspecies of rir that possesses white tiger-like stripes, and soft pads on their feet; much more lithe and graceful than a typical terra-rir. 
 
      
 
    Shakna-rir (SHOCK-nuh reer): green-skinned, desert-dwelling variants of rir; matriarchal, highly populous, and very militant; resistant to heat and flame. 
 
      
 
    Fures-rir (FYOR-iss reer): matriarchal, cold-dwelling variants of rir; all possess hair and eyes in shades of blue and are virtually immune to their cold climate. 
 
      
 
    Kirelas-rir (kur-ELL-ahs reer): mystical variant of rir differentiated by stripes on the sides of their snouts and mental powers; reclusive and few in numbers. 
 
      
 
    Seterra-rir (seh-TEH-ra reer): red-blooded variant created to be more human-like; their pregnancy is like that of humans, and accordingly, they possess navels.  
 
      
 
    Serilis-rir (SEH-rill-iss reer): also known as serilian demons; red-skinned, vicious creatures that come in six varieties, each with their own characteristics, personalities, strengths and weaknesses. The types are called solas, kryon, corlyps, brys, elite, and guardian. All serilis-rir are male except for the solas, who are genderless. 
 
      
 
    Serilian-rir (sur-RILL-ian reer): the result of a serilis-rir crossbreeding with any other type of rir. Also commonly called half-demons, they are as varied as their fathers’ types, and are accordingly named (half-kryon, half-corlyps, half-brys, half-elite, and half-guardian). Persecuted and despised by most people throughout history. 
 
      
 
    Bah’Qitur (BAH kih-TOOR): commonly miscalled bakatur; the bah’qitur is a very large, human-like race that has some reptilian features. They are very aggressive but are also a highly devout people. Virtually exclusive to the continent of Dannumore. 
 
      
 
    Czarikk (sah-REEK): the lizardmen of Citaria come in two varieties: the more humanoid mulrassa, and the more reptilian sulrassa. Very reclusive people. 
 
      
 
    Luranar (LOO-ruh-nar): bipedal wolfmen common to the southeast of the continent of Terrassia; considered savage and uncivilized by outsiders, though those who travel through civilized lands are typically well-behaved and therefore accepted. 
 
      
 
    Kwarrasti (kwah-RAHS-tee): bipedal catfolk common to the southeast of Terrassia; nomadic and aloof, they are somewhat reclusive and rarely travel into more ‘civilized’ lands. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

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



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



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